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			CHAPTER ONE

			Bones
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			THOMAS MARSDEN WAS ELEVEN YEARS old when he dug up his own grave.

			It was the twenty-ninth day of April, though for only another few moments, and thus he would be eleven years old for only another few moments. When he awoke next morning, there’d be a tiny honey cake beside his bowl of gruel, and he’d give himself one bite each day until it was gone. The previous year, he’d managed to make it last near a week.

			Midnight was clear and bright, with a hint of summer in the spring, and the headstones glowed like a mouthful of teeth under the moon. This was a messy business in the rain, so at least there was that. Thomas’s fingers curled around the shovel’s handle as he looked back and forth across the plots, waiting for one to speak to him, just as he’d been taught.

			When he was smaller, it’d been Thomas’s job to keep watch, eyes and ears peeled for anyone who might have it in mind to stop them. There’d been some close ones, but nobody’d ever caught them.

			But for a while now, Thomas’d been old enough to dig.

			Behind him, his father waited. Waited to see if Thomas “had the bones.” That’s what Silas Marsden called it, the sense of knowing which grave might hold the plunder that would feed them, keep the tallow candles burning another while.

			The yew trees cast shadows of tall, dark ghosts waving gnarled arms and shaking wild, leafy heads. Stars peered through, bright, watching eyes, blinking in horror at the desecration that was about to come.

			But stars knew nothing of empty bellies and grates with no coal. Stars always had fire.

			“Hurry up, then,” grizzled Silas. “Find your bones, or I will.”

			That wouldn’t do. Silas was always just a bit more generous when Thomas did the work—and happier to have someone else to blame if they caught a dud.

			Thomas turned this way and that, and froze.

			“D’you hear something?” he asked. Footsteps, he was almost sure of it. The very particular sound of footsteps trying not to make any noise.

			Tap, tap, tap, on the soft grass between the graves.

			“Don’t ’ear nothing. If I didn’t know better, I’d think you was frightened. Not frightened, are you, son?”

			Thomas straightened his shoulders. He most certainly was not. Perhaps it was nothing. Trees or an animal. He never felt alone in graveyards, anyway.

			“This way,” he said, starting in the opposite direction from whence the possibly imagined footsteps had gone. Shovels over shoulders, they trudged along the paths, sacks in their hands, which would hopefully soon be filled.

			Beyond the graveyard walls, the lively, stinking city felt very far away, banished by this land of the dead. Thomas dropped his sack and shovel beside a crumbling stone on which he could just make out the name COSGROVE because Mam had insisted he learn his letters.

			In this work, there was always a choice to be made. Older graves might’ve been turned over already, their treasures taken, but for those as were untouched, what they held could be worth a whole handful of coin. Newer ones were a safe bet for a few bits and bobs, but rare was the one that’d feed them for a month.

			The digging itself was no easy job. Sweaty and back-breaking and endless, the blades of the shovels chewing up the earth and diving in for another mouthful, only to spit it out onto a growing hill beside the growing hole. When their arms would no longer reach—sooner for Thomas than his father—Thomas would jump lightly into the grave and try not to think of what was beneath his feet.

			And then there was a moment, there was always a moment, when metal struck wood and Thomas could loosen his blistered fingers from the handle, for they were almost finished. This was also the moment when the stench began to waft, a smell of sickness and decay. Thomas covered his nose with a ragged shirtsleeve that, truth be told, didn’t smell much better.

			Rotted wood splintered under a final blow, and again when Silas climbed down to pull the coffin’s lid free of its rusted hinges.

			“Not bad,” he muttered. “Not so bad at all. This’ll fetch a bit from the right buyer if it’s polished up right nice.” A silver brush, its bristles long since fallen away to dust, gleamed in his hand. Thomas tried quite hard not to look at the spot it had come from, right between two hands that were nothing but bone now, but he could never resist completely.

			The whole body was nothing but bone, bone and gaps for mouth and nose, ears and eyes. Two silver coins had fallen with unheard clunks to the wood below at some point after it had been buried and forgotten.

