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For Grace.


In the tapestry of my life,
you will always be my brightest thread.
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THE BIRTHDAY STORY



WITH A PUNCH OF SHARP SULFUR, THE LITTLE match snapped to life, flame biting at its wooden stump, hungry for a wick to feed on.


My godfather’s voice rose out of the dark like a ghoul crawling from its crypt, all rustling leaves and the smoky taste of autumn.


“There once was a very foolish huntsman who lived at the heart of the Gravia Forest.”


The match’s flame was nearly at his fingertips, eager to singe his skin, the wooden stick all but spent, but he paid no mind.


“We don’t have to do this, you know,” I said, and offered him a long taper to light. It was amber in color, rich and golden and warm and lovely.


The candle cast dancing shadows across my cottage as the flame grew stronger, more resolute. I met Merrick’s eyes—a strange combination of silver and red irises surrounded by a void of pure black—and smiled. I could recite this story by heart, but I let him tell it. It was his favorite part of my birthday.


“Throughout his life, this very foolish huntsman made series after series of very foolish decisions, until at long last, on one particular night, he finally made one very clever choice.” With a swift snap of his elongated, knobby fingers, the match went out, and a curl of silvery smoke wafted into the rafters. “The huntsman, you see, though very poor and very foolish, had somehow found himself a very pretty, very young wife.”


“And we all know what happens when very poor men have very pretty wives,” I cut in, unable to help myself.


“They’re blessed with lots of pretty children,” Merrick intoned testily. “Are you telling this story or am I?”


Turning from him, I peeked into the oven, checking on the bread. Birthday tradition or not, we both needed to eat—well, I needed to eat—and supper wouldn’t prepare itself.


“Sorry, sorry,” I said, grabbing for the loaf pan with towel-covered hands. “Go on.”


“Now, where was I?” he asked with practiced theatricality. “Oh yes, the children. The many, many pretty children. First one or two, then, before you know it, four, five, six, and so on and on, until you come to a complete dozen. Twelve lovely, perfect, and pretty children. Most men would have stopped long before, but I do believe I’ve already quite established that this huntsman was particularly foolish.”


“You have,” I agreed, as I always did.


He looked pleased. “I have. And so the years went by—as years so often do—and the very foolish huntsman got older—as mortals also so often do. More villages and towns sprouted up along the edge of the Gravia, and the forest was no longer as plentiful as it had been in the days of the huntsman’s youth. Without game to sell and with so many mouths to feed, the very foolish huntsman despaired, wondering how much longer he could support his ever-growing family.”


“And then one day—”


“And then one night,” my godfather corrected me, peevish. “Really, Hazel, if you insist upon interrupting my narrative flow, you might at least make sure your details are right.” He tapped my nose with a disappointed tsk. “And then one night, while in bed, the very foolish huntsman’s very pretty wife told him she was carrying yet another child.


“‘Thirteen children!’ he cried. ‘How will I ever provide for thirteen children?’ ”


This was the part of the story I most hated, but Merrick never seemed to notice my discomfort. He always threw himself with gusto into the role of the very pretty wife, his usually graveled voice rising to an acute falsetto, hands clasped with girlish affectation.


“‘We could get rid of it as soon as it’s born,’ the very pretty wife offered. ‘Drop it into the river and let it fend for itself. Someone is sure to find it. Someone is sure to hear the cries. And if they don’t . . .’ She shrugged and the huntsman gaped at her, suddenly frightened. How had he failed to notice his wife’s black heart?


“‘We could leave it at one of the temples in town,’ he suggested instead.”


I pictured myself as a baby, swaddled among the reeds and clay mud of a riverbank as frigid water seeped into my basket, rising higher and higher. Or at a temple’s orphanage, one of dozens of children jostling for every scrap of food or ounce of attention, crying louder and louder but never truly heard.


Merrick held up his pointer finger. It was so much longer than his others, crooked at the knuckles like the limb of a contorted beech tree. “‘Or you could consider giving her to me,’ called a soft and silvery voice from deep within the cabin.


“‘Who . . . who is there?’ the huntsman dared to ask. His voice trembled as his wife tried to push him from their bed to ward off the intruder.”


“And who should stroll out from those dark and shadowy depths but the Holy First,” I said, now in the dining room, smoothing the creases in my floral tablecloth.


Merrick rolled his eyes. “Of course it was the First, and of course she promised to take and raise the hapless babe, nurturing her into a good and beautiful child, a postulant of perfect devotion and grace.


“‘Who are you to offer such a thing?’ demanded the very pretty wife, feeling not quite as pretty as usual as she faced the beatific goddess.


“‘Do you really not know me, mortal?’ the goddess asked, tilting her head with curiosity, her eyes burning like opals behind her gauzy veil.”


Merrick cleared his throat, relishing the narration.


“The very foolish huntsman pushed his wife aside. ‘Of course we know you,’ he clamored. ‘But we would not welcome you as godmother to this child. You are the Holy First, all love and light and things of beauty. But your love has brought nothing but poverty to my wife and me. Twelve children in as many years, with another on the way! Our thirteenth will manage just fine without you.’ ”


I lit three more candles and set them on the table, letting their happy glow warm the dark room.


What would my life have been like if my father had accepted the Holy First’s offer? I pictured swanning about in the Ivory Temple, in the diaphanous, shimmering robes of the First’s postulants. My light brown hair would be long, with lush curls, and my skin as perfect and freckle-free as a porcelain doll’s. I would be reverent and devout. It would be a peaceful life, a beautiful one. One without shame or regret.


A glance at the line of dirt beneath my nails—always there no matter how hard I scrubbed—was enough to curdle that daydream.


“The Holy First left, and the huntsman and his wife somehow went back to sleep,” Merrick continued. “Until . . . there was a crashing boom of thunder!” He clapped his hands together, creating the sound effect.


“‘Who’s there now?’ called the very pretty wife, anger coloring her tone. ‘We’re trying to sleep.’


“‘And we’re trying to help you,’ answered a sly and slippery voice. A long, thin figure stretched out from a shadow, slinking into the candlelight. ‘Give your child to us and we shall raise her into a woman of great power and wealth. She will know fortune beyond measure, beyond calculation, and—’ The god stopped.


“The wife leaned forward. ‘And? Yes? Fortune and?’ ”


Merrick chuckled darkly, now pantomiming the movements of each of the characters. He threw his hand over his forehead with trumped despair.


“‘No!’ cried the very foolish huntsman, for though he was very foolish, he still recognized the deity for who it was.”


“Who they were,” I corrected him.


“The Divided Ones stared down at the pair, regarding the husband and wife from one eye each, shared on the same face. And when they asked why the very foolish huntsman had declined their offer, they did it with two voices from one throat.


“‘You are the Divided Ones,’ the huntsman began. ‘You may promise to give this child wealth and power and fortune, but fortunes can turn’—he snapped his fingers—‘in the split of a second, like the split of your face. What will happen to our child then?’


“The Divided Ones cocked their head, studying the very foolish huntsman with wary respect. ‘This is your final answer?’ they asked, and their voices were so many strong. So many, yet only one.


“The huntsman nodded, even as his wife struck him, and the Divided Ones disappeared in a flash of lightning and shadow and mischief.


“The couple did not return to sleep, wondering what dreadful thing might befall them next. They huddled together against the darkness until the wee hours of morning, just before sunrise, when the night is at its blackest. Only then were they visited by a third god.” Merrick’s smile turned indulgent, the sharp tips of his teeth winking in the firelight. “Me.”


Merrick paused, looking about the kitchen, then let out a noise of dismay. “The cake!”


He took out canisters of flour and sugar. Scooping up handfuls of each, he let the powders sort through his fingers. The white granules transformed as they fell, turning into layers of cake, dense and golden brown.


When Merrick blew the last of the sugar away, it turned into pale pink icing so delicate that tiers of the cake could still be seen underneath. A dusting of gold leaf shimmered across the top. From thin air, Merrick plucked a peony, frilly and fragrant and just about to burst into bloom. He laid it across the top of the cake, where tiny tapers had suddenly sprouted, an identical pink to the peony’s petals.


