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Prologue


FATE IS A LINE FREE will twists into a spiral. A path fractured into forks that lead to the same place. A snake that bites its own tail. The beginning knows its end.

This is the paradox: Free will slips among the twists of fate. Crosses the valley, scales the mountain, enters the cave. Finds a new way through fixed space. The end remembers where it began.

When I was a child, I knew—believed—none of this.

On a summer morning, weeks before I turned eighteen, a pigeon, a dove, and a sparrow summoned me to visit an estranged friend. I went to her cottage in the woods west of town. There, Old Woman revealed the symbol carved in stone at her hearth. She knew I’d once dreamed of this symbol but had long concealed its presence in her home from me. Then, she said it was known “the man Fewmany” was buying land where other stones lay, but not the reason why. She spoke of the missing arcane manuscript entrusted to my late mother, who was meant to decipher the text but didn’t. Old Woman told me, “You are here to shift a balance, one with the potential to deepen our darkness or bear forth a hidden light.”

Both were my fate, the darkness and the light, and the one I chose, a matter of free will.

I thought I had a choice to accept neither. I wanted no part of a prophecy, although my blood and bones knew it to be true. Foolish, because I’d read enough myth, lore, and fairy tales to know when one receives a call—hold a candle to a sleeping monster lover, search the world for a lost daughter, take a basket to Grandmother’s house, spin straw into gold—one must heed it. That is fate. How one responds, that is free will.

So, descendants and survivors, here told is what happened to me, once as innocent as the girls in the tales I loved, and how it came to pass that I released the Plague of Silences.



– Part I –




JULY /35

ON THE SECOND OF JULY, I awoke before the clock’s summons. By first rays, I was dressed and breakfasted, the satchel on my shoulder, turning the lock of the row house’s front door.

Across the street, a lamplighter extinguished the night’s flames. At the third corner on my route, seated inside the newsbox was the news-speaker, his eyes pinned to a timepiece in one hand, the morning report in the other. Several shopkeeps appeared on their thresholds as I waited for my favorite market vendor. He had cherries, sharply sweet. I bought a pint and poured it into a basket in my satchel, next to the boiled egg and a heel of bread I’d packed for my midday meal.

By the time I reached the ward’s edge, the nearby stable lot gate was open and three carts were on the street. For twelve years, I’d walked in their direction or sat next to Father on his two-horse cart, going to school or to my apprenticeship in the translations office. But that day, I was headed toward the grand homes north of town, to my first job.

I passed through four more wards, moving quickly through the one which made me nervous, well-known for the unfortunate frequency of burglaries, violent attacks, and indecent assaults. The narrow streets, decrepit walk-ups, and glaring residents did not refute the ward’s reputation.

Once I crossed the town’s official border, the road continued. I approached the main entrance to The Manses, where several of the kingdom’s prominent families resided and my father once, perhaps still, aspired to move. A man with a ruffed collar stood under a covered archway, flanked on both sides by high wrought iron fences. He asked my name, which I gave. When he checked a list, he said I was now included among Fewmany’s staff and could come and go as I wish. After I passed him, I looked at the fine houses set back on expansive lawns. The only hints of wildness were the sky itself and a flight of swallows streaking blue through the ether.

The road forked. To the right I followed it, drawing closer to the great house. I’d seen it before, once, when Fewmany invited me to his library and offered the archivist position. At the manor’s gate, I gave my name again. As the guard glanced at his list, I tugged at my lace cuffs and brushed the front of my three flounced skirt. He studied my silver hair and tawny skin and stared into my mismatched eyes the colors of night and day.

“You’d be mistaken for no one but yourself, would you, Miss?” he said.

Sadly, I would not, I thought.

With each step along the curved path, my hands shook a little more until surely I looked as if I were having a fit.

At the drive’s apex, I stared up at the manor’s thick columns and the long windows grouped in sets of two. When I reached the double doors, I rang the bell, clasped my hands behind me, and stood straight as a blade.

The door opened.

“Good morning, Miss Riven,” a man said. He bowed. “We weren’t formally introduced when you came for the initial meeting. I am Naughton.”

“Good morning,” I said.

As he closed the door, I looked into the marble-floored hall. Impressive as before, a talon-footed round table stood on an elaborate tapestry rug decorated with animals. Within the recesses between the twelve closed doors were statues.

“Follow me,” he said. Naughton led me to the grand staircase with its green marble steps and dark wooden railings. On the landing, near a long cushioned bench, I paused at the leaded windows to peer at the courtyard below and, beyond that, a stretch of green before a grove of trees.

“An arresting view,” Naughton said.

I glanced at him. His forehead shone under his thinning brown hair, and his eyes, also brown, glinted with patience. He wore a black coat and trousers, a light gray vest with blue piping, and a flawless white cravat.

“Yes, quite,” I said.

He escorted me up the west stair to the closest door on our right. As he searched for the key on his ring, I studied the bowed figures carved into the wood, most charred black. Fewmany told me he’d salvaged this door from a library lost to fire. The other eleven doors on that floor appeared to be identical to those on the first.

Once inside the library, Naughton invited me to hang my satchel on the ornate coatrack. Then he gave my instructions.