			“Reckon you can keep one of those,” said Thomas’s father, as was his way. He was not, by and large, a cruel man, and always gave Thomas a small share of the spoils if Thomas helped. A bigger share, if Thomas chose, and chose well. Most times, Thomas slipped it into his mother’s purse so she might return from market with a few extra morsels.

			The brush, a music box, the other coin, and a pair of shoe buckles went into a sack. Not bad for a night. Thomas climbed from the grave, his father behind, and they made quick work of filling it back up from the mountain of earth. Oh, by the light of day it would be clear that someone had disturbed the plot, but by then they would be long gone.

			“Got time for another.” The moon still shone high in the sky.

			Soon they wouldn’t, as the days grew longer and warmer and stole the darkness that shrouded them. Winter was best. They scarcely had to wait past suppertime, but on those bitter cold days when the ground was frozen solid, it oftentimes took a whole night to dig just one.

			Thomas led them deeper into the graveyard, almost to the wall that surrounded it, and near clapped with glee. A fresh one, so new as to not even have a marker yet, no name to read or years at which to wonder. The digging was so much easier when they was fresh, too, the earth loose and unsettled, welcoming the body back into its embrace.

			“An easy one, eh? Good job.” Thomas’s father patted his shoulder with a calloused hand. The objects in the sack clattered together as it hit the ground, and they both readied their shovels.

			They did not have to dig far.

			And there was no wood to splinter.

			A scant few feet down, Thomas’s shovel struck something that was surely not a coffin.

			“What in blazes—? Careful!”

			Thomas dropped to his knees and began to brush the earth away with his hands. The corpse was new, plump and cool, the cloth that covered it whole and perfect. Worms and critters hadn’t gotten to it yet.

			He swept the last of the dirt from the face, and his blood ran colder than the skin under his fingers. And then, as if it would make some sort of difference, he scooped the earth from the rest of the body in great, messy handfuls. It made no difference at all, no good one, and a dozen feelings all choked in Thomas’s throat like a chicken bone, for looking at the body was like . . . like staring into a pond on a clear day.

			When Silas Marsden had told Thomas to “find his bones,” this was not what was meant, but it might as well have been. In the grave, smeared with earth on skin not covered by a black robe, was Thomas himself, down to the ragged fingernails, the blemish on his cheek, there in a shard of looking glass since Thomas could remember.

			Silas Marsden whispered a prayer.

			•   •   •

			There was not a single difference, so far as Thomas could see. True, he was not covered in earth, and his skin was warmer than the soil-smeared face below him, but those things weren’t as important as the ones that were exactly the same. The face, the hands, the skinny chest when Silas parted the robe with the end of his shovel. Despite the strangeness before them, it seemed he couldn’t resist the urge to make sure there was nothing of value under the cloth.

			“I don’t understand,” said Thomas. “It looks just like me. Why does it look just like me?”

			“We bury it again,” snapped his father, ignoring Thomas’s question, seeming to answer a different one as he looked up at the stars. “Doesn’t have nothing to take. We bury it again and get out of ’ere. Come on, quick.”

			“But—”

			“Do as I say, or feel the back of my hand, boy!”

			“But it does have something!” said Thomas, startled. Silas had never struck him, not when he spilled his supper or broke a mug or put holes in his jumpers, and he knew many who were not so fortunate. Silas was afraid, a thing so unfamiliar to Thomas it took him a heartbeat to see it for what it was.

			But he couldn’t do as Silas asked, for Silas was wrong. Thomas pulled free the curl of paper from under the cold fingers that were otherwise identical to his own, and a shiver passed through him, as, briefly, he held his own hand.

			Silas peered at it in the moonlight. “What’s it say? Read those letters your mam’s made you learn. Never saw any call for that, meself.”

			The ink was so blue it was almost black, formed into whorls and spikes. At first look, they seemed nothing like the letters Mam had painstakingly taught him, sounding each one out and stringing them together into words. He squinted as the shapes seemed to wriggle and change.