It was exquisite, over-the-top in its magnificence, and so terribly Merrick.


“How’s that?” he asked, admiring his work before leaning over to kiss the top of my head with fatherly affection. He smelled superficially of warm cardamom and clove, vanilla, and molasses, but a darker, somewhat unpleasant scent lurked beneath. It was something no pomander, however strong, could completely mask. Iron, copper, and the funk of meat sat out too long and on the verge of turning.


“You know, I’ll never forget the first time I saw you, all those birthdays ago. So scrunched and squalling. Such a fragile, tiny creature. I hardly knew what to do when you were foisted into my arms.”


My smile faltered, dimming. I knew exactly what Merrick had done: he’d handed me right back to my mother and turned tail, disappearing for years. But I let him tell the story the way he remembered it. My birthday had always meant much more to him than it had to me.


“I had a mind to name you Joy, because your arrival brought such delight to my heart.” His forehead furrowed as he struggled to hold back a swell of emotion. “But then you opened your eyes and I was struck dumb, completely smitten. Such depth and intelligence pooling in those hazel wonders.” Merrick released a shaky breath. “I’m very proud to call you mine and am grateful to celebrate this day with you.”


As I watched my godfather, my heart panged with affection. He was not an attractive figure, not by half. Certainly not a being to whom most parents would willingly give their child.


Merrick had no nose, only a hollowed-out cavity shaped like an upside-down heart, and his deep obsidian skin rippled back painfully tight across his cheeks, causing his expression to read as a scowl of menace, no matter how happy he might be. He was extraordinarily gaunt and tall. Even with the high gabled peaks of my cottage, he had to stoop low under the rafters, forever ducking to avoid the bunches of flowers and herbs hung up to dry. And the fullness of his thick, dark robes couldn’t hide the skeletal ridges of his figure. The black wool hung in strange shapes from the bony angles of his spine and shoulder blades, nearly giving him the appearance of having wings, much like a bat.


No. Most parents would not hand their child over to someone like Merrick.


Then again, my parents weren’t like most.


And to me, his was not a face to be feared. His was the face of the Dreaded End, the god who loved me. Who’d saved me, eventually. A god who had raised me when my own flesh and blood cast me aside. This was the face of my salvation, however unearned, however unasked for.


Merrick raised his glass toward mine. “To this birthday and to all the many, many more to come.”


Our goblets clinked together, and I pushed aside his words with an uneasy smile.


So many, many more to come.


“Now,” he said, eyeing his pink confection with glee, unaware of my inner turmoil.


Always, always unaware.


“Shall we start with cake?”





CHAPTER 1



THE EIGHTH BIRTHDAY



“ANOTHER YEAR, ANOTHER YEAR, ANOTHER YEAR HAS come,” sang the children gathered about the long table. Their voices rose, both in pitch and volume, as the final verse wound to a merciful end. “You are one year older now, so shout ‘Hooray!’ You’re done!”


The room filled with shrieks and giggles as Bertie, the day’s star, jumped on top of his chair and gave a great cheer of triumph before leaning in to blow out the nine candles topping the small nut cake.


“Start with me, Mama? Start with me?” he begged, his little voice piercing through the room’s tumult with far more clarity than it had any right to.


“Yes, yes,” our mother answered, pushing through the clamoring crowd of my siblings to the table’s edge with a practiced nudge of her hips. “After Papa, of course.”


She pulled the platter toward her and, with swift slices of the butter knife, cut a scant sliver of cake. She deposited it on a plate and pushed it down the length of the table to where our father sat watching the evening’s festivities play out with glassy eyes.


He’d opened a new cask of ale for the occasion and was already three mugs in. He grunted in acknowledgment as the first piece of cake—the biggest there would be, if my eyes calculated correctly—landed in front of him. Without waiting for the rest of us to be served, Papa picked up his fork and began shoveling it into his mouth.


My siblings began to wriggle with impatience. Every eye was on Mama as she sliced the remainder of the cake.


As it was his birthday, Bertie got the next piece, and he crowed over its size, reckoning it was nearly as big as Papa’s.


Remy came next, then Genevieve, then Emmeline, and I began to lose interest. Mama was serving down the line of us, in birth order, and I was bound to be waiting for a long time to come.


Sometimes it felt as though I was fated to spend my entire life waiting.


Everyone began to eat their fill as soon as the plates appeared before them, noisily exclaiming how good it tasted, how rich and moist the cake was, how sweet the frosting.


As Mathilde—the third youngest—got her piece, I glanced over with interest at the remaining wedgelette, and a stupid spark of hope kindled inside me. My mouth watered as I dared to imagine how nutty my bites would taste. It didn’t matter that my serving would be not even half what Bertie was afforded, didn’t matter that there was barely a covering of icing on its surface; I would still receive a sample.


But Mama picked up the last piece and popped it between her lips without even bothering to serve it up on a plate first.


Bertie, who had been watching the rest of the portioning with greedy eyes, hoping he might somehow snag a second helping, had the decency to remark upon it. “Mama, you forgot Hazel!”


Mama glanced down the long table and she did look surprised, as though she might have well and truly forgotten me, wedged away in the farthest corner, rubbing elbows with Mathilde and the cracked plaster wall.


“Oh, Hazel!” she exclaimed, and then raised her shoulders, not exactly with a look of apology, but more with an expression of “Well, what am I to do about it now?”


My lips tightened. It wasn’t a smile of forgiveness, only a grim acknowledgment of understanding. She hadn’t forgotten me and we both knew it, just like I also knew that there was nothing I could say or do that would cause her a moment of remorse, a pang of repentance.


“May I be excused?” I asked, my feet already swinging as I readied to jump down from a bench cut too tall for my tiny frame.


“Have you finished your chores?” Papa asked, startling, as if he had just noticed my presence. I didn’t doubt he had forgotten about me. I took up a scant amount of room in both his house and his thoughts, little more than a footnote in the great, bloated volume of his life’s memoir.


The thirteenth child. The daughter never meant to have been his.


“No, Papa,” I lied, keeping my gaze downward, more on his hands than his face. Even direct eye contact with me took more energy than he was usually willing to spend.


“Then what are you doing in here, dawdling like a lazy wench?” he snapped.


“It’s my birthday, Papa,” Bertie interrupted, his blond eyebrows furrowed.


“So it is, so it is.”


“Hazel couldn’t miss my birthday!” he exclaimed with indignation.


A blush of pride crept over my cheeks as my brother stood up—stood up to Papa!—for me.


Papa’s jaw worked, as though he was chewing on a wad of tobacco, even though he’d not been able to buy a tin of it in months. “Dinner is done. The cake is gone,” he finally said. “Your birthday is well and truly celebrated. Hazel needs to go off and do her chores.”


I nodded, my two brown braids brushing the tops of my shoulders. I scooted off the back of the bench and gave a little curtsy to Papa. Before I hurried out of the crowded dining room, I dared to pause, looking back at Bertie to offer him the tiniest grin.


“Happy birthday, Bertie.”


With a twirl of my pinafore, I rushed out of the house and into the chilly spring air. Twilight was just about to give way to true and proper night, the time of shadow-men and woodland creatures with limbs too long and mouths full of teeth, and my heart raced with an uneasy thrill as I imagined one of them stumbling across me on my way to the barn.


With a grunt of effort, I pulled the big sliding door shut and made my way to the back worktable. It was dark, but I knew the route by heart. I found Papa’s tin of matches and lit my oil lamp, casting weak golden light into the darkened stalls.


My chores had been done long before dinner—I’d even managed to do some of Bertie’s for him in lieu of a gift. I knew it was wrong to lie to Papa—Mama was always going on and on about keeping yourself free of sin, somehow only ever cuffing me on the back of the head during her admonishments—but if I stayed in that happy, celebratory chaos for a second longer, my walls would crack and tears would begin to roll free.