If I required assistance or refreshments, I was to pull the cord near the door to summon him. I could stroll the grounds and gardens and enter any room I found unlocked to view the magnate’s art collection, but must make sure to close the doors when I exited. If I found a dog roaming the second floor, I should ring to have him taken away. As etiquette required, I shouldn’t go below stairs, and neither was I to speak to the staff nor they to me. I was to use the water closet on the first floor, to the right and below the east stair’s rise.

Naughton indicated a letter had been left for me on the table. With a nod and the promise of tea, he exited the library.

The letter was from Fewmany, a welcome in his absence. He said he was pleased to have my assistance to organize and catalog his collection and invited me to acquaint myself with the “nooks and crannies herein.”

On that same table, large enough to seat forty people or twenty giants, I found three books, a map of sorts, and a box. The reference texts were on bookbinding and book collecting. The library’s map noted where general categories were kept—history, natural science, et cetera—and where I’d find what interested me—myths, folklore, fairy tales, and the like. The last item was a delightful surprise, a box of stationery printed with the following letterhead:

FEWMANY ATHENAEUM

Miss Secret Riven, Archivist

I began my exploration. To the right of the entrance, near the coatrack, stood a supply cabinet with doors and drawers where pens, ink, bookstands, blotters, paper, wax sticks, pins, and scissors were kept. On top were a bouquet of red and white roses and two wooden book cradles.

At the enormous table were four chairs, cushioned in velvet, with high backs.

Not far beyond the table, centered in the space, was a fireplace, the stone chimney rising to the roof. The simple wooden mantel, curved at the edges, invited my touch. A movable screen, resembling chain mail, hung on a track inside the hearth.

The library itself seemed to span the entire length of the second floor, with a gallery accessible by six spiral staircases tight as a snail’s shell. Along the east and west walls—and surrounding gallery—were rows and rows of bookshelves with leaded glass doors above and cabinets below. Throughout were brass sconces with cut crystal shades, held high by lifelike, masculine, disembodied arms, oil lit; I saw no evidence of candles.

Thick purple drapes framed the windows. The view west looked out to distant neighbors, the carriage house, and stables; the view north to the courtyard, the green, and the trees. Strangely, the south wall had no windows, instead more shelves and cabinets.

The books—so many books, hardly any space for more on the shelves or in the cabinets, which were stuffed with manuscripts and boxes of ephemera.

By the end of the day, my anxiety about the tremendous task before me, among other lurking concerns, gave way to pure giddiness.

How could it not? I was in a paradise.

That night, when Father and I sat down to dinner, the glamour had not faded. I was in rare spirits, glad to tell him what I’d seen and to show him the epic I’d borrowed, leather bound, gold gilt.

All was well; our conversation, amiable. He reminded me he would leave at the week’s end to settle a land deal in Thrigin. Father was to have no lengthy carriage ride that trip, as every time before. He’d arranged to have passage on the new steamwheeler, which connected to a station outside of town. For weeks, he’d been agog reading about how they were built, how much weight they carried, and how fast they traveled.

“Iron can do what muscles cannot!” he said.

As the sole Geo-Archeo Historian at Fewmany Incorporated, Father didn’t need to know any of that for his work, but his personal curiosity was indulged. What mattered were the maps he’d been studying, finished track lines and proposed ones, which veined across Ailliath and the kingdoms around it. To satisfy Fewmany’s ambitions, Father would have to negotiate for the use of vast acres near and far.

However, there were acquisitions Father could never arrange for him.

After our dinner, Father brought out a cake Elinor, our daymaid, had baked to honor my first day. As he nudged a slice toward me, his hand brushed against the ceramic ochre bowl at the table’s center.

Memory cracks with the slightest pressure.

There I was in the same place, but elsewhere in time.

Eleven years old again. Balanced across the edge of the ochre bowl filled with pears, the scissors gleamed, their violent whisper still in my ears. A foot of my black hair was gone, one inch of it cut by my father each night he punished me for telling a lie I had not told. Nearby, an exquisite illustrated book lay open to a page with a fox chasing a hen. And then, to Fewmany, who sat at our table, Father presented my drawing of the symbol.

Father, my mother, and Fewmany waited for me to tell where I’d seen it.

“In a dream,” I said—and in that moment, I told the absolute truth.

As they looked at me, I wanted to grab those scissors and stab each of them through the heart. After they watched my hair grow back to its full length before their eyes, my parents glanced away, but Fewmany didn’t. He and I matched stares, his amused, mine defiant. In spite of myself, I felt repelled by and drawn to him. Even then, I sensed a mystery connected us.1
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That night’s incident was never mentioned again. Father didn’t explain why the symbol held such import or why the inquisition had occurred. Whatever I was presumed to know was significant enough for Fewmany to visit our house—under the ruse he was there to deliver documents Father had left at the office—to question me himself.

I hoped, of course, all had been forgotten, and if not that, buried. Because if either Father or Fewmany asked me again, I would have grappled with whether to lie.

I could no longer claim to have seen the symbol in a dream. I knew the location of one carved in stone less than an hour’s walk outside of our town’s borders, in the woods.