			“It says, My name is Thistle,” Thomas whispered. What an odd name. And what an odd feeling it was that came over Thomas, a wave of despair and fright from the boy at his feet, as clear as if the boy could talk and had whispered to Thomas that he was sad and afraid. Odd. But there was nothing about this that wasn’t odd, and the name wasn’t the only thing the note said.

			Do not read this aloud. Go. Wear a cap. Watch. Speak to no one. This is essential.

			Three more bits of paper had fallen to the ground. Thomas gathered them up, and these were printed in ordinary letters. He’d seen something like them once before, when the graves had been particularly rich and Mam had taken him to a penny theater as a treat.

			Those tickets hadn’t been made of such thick card, however, with gold leaf around the edges. The theater hadn’t been in such a posh part of town as the address on these, neither.

			The performance was the following night.

			“This is all some daft trick,” said Silas, gripping his shovel tighter, the distraction over. “Get to work.”

			Thomas slipped the note and the tickets into his pocket.

			Calluses burned on Thomas’s palm. He tipped the first load of earth slowly back into the hole, where it covered the face so like his own. Another shovel of dirt, slowly again. But his pace did not matter, for Silas Marsden worked as if possessed, scooping up huge clumps and throwing them into the grave, breath labored and loud in the quiet night.

			He did not say another word to Thomas, not when they had finished, nor on the long trudge home, nor when he pushed open the creaking door and pointed in the direction of Thomas’s small bed, really no more than a pile of moth-eaten blankets near the hearth.

			If there was coal, Mam always left a few embers glowing for the bit of warmth that stole over Thomas as he climbed under the topmost blanket—the thinnest and most threadbare. The others formed a nest underneath him that softened the hard floor. Most nights he was weary, tired to his very bones from hours in the graveyards, and grateful to fall asleep soon as he was burrowed in, but not this night.

			Tonight his bones in this bed couldn’t be as tired as his bones in the grave, so exhausted they would never move again.

			It simply made no sense, not the slightest bit. The Robertsons down the road and round the corner, they had two girls, twins, who looked so much the same that Thomas couldn’t tell which was waving to him in the street. But Mam and Papa had never so much as hinted at Thomas having a brother. He longed to ask his father, longed right up until the moment Silas Marsden finished hanging up coats and shovels on the nails by the door and stomped across the room in socks badly in need of darning. The door to the house’s one other room slammed shut hard enough to wake Mam, asleep on the other side.

			Sure enough, voices slipped like smoke through the cracks around the wood. Whispers, and they got no louder even when Thomas crept from his bed to press his ear against the rough, splintery planks. The floor was cold under his toes, drafts breathed across his neck, but Thomas did not move except to sit when his legs would no longer hold him.

			When Thomas woke, he was in his bed, warm, the fire ablaze in the hearth. A long spoon clanged on the side of a metal pot hung over the flames on a hook.

			“Wake up. That’s your breakfast ready,” said Thomas’s mother. “Come now, eat.” She looked tired, great dark circles under her eyes, but she was smiling as always. Her hair curled in wisps over her shawl.

			“In the graveyard—” Thomas began, remembering.

			“There’s clean water. Wash your hands, as I can guess you didn’t before bed, and I won’t have you getting my spoons mucky. Those as has an ’undred of them can get them as filthy as they likes, but not in this home, I say.”

			Perhaps she would let him ask his questions if he did as he was bade. This was quite often the case with Mam, who got more kindly with each completed chore. Thomas had learned this very young.

			He wrested himself from the nest of blankets, which had become nearly too hot under the wash of warmth from the blazing fire and dipped his hands into the bucket in the corner. Too cold. Everything was always either too warm or too cold, usually the latter. His gruel this morning burned his tongue, though, and Thomas was sure Mam had cooked it much longer than usual as he’d slept. The honey cake sat in a chipped dish, but Thomas had more important things to think about.

			“Last night—”

			Thomas’s mother began to whistle as she scrubbed the shelves that held their cups and bowls.

			She told him off for whistling. Said it was rude.

			“Where’s Papa?”