And nothing put Mama or Papa in a worse mood than seeing me cry.


With care, I climbed the ladder to the loft, balancing the lantern precariously on one arm as I made my way up to my bedroom.


I’d been sleeping in the barn ever since I’d outgrown the exhausted little cradle that had held all thirteen of us as babies. The cabin’s attic could fit only four beds—my brothers and sisters slept three to a mattress—and there was simply no space for me.


I found my quilt and curled it over my shoulders, snuggling into its decadence. It was the one thing I had that proved my godfather actually existed, that he had come for me once and would maybe one day return.


It was also an enormous sore spot between Papa and Mama.


Mama wanted to sell it off at market, arguing that the silk velvet alone would bring in at least three years’ worth of coins. Papa said that selling off the Dreaded End’s gift would bring an unholy mess of perdition upon the family and forbade her to touch it.


I traced the swirls of gold thread—real gold, Bertie had often murmured in wondered admiration—that spelled out my name.


HAZEL.


This was not a blanket that belonged in a barn, on a bed of straw. It didn’t belong with a family of too many mouths and too few rations, too much noise and too few hugs.


But neither did the little girl whose shoulders it now covered.


“Oh, Godfather,” I whispered, sending my plea out into the dark night. “Will this be the year? Will tomorrow be the day?”


I listened to the sounds of the barn, waiting and wishing for him to respond. Waiting as I did every year on this night, the night before my birthday.


Waiting.


I drifted in and out of sleep peppered with bad dreams.


Down in the valley, in Rouxbouillet, the little village skirting our forest, the bells of the Holy First’s temple chimed, waking me.


Once, twice . . . seven times, then eight, and so on, until they struck their twelfth note.


Twelve.


The hours of sunlight.


The months of a year.


An even dozen.


I saw my siblings lined up from biggest to smallest, their smiles bright, their faces so lovely and shining and beaming.


A perfect set. The perfect number.


And then there was me. Small, dark, freckled, miserably mismatched me.


As the last of the twelfth chime died away in the clear midnight air, I breathed in the first moments of my eighth year. I waited to feel different, but nothing had changed. I raised my hands, spreading the fingers as wide as they would go, wondering if they looked older. I stared at the end of my nose, hoping my freckles had somehow miraculously disappeared from the swell of my cheeks.


I hadn’t grown up.


Would the Dreaded End care?


“Another year, another year, another year has come,” I sang to myself, nestling into the straw and velvet. My voice sounded small within the great space of the barn. “You are one year older now, so shout ‘Hooray!’ You’re done.”


I paused once more, straining my ears for any sign of my godfather’s approach. Still nothing.


“Hooray,” I muttered, then turned over to sleep.





CHAPTER 2



ON MY FIRST DAY OF MY EIGHTH YEAR, THE ENTIRE household descended into complete chaos as Mama readied us to go into Rouxbouillet for the spectacle of the king’s holy pilgrimage.


In truth, we rarely thought of the royal family—King Marnaigne, Queen Aurélie, Princess Bellatrice, and Crown Prince Leopold—in our workaday lives. Fists were occasionally shaken as farmers railed against some new edict or unjust taxation called down from on high by “that man,” but for the most part, we went about our business giving very little consideration to the crowned elite who made the sprawling palace in Châtellerault their home.


But every few years, as the last vestiges of winter tipped to spring, the royal family went on progress, visiting every temple and monastery in Martissienes as they prayed to the gods for good weather, healthy livestock, and an abundant harvest in the growing season to come.


Mama spent the morning tutting over the state of our clothing, our faces, and the entirety of our manners and temperaments, fretting over the poor impressions we were bound to make.


“You really think Queen Aurélie is going to give you a second glance?” Papa scoffed, sneaking a quick nip of spirits from his flask as he commanded our wagon down the winding road to the valley below. “You’ll be lucky to get even a first, you daft woman.”


“I’ll have you know, I’ve held a private audience with her before,” Mama began, laying into Papa with a story we all knew by heart.


When Mama had been a young woman, looking so different from now—beautiful and carefree and not yet saddled with a husband or children—she’d caught the eye of the queen—then princess—and it had been the most glorious day of her life.


The holy pilgrimage had looked different then too. The royal family had comprised the old king and queen—now both dead—Crown Prince René and his new bride, and the prince’s older brother, Baudouin, the bastard. The younger royals were seen everywhere together then, sharing carriages and meals and smiles with one another as if to prove that all the swirling rumors about strife and conflict within the Marnaigne family were patently false.


Their carriage had stopped along the street where Mama had been stationed, waiting, hoping for a glimpse of the famed trio. While the king and queen visited the temples, the younger royals were meant to be handing out coins in the villages, little acts of charity prescribed by reverents of the Holy First. The princess, reaching Mama’s spot in the crowd, pressed a few bits of copper into her hand, murmuring some rote blessing and wishes for a prosperous year. Then she’d said she liked Mama’s hat.


Mama had never forgotten the encounter.


Papa always assured her that the princess had.


“Do you suppose you’ll see her today, Mama?” Mathilde asked, raising her voice to be heard over the clatter of the wheels.


Mama didn’t even bother to look into the back of the wagon, where we were squashed together like sardines in a tin. “I expect so,” she responded with a regal tilt of her hat. Its velvet trim was nothing but tatters, and the swoop of plumage arcing over the brim was more air than actual feathers, but she wore it each pilgrimage, hoping the royal memory was strong. “If we ever make it there, that is,” she added snippily. “By the time Joseph gets us to town, the royal family will be long gone and the snow will have begun to fly.”


Papa snorted, working up his protest, but one look from Mama made him swallow it back, and he clicked instead at our beleaguered mules.


When we arrived in Rouxbouillet, the streets were already teeming with onlookers, and Mama insisted we be dropped off before Papa took the wagon to the blacksmith so that we might find the best vantage points to begin her scheme.


“Now remember,” she instructed us all, hastily passing out the armful of colorful caps and bonnets she’d borrowed from our nearest neighbors. “They’ll go down the streets slowly, handing out their alms. Make sure to change at least your hat as you move ahead of them.”


My siblings nodded, familiar with the routine. Last pilgrimage, Didier had managed to get coins from Bellatrice, her aunt, and her nursemaid, by changing vests, hats, and even his gait, staggering toward the tiny princess with a painful-looking limp.


I’d never brought home a coin. I’d been five during the king’s last holy progress and had been so scared of being trampled by the throngs of people pressing about the carriages that I’d not even tried.


“Hurry now,” Mama said, shooing us away like a flock of sparrows. “They’re already the next side street over!”


We scattered, each choosing our own spot to await the Marnaignes’ arrival.


Bertie grabbed my hand and tugged me toward an apothecary shop farther up the road, saying he was certain one of the family would stop there.


“Why are you so sure?” I asked, feeling disagreeable. The streets were packed, and the early-spring sun beat down with surprising vigor. I could feel my freckles doubling, tripling their count under its rays.


My brother pointed to the painted mark above the shop’s door.


“The Divided Ones’ eyes,” he intoned with as much solemnity as a nine-year-old boy could muster. “They’ll want to make sure the gods see all their good works.”


I peered up at the disjointed eyes. They pointed in opposite directions, as if keeping the entire square under their watchful gaze. Their unblinking stare set my flesh to shivers, even in the heat.


“I hope I can get even one coin this year,” I fretted. “Mama will give me such a lashing if I come back with nothing again.”


“She won’t,” Bertie said, as if it was a given. He’d brought home two coins last time. “Besides, it’s your birthday.”


I snorted. In all the haste to leave the house that morning, not a single person had stopped to wish me happy returns. “What does that have to do with anything?”


“No one can be mad at someone on their birthday,” he reasoned blithely. “Yesterday I accidentally knocked over the last of the milk.” He shrugged. “Nothing happened. It was my birthday.”


“Of course something happened, you great idiot,” I muttered, straining my neck to peer down the street as a wave of cheering grew. A spangled carriage was turning the corner, sparkling in the midday sun. “I went without milk!”


“Did you?”


I could hear the surprise in his voice. Had he really not noticed? His obliviousness pinched at me.


Mama and Papa often told my brothers and sisters the story of my godfather and the terrible fix he’d put them all in. My siblings were never bothered when dinner was a portion short and I went without. They didn’t tighten ranks to make space for me in their beds. It was all right if my hand-me-downs were too long, too big, and worn to the point of falling apart. I wasn’t supposed to have stayed with them for as long as I had, so how could I possibly ask for anything more?


The carriage fully rounded the corner, a dazzling show of gilded wheels and stately black satin cushions. The family sigil, a charging bull, was emblazoned in sharp relief across the horses’ ceremonial bridles, giving the midnight-colored stallions the odd appearance of having two faces. Chips of rubies winked in the bulls’ eyes, and I marveled that a single horse could be adorned with furnishings costlier than my family would see in our lives.


“Should we head up that way, to get closer?” I asked, fretting. I picked at a hangnail, anxious. Both Mama and Papa were in such foul moods this morning; I could not afford to fail this year.


Bertie shook his head. “They’re going to stop here,” he insisted. “I can feel it. The eyes are too big to be ignored.”


Sure enough, the carriage continued past the crowds at the beginning of the street, its passengers rolling by with a series of tired waves and half-formed smiles. Rouxbouillet was one of their final stops of the pilgrimage. I couldn’t begin to imagine how exhausted they all must be.


“It’s the prince and princess!” I exclaimed, spotting the two smaller figures pressed to the windows. “And the queen?”


Bertie shook his head. “A governess, or great-aunt, or someone, I reckon. The queen goes with the king to the temples. They have to be sure to make nice with all the priests and prophets and whoever.” He waved his hand with a roll of his eyes, as if he couldn’t be bothered to keep all of the religions’ hierarchies in order.


My family wasn’t particularly devoted to any of the Exalted. Time was money, according to my mother, and she said we had little enough of either to squander in a temple four times a week. She did drag us into town for the festivals and feast days, though, never wanting to miss the opportunity for a free meal or monetary blessing.


“Look at that!” Bertie went on, pointing at the carriage as it slowed to a halt in front of us. “I told you!”


Once the horses had settled into comfortable stances, the footman hurried down from his perch and opened the coach’s door.


The older woman stepped out first and made broad sweeping gestures with her hands, driving back the clamoring throng as she tried to make space enough for the royal children to emerge. Heavy bracelets clustered with onyx gems clacked around her wrist, and her flaxen dress was as bright as the noon sun. This was no governess.


“Come on, then,” she said to the pair still inside, and after the sounds of a quick squabble, Princess Bellatrice came out.


I’d never seen her this close before and was surprised to find she was so young, probably eleven or twelve, like my sisters Jeanne and Annette. She wore an enormous hoop skirt and jacket in the pale green of new celery shoots. It was edged in swags of pink rosettes and dozens of yards of chiffon ribbon. Her hair was jet-black and left long and loose, a shimmering curtain reaching down her back.


She gave the crowds a worried glance before opening her bag of coins and was instantly swarmed by a dozen children and some adults, all reaching out their hands, ostensibly for a blessing, though everyone knew it was the coins we’d gathered for.


“Leopold!” the older woman hissed, rapping her knuckles against the coach’s side.


The prince slunk out with his jacket unbuttoned and askew, heaving the most forlorn sigh I’d ever heard. His suit was made to look just like one of a highly decorated military captain, with a sash, fringed epaulettes, embroidered bands, and more medals than he could possibly hope to be awarded in this life or the next. His hair was lighter than his sister’s, a burnished gold, and his blue eyes gazed over the assembled without interest.


“I don’t want that,” he said, chiding the older woman as she tried to hand him a black velvet bag.


“Leopold,” she snapped, her voice dark with warning.


“I don’t want that,” he said flatly. “You’re fifth in line, Aunt Manon. You can’t make me do that.”


Crown Prince or not, the boy found himself yanked to the side with a force so sudden, I winced in knowing commiseration. I couldn’t hear exactly how his aunt berated him, but when she loosened her grip, he buttoned his suit jacket and begrudgingly began giving out coins.


“Remember,” Bertie instructed as he led me closer. “You don’t want to catch their eye. Don’t give them reason to recognize you at their next stop.”


I nodded determinedly.


This was it: I would get a coin of my own.


I could already imagine presenting Mama with it—no, not it but them, multiples, a whole handful, so many they’d tumble from her grasp, spilling to the ground with a cacophony of merry jingles.


Bertie approached Bellatrice first, holding out his hands in a subservient scoop, keeping his eyes downcast and appropriately humble.


“I wish such blessings and such joys upon you,” the princess intoned, giving away a single copper. Her hands were covered in lace gloves the same shade of pink as the trim of her dress, and I wondered if she wore them as a stylish accessory or as a precautionary guard against accidentally touching any of us gathered around her.


“Good blessing to you, milady,” Bertie mumbled, then bumped me forward.


“I wish such blessings and such joys upon you,” she repeated, already sounding entirely bored with her sacred endeavors. Though she faced me, she fixed her green eyes on a space somewhere over my left shoulder, unwilling to meet my gaze. Then she reached into the reticule—the same green satin as her skirts—and removed another coin. I wanted to crow as she dropped it into my cupped hands. It was not a twin to Bertie’s copper. Mine was silver and weighed more than any money I’d ever had cause to handle before.


“Bertie!” I squealed with excitement before remembering my manners. “Thank you, Princess. Many blessings to you.”


She’d already moved on to the next person, reciting her platitude, her eyes never quite meeting theirs either.


Bertie elbowed me in the ribs. “There’s the prince,” he whispered, nodding to the right. “Let’s try him and then head down the street.”


“But we haven’t changed yet,” I worried.


“None of them are even looking at us. He’ll never know.”


“But—”


My protest was silenced as Bertie pushed me toward the queue forming before Prince Leopold.


He wasn’t much older than me, I realized.


Though the suit fit him well, undoubtedly tailor-made to his exact measurements, he moved oddly within it, as if he were deeply uncomfortable. It was strange to see a boy so stilted, so encumbered, and I had a sudden vision of him running free in a field, playing pétanque or jeu de la barbichette. In my imagination, Leopold was not dressed as a prince but wore simpler clothes and had the most enormous smile stretched over his face. And when he laughed—


“You’ve already been to my sister,” he snapped, jarring me from the daydream as quickly as a dunk in the ice-cold bucket of water Mama had forced upon us earlier that morning.


“I . . . What?” I fumbled, acutely feeling the uncertainty of my position.


“You were just with my sister. She gave you a silver coin, if I’m not mistaken. And now you’ve come to me, wanting more.”


I could feel the weight of everyone around us staring at me.


I licked my lips, struggling to come up with a coherent thought, one explanation that would get me out of this mess and let me escape unscathed.


“I—well. No. Well,” I stammered at last.


My cheeks burned.


“Do you think me a fool?” he went on, taking a step closer. The gathered crowd shuffled back, suddenly eager to be away from this indignant Marnaigne, however small he might be. Even Bertie seemed to have deserted me. I could no longer sense him at my back and had never felt so thoroughly and miserably on my own.


“No! No, of course not, Leopold.” Sharp breaths were drawn at my mistake. “Your Majesty. Your Highness? Sir.” Oh, what was the title I was supposed to use?


He narrowed his eyes. “What do you need all these coins for, anyway? It doesn’t cost much money to look as poor as you.”


His voice held such a lofty, imperious lilt that fiery prickles of anger licked up my spine.


“What do you need them for?” I threw back before I could think better of it. “You live in grand palaces and are fed and clothed with the very best of everything. We don’t have even a fraction of what you’ve been blessed with. But your father asks more and more from us, taxing and taking and never giving back until he feels like the gods are watching, and then you come and offer out a single coin?”