			Finally, Lucy Marsden met Thomas’s eyes. “Gone out,” she said, knuckles clenched white around the rag in her fist. “Said ’e’d be back soon, and that there’d be a bit of pie for us to have for lunch. I know as you both found something strange last night, but I won’t discuss it, not without your—not without Silas ’ere. So you be a good boy and do today’s lesson, and we’ll just wait.”

			Thomas knew two things: that there was something he wasn’t being told, and that Mam, having made her mind up good and proper, wouldn’t tell him no matter how he begged.

			So he’d had a brother once. Surely that was it. A brother down to an identical birthmark, and even the Robertson girls didn’t have those, far as Thomas knew. Not that he’d ever asked, or had reason to.

			It wasn’t so odd, really, to foster out a child. Where would another have slept in this house? On the nights there was no food at all, even bread or old potatoes filched from the barrow-man, one less mouth to feed must’ve seemed a blessing.

			But now his brother was in a grave, and an empty, uneasy feeling slithered through Thomas from his belly to his fingers and toes.

			It was the nature of the Marsden business, if it could be called a business, that Thomas had seen far more than his fair share of cold, unbreathing bodies and skeletons rotting to dust. The boy in the grave, however, he had looked healthy, as if the pinkness had been only temporarily stolen from his cheeks and would return any moment.

			Thomas shivered. He could not finish the gruel in his bowl, just thinking about it. Mam didn’t even tell him to finish up, simply took his breakfast away and replaced it with a book as if it were a day like any other, when it was anything but. Heavy, worn, the long words faded and sometimes missing where the pages were torn right out. The firelight flickered across the paper and, behind Thomas, his mother dusted things that were already as clean and tidy as they’d ever get in this dank, sooty room.

			Click-thunk.

			At the sound of his father’s boots on the doorstep, Thomas straightened, and Mam dropped her cloth. Hinges creaked and Silas Marsden stepped in, flushed and sweaty, hands holding a twist of greasy brown paper that he set on the end of the table.

			“All right?” Mam asked.

			“Aye.” But Silas did not sound all right. His voice was quiet, even gruffer than usual. He fixed his eyes on Thomas.

			“We need to have a chat, boy. Some things your—some things we should’ve told ye before now.”

			Thomas could smell the pie, with real meat in it. Well, it was his birthday. “I had a brother,” he said, expecting them both to agree. But his father grimaced, and his mother folded her hands together.

			“That may well be,” said Silas. “Truth is, we wouldn’t rightly know. See, there we was, muddling along, just the two of us. Never no babies on the way, and that’s just how it was. But your mam, she wanted one, and I could see the . . . the advantages, ye might say, of having someone could learn the skills of the trade I’ve picked up in my time. Funny business, grave robbing. Got to treat it with respect. You get what’s you deserve. Go out there with a smile on your face and a shovel in your hand, and there might be riches. Dig as if you were digging to the devil ’imself, and you’ll find nothing but dirt.”

			Before he could open his mouth, Thomas’s mother spoke. “What your papa means to say is that, well, we sort of found you, a bit.”

			“Found me?” Thomas asked, blinking. “Where?”

			Though he had been red just a few minutes before, Silas’s face paled in the licking orange light from the hearth. “That’s just the thing,” he said, almost to himself. “We found you in a grave, too. On one, really, curled up against the headstone and quiet as a ghost.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			The First Test

			[image: ]

			TWO PAIRS OF EYES HAD watched Thomas and Silas enter the graveyard.

			“He looked just—” said the younger one.

			“Hush.”

			They had watched the discovery, and watched Thomas and Silas leave again, the fear and confusion on their faces so obvious in the bright moonlight. Relief filled the elder one as the boy read the note. A promising start.

			“I don’t understand why we can’t just find him and tell him, Deadnettle,” said the younger, when it was safe once more to speak.

			The tall, old one named Deadnettle had sighed. He had, indeed, asked himself this very question, and ruled it impossible for a great many reasons. Not only impossible, but foolish, too. In his pocket, his fingers turned over the small, corked bottle of ink.

			“He must come to us,” said Deadnettle calmly. “He must prove himself capable of that much, at least.”