Leopold’s mouth fell open. He looked at a loss for words, a sensation I guessed he was unfamiliar with. The moment drew out long, and as the silence grew, so too did the crowd’s expectation for an answer. Two dots of hot red stained his cheeks.


Finally, he reached into his bag and withdrew a whole fistful of money. “You want coins?” he asked, all but snarling as he held them out. “Here’s one for every freckle on your face!”


Leopold threw the money at me, and it was as if he’d tossed a match upon piles of dry kindling. Everyone leapt forward, eager to retrieve the coins, which had fallen to the cobblestones and were now rolling down the street.


I was pushed to the side by an older boy twice both my age and size, and I tumbled to the ground. I tried to stop the fall but only scraped the palms of my hands raw. Someone stepped on my foot and I had to roll out of the way to avoid being trampled.


Palace guards, hidden somewhere along the procession route, raced forward and swept all three of the Marnaignes back into the coach. The driver cracked the whip, urging the stallions into motion, but there were too many people swarming the carriage. One horse reared on its hind legs, screaming a whinny into the sky.


“Get them out of the way!” the driver shouted at the guards.


They began tossing people to the side without care, acting as if we were nothing more than obstacles to be removed. I saw an older woman fall on the cobblestones and grab her hip, howling. The royal coach raced by her without bothering to stop.


Good blessings and joys indeed.


I felt my shoulders dip; I was disappointed to not have gotten in a final volley of words with the prince. They burned at the back of my mouth, wanting to be spat out at someone in excoriating fury. I swallowed the words down but could feel their heat all the way to my belly. I wondered if they would always remain there, forever unsaid, left to fester and grow.


Somehow, Bertie found me in the madness and helped me to my feet. He all but dragged me into an alleyway. “Are you all right?”


I could feel blood trickling down my leg and knew my stockings, my best pair, had been torn in the fall. In truth, they were now made more of darning than actual knit wool, but they were soft and sagged only a bit in the knees and were the prettiest shade of dove-gray. I thought they’d been pink once, when Annette had first worn them, but I loved them still. And now they were in shreds.


Even worse, my silver coin was gone, somehow snatched in the chaos.


Mama was going to be so mad.


“Why did you make me talk to him?” I wailed, fighting the urge to smack my older brother. “We were supposed to change hats. He wasn’t supposed to recognize me! Mama is going to give me such a beating!”


“I’ll tell her it was my fault,” he offered.


“It was!” I said, swatting at his ridiculous magnanimous gesture.


We walked up the next street, listening for the royal coach even though it would have been impossible to beg for blessings now. I kept my eyes on the ground, hoping against all hope that I might find a coin caught between cobblestones, abandoned and forgotten.


Shadows began to grow long and turn as purple as a bruise.


“Bertie! Hazel! Where are you?” We both turned to see Etienne jogging down the street.


“Mama says you’re to come back now!”


I bit my lip, wondering if she’d already heard what had happened. “Is she . . . is she upset?”


Etienne just shrugged.


“Where are they?” Bertie asked, patting his pocket, reassuring himself of the copper’s presence. Of course he still had his coin.


“Papa has the wagon ready, the next street over. They said we’re needed at the temple.”


“The temple?” Bertie groaned. “Can’t we go to the tavern? I got a copper. We could have a meat pie!”


“Mama says we can’t dawdle. The temple is expecting us.”


My breath caught, and all the day’s previous troubles vanished in an instant. “Which temple?” I managed to squeak out.


“Don’t know. Not the First’s. We were just there. The queen went right by Mama. Didn’t even glance her way!” Etienne laughed, unaware of the revelation erupting in my chest.


Bertie’s eyes, so surprised and blue, met mine, and I felt pinned in place.


I could tell he’d jumped to the same thought I had, the one making my blood race and my heart pound so heavily I could see my pulse in the corner of my eyes. I was suddenly clammy, damp with fevered chills, and my throat seemed too dry to swallow properly.


“Do you think he finally . . . ?”


“Maybe,” I hedged. I didn’t need him to finish the thought to know exactly what he meant. Who he meant.


My godfather.


“It is your birthday,” Bertie said, and I was touched to hear the trace of sadness in his voice.


I felt stuck in place. I’d spent so much time dreaming of the day my godfather would return that I’d never stopped to consider what would happen the day after he did.


Or the day after that.


Where would he take me? Where would I live?


The temple in Rouxbouillet was his in name only. It was a small courtyard with a solitary monolith that no one had ever taken credit for sculpting. A candle, somehow forever burning, rested in front of the plinth. There was no building, no other structure. It was no place to raise a child, to raise me. As far as I knew, he didn’t have even a single postulant. No one, it seemed, wanted to devote their life to the lord of death.


“Mama’s going to spit flames if we’re late. Come on!” Etienne snapped before turning down the street.


“Come on,” Bertie echoed, gentler, and offered his hand to me.


I didn’t want to take it.


If I took it, then we’d find Mama, and go to his temple, and he was sure to be there, waiting for me.


My godfather.


In the Holy First’s sanctum, there were stained-glass windows on three sides of the hall. At the front, just behind the altar, perfectly situated toward the east to best catch the morning sunlight, was a rendering of the Holy First in all her lustrous beauty. Swirls of iridescent glass were pieced together to make up her veiled but undoubtedly radiant face, her long wavy tresses, and her flowing gown.


To her right were the Divided Ones. Thick leading segmented their face so you could easily tell that though they shared one body, they were made up of many.


And to the left was the Dreaded End. His window was less a portrait and more a mosaic, suggesting at a hint of a being, not a perfectly rendered form. It was made up of various triangles, all in dark grays and rich plums. The glass had been so heavily stained with those bruise-colored dyes that light could barely pass through it. Even on the sunniest of days, the Dreaded End’s window was a mottled mess of gloom and gloam.


So when I tried to picture him . . . the Dreaded End, my godfather . . . when I tried to picture that, I couldn’t do it.


I couldn’t see him there, a figure, a being, a person. I could see the window, the dark hues, the swirling mess of fog and mist and grim finality.


I only could see the death, not my life.


“Come on.” Bertie beckoned again, jangling the hand in front of me as though the only reason I’d not yet taken it was simply because I hadn’t noticed its presence. “If we’re really meeting him, if he’s really come back, than Mama won’t even mind the tear.” He beamed at this stroke of unbelievably good fortune. “See? Everything is working out.”


Without warning, I threw my arms around Bertie’s neck, pulling him against me with a strength that surprised us both. “I’m going to miss you the most,” I whispered. I could feel my body trembling as he hugged me back.


“I’m sure he’ll let you visit,” he said softly. “And I’ll write to you every week, I swear it.”


“You hate writing,” I reminded him. The tears that fell down my cheeks splashed hot and wet.


“I’ll learn to like it, just for you,” he swore fervently.


My hand found his then. I seized hold of it and clutched him tightly all the way back to the wagon.


But it wasn’t my godfather’s temple we were headed to.





CHAPTER 3



“I NEED YOU TO LINE UP NOW, PLEASE, ALL OF YOU,” THE reverent said with a voice so soft that you nearly missed the hard edge lying in wait. Beneath the sweep of her wide headdress—studded with five jagged peaks, each holding a swag of tulle—cool blue eyes regarded us with measured curiosity.


My family was outside the temple of the Divided Ones, in the courtyard, and my brothers and sisters wandered about the space, gaping at the stone walls, the mosaics, and the great urns that dotted the perimeter. Each of the vases had been smashed apart only to be soldered back together. Everything felt fractured, yet whole, just like the gods it represented, and I found that the angry, jagged lines made my head ache.


“Sister Ines will not ask again,” snapped a young girl beside the reverent. She wore the yellow and green robe of a novice, and though she didn’t look any older than Bertie, there was a hardening around her edges, a child forced into adulthood at far too young an age. Her brown eyes regarded us with open disdain. “Do as she says!”


We hurried to comply, and I fell into place at the end of my siblings’ line, brushing shoulders with Bertie as we exchanged glances in confused silence.