			“You’re testing him? Now? You wanted to see if he could read the note, didn’t you?”

			“Yes. There are things I must know about him. Whether he is clever, and whether he can do as he is told. Whether he is as kind as his mother and—this is the most important thing, Marigold—whether he can be trusted with a secret so large.”

			“We’re going to watch him,” Marigold said, with no hint of question.

			“We are. Not for long. We do not have long.” A week, perhaps. No more. He pushed the thought away and smiled slightly. “Also, I would like for you to imagine how you might react, if you were Thomas and I were simply to approach you on the street and tell you the truth.”

			Marigold considered this. She laughed, and then she frowned. “I see. But if reading the note is as much as he can do?”

			“Then, Marigold . . .”

			But there was no then. Then Deadnettle would not know what to do. Even this much was a risk, a last, desperate chance, taken only because his beloved Wintercress, whom he had always held to be right in all things, had been so very wrong.

			The graveyard had scarcely changed since the night, twelve years earlier, when Deadnettle had placed the tiny infant Thomas on a well-tended grave and waited in these same shadows for someone to find him. He hadn’t been Thomas then. He hadn’t been anything. The unimportant one. But Deadnettle hadn’t wanted him to perish, and neither had Wintercress. She had told him what to do, and so he’d kept watch until Silas Marsden found the creature and took it home, Deadnettle following at a safe distance.

			He’d watched there, too, for a time. And then he had returned to care for the kept one.

			The important one.

			He had taught Thistle all he knew, at least up to the point when Thistle’s powers had surpassed Deadnettle’s own, and the pupil became the master. From before that, however, Deadnettle had many a memory of schooling Thistle in the ways of faery, and in how to act human when such a distasteful act was required. He’d watched Thistle grow, heard his ready laugh shape into an echo of Wintercress’s, touched his hair when Deadnettle said they were finished with magical practice for the night but Thistle, exhausted and determined, begged for one more lesson.

			Perhaps if I had given them, thought Deadnettle sadly, perhaps if I had let him practice more, instead of forcing him to rest, we would not be here.

			Marigold had wandered over to the fresh grave—she’d done most of the digging, to save Deadnettle’s waning strength—and stared down.

			He’d given her a moment. The boy within had been her closest friend, and it was the more surprising, therefore, how quickly she’d accepted the whole truth. Much more quickly than Thomas would, that was a certainty, but Marigold hadn’t lived eleven years believing herself to be human.

			Telling her had meant breaking a solemn promise, one made in the moments before Wintercress had used her last rush of magic and, because of that, drawn her last breath. But, in her way, Wintercress had broken a promise to him too, so perhaps letting Marigold in on this long-kept secret was the proper choice.

			The only choice. Deadnettle was no longer strong enough to have carried out the night’s task alone. Ah, he envied her the energy of the young. Marigold and the other fledglings were not yet as weak, as sick as the rest of them, who had been fully grown when they’d come to London.

			A smile, bitter as lemons. Come. As if it had been voluntary. As if they had wanted to, and not been dragged to this filthy city, with its biting, stinging, poisoning iron everywhere one looked and ringing church bells everywhere one listened.

			An angry red burn crossed Marigold’s palm where she’d grasped the iron graveyard gate.

			“Come,” Deadnettle had finally said. “We must go back.”

			“I don’t want to. I never want to.”

			“I know,” he’d answered, but he was surprised—not at her words, but that she’d said them. Usually she was the cheeriest of them, despite little cause to be. She had just lost her friend; he must remember that. The three of them had been aware of the risk, but even so, none had wanted to believe the worst would happen. He looked her straight in her pretty face. Fledglings so easily passed for human—or, the more beautiful sort of human, of which there weren’t many. It was not until later that the signs began to show. In the moonlight she’d seemed just a girl, and he flinched, momentarily afraid of what she saw when she looked at him.

			Age and frailty, for certain. Both were more than true.

			“Come,” he had said again. “We must be back before dawn.” Because of Mordecai, of course, and the time Deadnettle could stand to be out among the metal was getting shorter and shorter. He could last only a few hours now at most.