“Maybe she’ll be the one to take you to him?” Bertie whispered from the side of his mouth.


I shook my head. A reverent from one god would not carry out errands for another. My godfather had let another year pass without collecting me, I knew it in my heart.


Mama and Papa offered no answers. They stood in front of the wagon, watching the proceedings as though audience members at a theater. The action onstage—taking place out here in the courtyard—had nothing to do with them. They were separated from us by an invisible fourth wall, content to observe everything from their place beyond the proscenium.


Sister Ines stepped forward to inspect us. The younger girl followed her, making tutting sounds of disapproval, tsking over the state of Jeanne’s boots and chiding Yves for the curve of his posture.


Only when the revenant approached me did Mama step forward. “Actually—”


She stopped short as the sister raised her hand, indicating that she did not wish to be interrupted. A look of irritation clouded Mama’s face, but to her credit, she held her tongue.


“Look at me, please?” the sister ordered me, snatching away my attention from my mother.


I felt like a hare caught in one of Remy’s traps, frozen with fear, my heart hammering so fast I was certain its pounding was visible in my chest.


“She has potential,” Sister Ines murmured to herself, and I wanted to squirm. What did she see in me that marked me as different from my siblings?


“She doesn’t look all that special to me,” the younger girl snapped, then scowled at me as she was given a sharp look from the sister.


Sister Ines looked down our line once more, counting and nodding. “A thirteenth child. You don’t see many of those.”


Mama dared to step forward, laughing, though nothing seemed particularly funny. “Just another mouth to feed. So, so many mouths to feed. Her father and I should have stopped after ten. Well . . . three, even . . . one, truly.”


My siblings squirmed.


“We can’t be all that rare,” said the girl, frowning as she breezed past my mother’s nervous admission, and I caught her use of the word we. Was this why she so disliked me? Was she another thirteenth child?


“What’s your name, girl?”


My throat was too thick for me to answer Ines, and I was ashamed to feel my lower lip quiver.


“That’s Hazel,” Bertie said, daring to take a step forward.


Sister Ines’s blue gaze fell on Bertie once more. “Thank you.” She turned back to Mama. Her fine robes were stiff with starch and their folds hung from her back like the wings of a moth. “Hazel will do,” she declared.


“That’s impossible,” Mama began.


“Nothing is impossible for They who demand it so,” the sister said, her eyes narrowing. There was a strange quality to her voice now that made it seem as if she was speaking in two pitches at the same time.


Stories were whispered throughout Rouxbouillet about those who chose to leave their lives behind to follow the Divided Ones. Some said the followers trained for days and weeks on end, singing the same holy songs over and over as they attempted to hit two notes at once. Others said this disconcerting talent was due to arcane rituals and surgeries most severe. Everyone agreed that the Divided Ones’ revenants all went a little mad, breaking their minds into as many pieces as there were gods to serve.


“Well?” Sister Ines asked, both her voices reverberating with impatience.


Papa cleared his throat, looking uneasy. He crossed the courtyard and whispered into her ear. Though I couldn’t hear exactly what he said, I did register the moment she understood his tale. Her eyes darted from Papa to me with alarm. Disgust settled over her features like a fine veil.


“I see,” she said archly, taking a noticeable step from my father.


“Get out of line, Hazel,” Mama snapped. “You shouldn’t even be here.”


Though I knew she meant here as now, in this moment, her words sliced deep. I shouldn’t have been here—in this family—now or ever.


“What’s happening?” I dared to whisper. It was unnerving to be on this side of the courtyard, seeing all my brothers and sisters staring at me. I kept a careful distance from Mama. She tended to speak with her hands when agitated, and since my presence so often went unregistered, I’d learned it was best to stay out of striking distance.


“Your father has accumulated a bit of debt in town, the idiot,” she muttered. Her teeth were pressed so tightly together I feared she’d turn them to powder. “More than any pilgrimage coins could cover. So we need to find payment where we might.”


“Payment,” I echoed, my brow furrowing. I swept my eyes around the courtyard, trying to imagine what we were meant to be selling in the temple. We’d left all our bundles of firewood and tanned hides at home.


Bertie’s eyes landed on me, silently asking what I’d learned.


I gasped as understanding dawned on me. “No. You can’t!”


Mama’s nostrils flared. “I shouldn’t have to,” she corrected me bitterly. “But you’re still here, taking up space and money that we can’t afford not to give you. So now, one of my children—one of my real children,” she snuck in, her snide addition as sharp as a dagger, “will be torn from their home. One of my children will be gone, forced to worship a god I hate. A god I should have given you to long ago.”


“You can’t,” I repeated, feeling small and stupid and unable to come up with a better argument. “You just can’t.”


Mama grabbed the collar of my dress and yanked me closer. Her spittle wet my lips, and I cringed from the sudden force of her fury. “You’d be surprised just what I can do for a handful of coins. Never forget that, little Hazel. Never!”


“I do believe we’re done here,” Sister Ines said, speaking as loudly as her twin voices would carry. “Here’s your silver.” She handed Papa a small purse of yellow and green twill.


He weighed it in the palm of his hand, hefting it up and down as if that was all it took to count it, then nodded. “Which one?” he dared to ask, and every muscle within me tensed.


The sister sighed, as if her selection had already disappointed her. “The boy,” she said, and nodded to the two men standing at the temple’s entrance.


They stepped forward and hoisted Bertie from the end of the line as he kicked and squirmed.


“No!” I shrieked, and tumbled toward them, but the men were too big and too efficient, and by the time I’d raced across the courtyard, Bertie had already been taken inside. Before the door slammed shut, I saw the younger girl, the novice, clamp a set of bronze shackles around his skinny wrists, and he screamed.





CHAPTER 4



THE TWELFTH BIRTHDAY



“ANOTHER YEAR, ANOTHER YEAR,” MY MOTHER SANG off-key as she picked her way through the barn. Her gait was unsteady; I could tell she was already in her cups, even at this early hour. “Another year . . . and you’re still here.”


The irony of her words, a cruel mimicry of the usually cheerful birthday song, was not lost on me. My middle ached as I remembered the last time anyone had wished me a happy birthday.


Bertie.


It had been four years—four years to the day, I reminded myself—since we’d seen him.


All novices—especially those conscripted away from their homes most unwillingly—were sent off to their god’s monastery for their first few years of service. We’d heard that Bertie had been forced to take a vow of silence for an entire twelve months, to better prepare his mind and spirit for his new life of devotion, but as no contact with the outside world was allowed, we never knew if that was the truth or only rumor.


“Where are you?” Mama mumbled, prowling through the stalls. I could smell her even before she rounded the corner, the stink of rye heavy on her breath and clothes. It even seemed to waft from her pores these days.


I poked my head out from the stall I occupied. I’d been up since before dawn, milking the cows, milking the goats, mucking out their soiled stalls and laying fresh hay from the bales I’d hauled down from the loft myself.


Since Bertie had been taken away—taken away screaming and crying, his face full of tears and snots and stop thinking of that, Hazel—five of my other siblings had left home too: Genevieve, Armand, Emmeline, Josephine, and Didier, gone in quick succession.


Genevieve, the oldest and loveliest of all us girls, had had her pick of marriage proposals. She’d taken up the butcher’s son’s offer and occasionally sent us a side of pork fat with a note saying she’d visit soon. She never did.


Armand left the day he turned seventeen, lying about his age so he might enlist in the army.


Emmeline and Josephine followed, finding a pair of twin brothers two towns over. They were cobblers and made the most beautiful court heels for my sisters to wear at their double wedding.


And Didier . . . Didier disappeared one day, without warning or note, and though the surrounding woods were searched, not a trace of him was ever found.


Though in his twenty-fourth year, Remy was still at home, often taking over on days when Papa had made himself too sick on spirits to shoot his bow and arrows. Remy was a dedicated hunter, often going out as the sun rose and not returning until nightfall, but all the earnestness in the world could not make up for his poor eyesight and terrible aim.


Though Papa bemoaned it, Mama still sent my remaining siblings to the schoolhouse in Rouxbouillet. Not because she believed they would do anything with their educations, but because it was free, and how many things in the world could you say that about?


Free or not, school was off-limits for me.


Mama claimed it was because we never knew when my godfather might finally return, but I knew she needed help with all the chores she didn’t care to take on and Papa was too drunk to do.


I didn’t mind much. The barn was quiet and the animals were kind.


Since that day with Bertie, the relationships I’d once enjoyed with my brothers and sisters had soured, growing strained and sometimes downright hostile. I alone—not Papa, or his debts—was blamed for Bertie’s conscription. I was the one regarded with wary suspicion, as if they were fearful of what proximity to me might bring next.


Their turning stung, but it also made what I knew was coming that much easier.


In one year’s time, I was going to leave Rouxbouillet.


I would be thirteen by then.


Some might think it too young to be out on your own, making your way in the world, but I was no stranger to hard work or independence. I spent most of my days alone. Once chores were done, I’d roam the forest, hunting for mushrooms and flowers.


There was an old woman I’d come across a year before, who lived even deeper in the Gravia then we did. She was said to be a miracle worker, always knowing the exact remedies needed to cure anything from a bad cold to infertility. She could even mend things that weren’t of a physiological nature, like old feuds and broken hearts.


Papa called her a witch and forbade any of us to venture past the rushing stream that divided our land from hers. But I’d stumbled across her one day while out foraging in the brambles for late-summer berries. She had slipped on a moss-covered rock while trying to pick her way across a creek, and had twisted her ankle too badly to return home on her own. I’d helped her up and, using every bit of my strength, all but carried her back to her cottage, her long, wispy white braid batting me in the face as I acted as her crutch.


She’d chatted away the whole trip home, pointing out various plants, sharing what secret medicinal powers they possessed and how best to harvest them. Her name was Celeste Alarie, and she’d lived in the Gravia her entire life. Her grandmother had been born in that cottage, as had her mother, as had she, and she assured me she intended to die there as well.


Once Celeste had plunked into her rocking chair, despairing over the state of her ankle, she’d let it slip that she had been gathering supplies for a love spell, commissioned by the mayor’s wife for their oldest daughter. Celeste had fretted over how she would harvest the flowers needed, and when I’d offered to do it for her, she’d brightened and promised to pay me three copper coins if I did a good job.


From then on, I visited her every fortnight, performing more of her errands throughout the forest. She praised my ability to scramble up rocks and trees no longer accessible to her and said what a fine miracle woman I’d one day make myself. I had the uncanny ability to spot even the most camouflaged of treasures hidden on the forest floor.


I’d been saving up every coin she gave me and by next year would have enough to buy myself passage out of Rouxbouillet, out of the Gravia, out of even Martissienes itself.


I couldn’t remain at home, forever waiting for a godfather who would not come.


I was done waiting.


I needed action.


I needed purpose.


I just needed a few more coppers. . . .


“There you are,” Mama said, spotting me in the last stall. She was slurring and looked as though she might tip over. “What . . . what are you even doing back here?”


“Milking Rosie,” I said, gesturing to the bucket at my feet.


Mama squinted. I’d filled the pail nearly to the top, and her lips twisted as though she was disappointed to have nothing to chastise me for.


“It’s your birthday,” she said, surprising me. Without Bertie’s to celebrate, I hadn’t been sure she bothered to keep track of mine.


I nodded, unsure of the right way to respond.


“I remember that day like it was only hours ago,” she murmured, and her eyes drifted, gazing at something above me with a dreamy unfocused distraction. “You were so little. You’re still so little,” she fretted, rubbing her thumb over the lip of the liquor bottle she held. “And he . . . he was so very big. But when he held you . . .” She trailed off for a moment, lost in the daydream. She didn’t have to say my godfather’s name aloud. Papa had never held me, not even once. “You looked as though you belonged together. With him.”


She took a long swig. The liquor smelled astringent, burning my nostrils, and I didn’t see how she could bear to drink it.


“I never could understand why he left you behind.”


“I . . . I’m sorry,” I said. It was the first time I’d ever dared to imagine how the situation must have looked from her side, the first time I ever felt the injustice she had lived with every day since my arrival. She’d been promised I’d be taken care of. She’d been promised she’d never have to deal with me.


But here I was, twelve years later.


“Oh, my head,” she muttered, wincing suddenly.


I pressed my lips together, feeling an odd sense of tenderness toward my mother, toward this woman who had been dealt an unfair hand so many times throughout her life. “I saw some feverfew edging the garden. Their leaves can help with aches, however strong. I could make you a tea,” I offered, then bit the inside of my cheek, worried she’d ask how I knew this information.


But she only blinked, swaying unsteadily. “That would be very kind, Hazel.”


I knew this softness would not last. It was the drink talking, not her. But maybe if I tried, maybe if I tried so hard, it could linger for a little while longer.


“I ought . . .” She paused, rubbing the back of her hand over her forehead. “I ought to make you a cake this year. I don’t think I . . .” She wavered, and her eyes seemed to cross for a moment. She blinked heavily, trying to focus on me, but her pupils couldn’t find the right spot. She kept looking just off to my left, as though she was seeing double. “I don’t think I’ve ever made you a cake before. Not one of your own,” she corrected herself.


“It’s okay, Mama,” I said, forgiving her in an instant as she cupped my cheek, showering me with more affection in this single beat than in every other moment of my life combined.


“Another year, another year, another year has come,” she sang softly, and a happy warmth radiated through me at this abrupt change in her demeanor. I didn’t know what had brought about this shift, didn’t understand it, but I couldn’t stop to wonder on it now. My mind raced with a dozen dreams for the future. I pictured us walking back to the house together, hand in hand. I’d brew a pot of the feverfew tea as she made a cake, and after dinner, she’d tell me not to go back to the barn. She’d say I should sleep inside the house with the rest of the family, in a bed of my own, and she would tuck me in, drawing my velvet quilt up to my chin before bending down to give me a loving kiss on the cheek, and I would fall asleep basking in the warmth of her love.


People made mistakes. It happened every day.


But Mama had finally come around, finally saw me as her daughter, as a child to be fondly thought of, a child who was all hers, her flesh, her blood.


“You are one year older now,” she continued. Her crooning wasn’t quite on pitch, her tempo just shy of right.


“So shout ‘Hooray,’ ” a voice said from the threshold of the stall, taking over the song. We both startled and turned to stare at the dark, towering figure of my godfather. “You’re done.”





CHAPTER 5



THE MOMENT THAT FOLLOWED SEEMED AN ETERNITY.


I knew I was staring, knew my mouth was open, hanging agape, knew I needed to say something—a salutation, a greeting, anything—but I found it impossible to form words. His presence—he was tall; Mama had never said just how tall he was—filled me with both wonder and absolute dread.


The stained-glass window at the village temple was wrong, all wrong. He was not a dark shadow, a smattering of grays and purples, navy and ebony. He was as black as a moonless sky, a void completely absent of light.


He cast no shadow, I noted, staring at the ground behind him where my lantern should have thrown even some soft pattern of gray.


He was the shadow. He was all shadows, every dark thought, every bleak moment. He was god of departures and the departed, lord of endings and the grave.


He was the Dreaded End.


My benefactor.


My savior, I supposed.


“Godfather,” I said, finding my voice and dipping into a curtsy that felt patently ridiculous but also somehow right. If you were supposed to show deference to King Marnaigne—a mere mortal with a funny hat—you should do at least that for a god.


I paused before rising.


Should I have bowed?


I should have bowed.


I should have knelt down and humbled my skinny form prostrate before his robes of midnight, pressing my forehead to the ground, pressing my entire body to the ground, into the ground, a worm at his feet.


An errant thought crossed my mind and I wondered what type of shoes the Dreaded End wore. Sandals, maybe? Boots for stomping to dust the souls of people who dared to think such irreverent thoughts in the face of his unholy magnitude?