			This time she did not argue. They’d approached the high, ornate gates, nothing like the gate through which they had been hoping to make their final escape. Marigold’s muffled scream as she grasped the metal pained him near as much as it did her.

			“Will Mordecai wonder what’s happened to him?” Marigold asked, speaking the name as she might a curse.

			“He was younger than most of our lost ones, it’s true.” Deadnettle himself was concerned about this, but nothing could be done now. “I will simply say that Thistle was clearly overworked, and that we have cared for him as we do all our dead. Do not worry.”

			“But—”

			“Do not worry.”

			“And what will we tell the others?”

			“The same.”

			“Nothing about . . . Thomas?”

			“Not yet. We will tell them when—if—there is reason to hope. To do otherwise would be cruel.”

			They walked through the streets, Deadnettle’s face shielded by the hood of his cloak. In this part of the city, the houses and shops huddled close together as if for warmth, too few of them lit by hearth fires within. Cracked cobbles slipped beneath their feet, and everywhere a nose-wrinkling stench.

			Marigold dropped a few steps behind, and Deadnettle thought he heard a soft, quiet sob. Perfectly understandable. Simply because he had never been able to force tears for Wintercress didn’t mean Marigold shouldn’t cry for Thistle. He had left her to it, trusting her to skip back to his side when ready, and concentrated on ignoring the iron. Which was impossible. It couldn’t be dismissed as a mere nuisance, but trying was preferable to surrender. Sputtering gas lamps and fences and the signs over shop windows, it was everywhere. Poison, sapping his strength with every step, draining his senses so his vision blurred and he could no longer hear—

			“Marigold?” He spun round. “Marigold!”

			Her cloak flashed around a corner, streaming behind her. Oh, the energy of the fledglings! Their health! Quick as he could, Deadnettle chased, a sinking sensation dizzying him.

			They were not far. “No!” he shouted, but he could not do so loudly, for fear of awakening the street and someone who might peer from a window at the inhuman face below, its hood blown off by the wind as he ran.

			He heard her scream, louder and more agonized than when she’d opened the graveyard gate. She lay in the middle of the road when he reached her, thrown back by the force of the boundary they could not cross. It encircled London, powerful against them as an iron ring, though it could not be seen nor grasped.

			“I’m fine!” she hissed, jumping to her feet, far too enraged for pain, and Deadnettle envied her this, too. He could remember feeling the same, long ago. “I want to go home! Thistle said he was strong enough. He promised me he was strong enough to try!”

			“And he should have been.” Oh, Wintercress, Deadnettle thought, how could you have been so wrong? “You saw him cover the sun with the moon. Wintercress said that was how we would know he was ready, that he had reached full strength. It is not our fault that . . . It is not our fault.”

			“I want to go home,” she repeated, and it was not the time to remind her that she spoke of a home she had never seen, and that the memories she had heard spoken by her elders were in danger of passing into myth by virtue of time, becoming nothing more than stories, bedtime tales.

			“We all do,” Deadnettle said. “No one more than I, Marigold. It is a powerful enchantment we are under. Mordecai is skilled, and we are weak. Thistle was the strongest of us, but even that, even that was not enough.”

			“Is there nothing that will break it?”

			Deadnettle paused. “No. Thomas is our only hope now.” He could be certain, at least, that Thomas existed. He was their only chance.

			And not much of one at that. There was a very good reason Deadnettle had put him on that grave years before, cast out as a useless thing. Blood and time were against them. Time, because after tonight, the worlds would drift apart again. They had a week, perhaps, until the gap would be too large to leap.

			Overhead, the pinkness of morning had touched the sky. Deadnettle clasped Marigold’s hand firmly in his own and together they walked north once more, amid the sting of iron and fear, trapped within the city that enclosed them like a fist.

			•   •   •

			Long after Marigold had curled up on a fetid mattress, Deadnettle kept his drooping eyes open, deep in thought.

			He would have to be very careful, more so than ever before, while taking greater risks. It might be simpler, perhaps, if he was certain the boy could—or would—help them. Deadnettle had no knowledge of what kind of child Thomas was, having paid him no more attention over the past eleven years than necessary to keep track of the boy’s whereabouts. And that only because he felt he ought to. Worthless and watery though it was, Thomas remained Wintercress’s blood. The very last drops of an ancient, noble line ran through his veins.

			Deadnettle looked around the dank cellar, water and slime coating the walls. This was no palace, but it was a haven of sorts.

			There was no iron here. Oh, how benevolent Mordecai was. Unconcerned with what the faeries did when he was not using them. Mordecai knew they would always return, if they bothered to leave, and why should they venture out into the city that hurt them so? Even if they dared, they would always keep themselves hidden, for fear someone else might treat them even more shockingly than Mordecai did.

			Mordecai was clever. Too clever. Just enough freedom to be a punishment.

			Footsteps neared. Deadnettle squinted through the gloom.

			“Samphire,” he said.

			“I’ve been summoned upstairs.” She paused, waiting for Deadnettle to offer himself in her stead. He did this for the hatchlings and fledglings whenever he could, to spare their pain, and because he hoped. He hoped that they would yet see their homeland, and it was the hatchlings and fledglings who would restore their race to what it had once been. Those who were strong enough to birth new hatchlings in this poisoned place were never summoned upstairs. Mordecai and his benevolence once more. That left few but Deadnettle to volunteer; today, he could not. The night had left him far too drained, and this was exactly the wrong time to make Mordecai suspicious.

			The wrong time . . .

			“The performance is this evening,” said Deadnettle, eyebrows furrowed. “There should be no sessions today. Mordecai always has us rest.” Deadnettle would not go so far as to say they were given a holiday on this day every year, merely that their suffering was delayed until nightfall.

			Samphire spread her long-fingered hands. She knew no more about Mordecai’s activities than Deadnettle. Less, indeed. There were things he was careful not to tell any of the others; they did not need to be frightened or sickened more than they already were.

			“Be strong,” he told Samphire. “Do as you’re bidden.”

			“Yes, Deadnettle.” She retreated, leaving him in his dark, filthy corner to sleep.

			He was tired, too tired to allow his strength to be sapped any more today. So tired that tired wasn’t even the proper word for it. Exhausted down to the marrow of his bones, which were not human bones. Oh, how lovely it would be to sleep long enough that he must never wake; he almost envied Thistle that, comfortable and at peace in his grave.

			No. Deadnettle could not allow himself to think like this. He refused, refused, to die in this horrid, iron-banded city. And that was the only reason Deadnettle clung to a last scrap of hope—for to abandon it would mean certain defeat, and he might as well close his eyes, concede surrender this very instant.

			He pushed himself to his feet and looked around. He had very good vision in the dark. The others lay in varying states of rest, slumbering or something close enough to it that it made hardly any difference. That was good, for two reasons: They weren’t paying much attention to him, and they were resting up for the evening. Mordecai’s grand celebration.

			It was supposed to be Deadnettle’s grand celebration, not Mordecai’s. But Thistle had failed at the first attempt, the practice.

			Mordecai knew the significance of the date. And, Deadnettle supposed, it was a special occasion for himself and the others, too. Thirteen years exactly since they had been brought here.

			But things had been so different then. Wintercress had been alive. Deadnettle had been strong.

			Marigold was sleeping. Good. He had needed her for the graveyard errand, but this, this he would do alone. The first flower-seed of doubt, of mystery, had been planted in the boy’s mind, but it wouldn’t grow without nourishment.

			Despite what he had said to Marigold, Deadnettle’s plan, if it could be termed such, was as faint and illusory as their chances of returning home. He had not lied to her—he could not do that—but nor did he have a clear path forward. He would watch the boy, yes, but as much to figure out which steps to take as to decide if it was worth taking them for Thomas.

			Daylight was a risk. For that matter, so was leaving the cellar, but Samphire was upstairs with Mordecai and whatever group of furred, diamond-crusted society ladies he’d gathered today. And Deadnettle had no intention of using the front door.
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