I was struck with the terrible urge to laugh and clapped my hands over my mouth lest a giggle slip out and damn us all.


“Hazel,” he greeted me, and the corners of his mouth rose, his lips pulling back to reveal a line of sharp, pointed teeth.


Was he . . . was that a smile?


“Happy birthday,” he continued. “I . . . I brought you a gift.” He drew back a corner of his cloak, but it was as if the dark fabric swallowed every bit of the lantern’s light. I couldn’t see anything tucked away in such shadowy depths.


“Perhaps we should go outside?” he suggested, and I was surprised to hear his tone quaver.


Was he nervous? This great, hulking, all-powerful god? Nervous? Before me?


I wanted to laugh. Again.


Who was I?


A no one.


A nobody.


And yet I couldn’t deny what I’d heard. He was uncertain. He had offered a question, not a command.


The Dreaded End swayed back and forth on feet restless with apprehension.


What was he worried about? Did he believe I would say no? Did he truly think it in me to disagree with a god?


“Yes, Godfather,” I said, and waited for him to turn. For all the newfound bravado coursing through my veins, I didn’t think I could be the one to make the first move, the one to walk past him, brushing too near his cloak, too close to his strangely elongated form.


He seemed to pick up on my reticence and backed out of the stall. He filled the narrow hall, blocking every sunbeam cast through the barn door, a literal eclipse.


It was only then that I remembered Mama.


She’d gone terribly pale, the sickly yellowish color of goat’s milk, and there was a damp sheen coating her forehead.


“Are you all right, Mama?” I asked, feeling indecision tear at me. My body wanted to approach her, feel her temple, make sure she was all right—she looked so not all right—but my feet shifted toward the stall door.


“I . . .” Her cheeks puffed as if she was about to throw up, and I wondered just how much liquor she’d already had.


“Hazel?”


The uncertainty filling his one word spurred me into action.


“Come on, Mama,” I said, and slipped out of the stall, out of the barn, after the Dreaded End.


He waited for me in the yard, an incongruous smear of black against the white linens dancing from the clothesline as they dried in the early-spring breeze. The robes made it nearly impossible to be certain, but I had the distinct impression his shoulders were hunched tightly against his frame, as if he was expecting to receive some sort of harsh words from me, or even a physical blow. After a moment of pained silence between us, his eyes—red and silver and so very strange—brightened as he remembered there was something he could do.


“Your gift,” he said, as if he were reminding himself as much as me. He reached into his cloak and removed a beautiful box. It was tufted with velvet and was the loveliest shade of lilac I’d ever seen, like mist rising over the lavender fields on a moody morning, when the earth was finally warm and the air smelled sweet and new.


“I . . . I wasn’t quite sure what you’d like,” he apologized, stumbling over the words. “But I imagined you wouldn’t have anything like this.”


A cry escaped me as I opened the tiny box and the sun hit the treasure nestled within.


“It’s a necklace,” he explained unnecessarily. “Gold. It’s probably a touch extravagant for a girl of ten, but—”


“Twelve,” I corrected him thoughtlessly, trailing one fingertip over the thin chain. It was finer craftsmanship than anything I’d ever seen my mother or sisters wear, each link sparkling. A small stone hung from its middle, caught in a net of gold and winking brightly, neither green nor yellow.


“It reminded me of your eyes,” he said, his voice rounding out with fondness. “Everyone always says babies have blue eyes, but when you first looked at me . . .”


He trailed off, clearing his throat, and I could hear Mama finally making her way out from the barn.


“What is it, Hazel?” she asked, tottering unsteadily.


“A necklace,” I said, turning to show her the box.


She swiped the present away from me, raking one of her fingernails across the back of my hand. She didn’t notice my wince of pain. “You brought this for a child?” she asked, and her eyes were sharp and hard as she looked up at my godfather.


“Not just any child,” he said, the corners of his lips turning downward as he took it from her. He lifted it up and fastened it round my neck. “My child.”


“Yours,” she repeated, and there was something about her tone that charged the air around them, electrifying the space between us. It was as distinctly felt as an approaching summer storm. The oppressive might of it rolled over me, a weighty foreboding.


My godfather didn’t reply but studied my mother with fresh interest. There was a slight tilt to his head that reminded me a little of Bertie, when we would roam the river basin, searching for berries. He’d spot a sleek green lizard or a little snake winding its way through the brush and stop everything he was doing to watch it, his eyes wide with curiosity, seeking to understand how this tiny creature functioned.


That was how my godfather looked at Mama, as if she were a little tiny something that would normally carry out its life beyond the notice of someone such as him but that he found fascinating now that he had stopped to take note.


Such rapt focus made my insides quiver like a bow screeching over the strings of a violin. It felt decidedly wrong to have the full weight of a god’s attention on me.


“Mine,” he finally said, his agreement given most begrudgingly.


“If that’s so, where have you been all this time? All these years? You were meant to collect her when she was a babe. You were here on the day she was born, and then you just . . .” Mama made a gesture of something flittering away, nearly losing hold of her bottle.


My heart beat heavily in the hollow of my throat. Her audacity shocked me, but I found myself hoping he would answer her. These were the same questions that had filled my thoughts for years—when would he come again, why had he ever left me behind at all.


“I’ve returned,” he said, offering no further explanation.


Mama made a noise of disgusted dismissal. “What good does that do us now? She’s nearly grown. We raised her in your stead. We cared for her, clothed her, fed her. All the things you promised you would do. All the things you swore you’d pay for.”


I winced.


She sounded so hard, so full of condemnation. It didn’t seem as though she was speaking to a god at all, more like she was chastising the village butcher over a bad cut of meat.


I expected his anger to rise, for lightning and thunder to strike us down, for the earth to tremble and part beneath our feet and swallow us whole.


But none of those things happened. Instead, my godfather nodded carefully, consideringly.


“I suppose you did, Madame. What would you estimate all your care and effort to be worth?”


Mama frowned skeptically. “What?”


“How much money do you suppose Hazel has cost you over the years? That’s what you desire, is it not? A reimbursement? A settling of the books? Go on. Name your price. What has Hazel’s first ten—twelve”—he corrected himself, his silvery red eyes darting toward mine—“years cost you?”


Mama’s eyes drifted across the yard toward the house, oddly unfocused. “I . . . I couldn’t begin to—”


“What do you think is a fair price, Hazel?” my godfather asked, turning toward me.


My mouth dried as terror spiked up my throat. My chest felt as though it would split in two. Where did my allegiance lie? With the mother who had raised me, most begrudgingly, or with the godfather who claimed to care but had only just arrived? “I . . . I don’t know.” I looked helplessly toward my mother, but she didn’t notice.


“Would five gold coins be enough?” he asked, his attention whipping back to Mama. “A year? Five gold coins for each year of care? That makes sixty. Do you believe that enough, Madame?”


“Sixty gold coins?” Mama repeated, her eyes suddenly growing sharp. She sucked in a breath of air and it whistled through the crooked gap between her front teeth. “Do you mean it? Truly?”


The Dreaded End snapped his fingers and the coins fell out of the sky, conjured into existence midair. “As you say, I owe you. And you’re right, of course. I do. So let’s double it.” More coins fell. “Triple, even.” Another snap and the golden disks rained down, showering the ground where Mama stood. “Do you think it enough, Madame? Is this sufficient payment for the care and keeping of your own flesh and blood?”


Part of me longed for Mama to say no, to say that she’d changed her mind and no amount of money in the world was enough to ease the pain of losing her daughter.


I held my breath, wishing, waiting.


After a painful pause, she nodded.


“Good,” he said, and then held out his hand to me. His fingers were too long, too long and dotted with too many joints. They bent into impossible angles, like the strangely segmented walking sticks found deep in our woods.


“Come, Hazel,” he said as though we were about to go for an afternoon stroll, as if he wasn’t about to take me away from my home, away from my entire life, all my knowns and certainties, however painful they could sometimes be.
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