AFTER AN EXCHANGE OF LETTERS, my schoolmates Charlotte and Muriel and I agreed on an afternoon to spend together. We hadn’t seen each other since our graduation in June. Charlotte was soon to be off for an extended visit with an aunt. Muriel had a holiday trip planned with her mother before entering a music conservatory in Osrid.

That summer day, on the gold-toned tile plaza in front of Fewmany Incorporated, the tallest building in town, I waited for them.

From the newsbox nearby came reports of local interest—a brutal robbery, a street repair in a certain ward—and an advertisement for Tell-a-Bells. Don’t let another to-do slip your mind. Get the self-communication aid everyone’s talking about—and to—the one and only Tell-a-Bell. Keep that to-do list at the tip of your tongue! Make your bell toll today and never forget a thing. Visit Time Matters for the newest model, now with Whisper-Gear Horologics.

A rumble disturbed the ground under my feet. Although I heard no sound, I thought it was the steamwheeler coming or going with freight. The tracks weren’t far from the town’s southeast edge and the river.

A two-horse cart approached. Tassels festooned the drays’ harnesses. I returned the waves of the passengers.

“We’re consumed with nostalgia,” Charlotte said as she stepped down, her skirt lifted to reveal strapped walking shoes with buckles.

Muriel adjusted the tortoiseshell comb in her flaxen hair. “Old Wheel. What do you say?”

Their eager smiles prompted me to nod as my stomach knotted. The oldest ward in Rothwyke had been one of my favorite places. There I had enjoyed an occasional outing with my few friends, and my father and the caregiver I called Auntie took me there as a child to watch puppeteers and hear storytellers.

When I was five, Auntie fell asleep in her seat one afternoon, and the red squirrel appeared, urging me to follow him, which I did—into an alley, through a grate, along an underground tunnel, and out into the woods. Again and again, Cyril led me to the trees, to the quiet, to Old Woman. Those visits had been a source of joy and comfort once, but there came a turn, then a break, and I wished not to be reminded of how, and where, that all began.

“Goosequill’s or The Dowager’s Parlor first?” Charlotte asked.

The former it was, our favorite bookshop. Charlotte bought one of the new penny serials, noting they are “weak on intellect, strong on emotion,” and Muriel, a “brooding novel” a friend recommended. Because I had access to the great library, I chose nothing.

Next, to the antiquarian shop, where the old shopkeep humored us although we rarely bought anything. That day, he allowed Charlotte to feign a languish on a grotesquely carved couch with one gnawed leg and Muriel to handle a miniature porcelain tea set. In a glass case where he locked away small treasures, I spotted an old coin, minted with a stag’s head. He sold it to me for less than the cost of a clothbound book.

Hungry at last, we went to a teahouse for pastries and conversation. They prompted me to speak of my work as an archivist, as well as to describe the manor of, as Muriel stated accurately, “the magnate who owns half the kingdom.” So I did, attentive to details, which seemed to satisfy their curiosity.

“But you haven’t given up hope you’ll be going to high academy, have you?” Muriel asked.

“I’m still on Nallar’s wait list,” I said.

“Are you certain that’s what you want?” Charlotte asked. “If you go, I fear you’ll suffer the same brutishness you did in school, or worse, and there will be no one to look after you. Besides, even if you completed your studies, how difficult it will be to find employment, biases being what they are. Not to mention, you need not. Your father can keep you well in comfort until you marry.”

Her words didn’t anger me. She was right, of course. I’d endured nasty harassment from several boys and cold treatment by the teachers who thought no girl should take the advanced courses I did. Those were meant for boys who would attend high academy, presumed a waste on me. Although always encouraging and ready to come to my defense, Charlotte never understood my ambition. It was peculiar, but I was peculiar—in appearance and character—and never believed what was inevitable for most women, regardless of station, was so for me.

“Charlotte!” Muriel said.

“I worry about her. I’m merely being practical,” Charlotte said.

“Should I not go to the conservatory for similar reasons?” Muriel asked.

“Your choice is less provocative. It’s not an academic institution,” Charlotte said.

I looked at my friends, smart, genteel, pretty. “Muriel, she means well. But the pursuit of knowledge is in my blood, which is why I accepted the archivist position,” I said, and said no more.

“Well, then, on the subject of high academies, I saw Michael Lyle after a play last week. He’s set to leave for his in September,” Charlotte said.

I sipped on my empty cup as they cut teasing glances at me. Never once had I confessed my infatuation, but the mention of his name ignited my cheeks.

“He has a prime intelligence,” I said.

“His mind isn’t the only prime quality,” Charlotte said. We sputtered with giggles. “How could Nikolas interrupt you as he did? At last, you were talking to him! Details, please.”

Her straightforwardness discomfited me, but I had no reason to withhold what happened at our graduation party. “You and Muriel were off dancing with the others, and I was sitting alone, with Michael nearby. He asked me a question and we started an innocuous conversation about cats—disappointing, I know, yes, cats—and then Nikolas appeared and asked me to follow him. He told me his father said he must attend a meeting about some dispute, which required them to depart the next morning. Nikolas thought he’d have the summer here before he left for his goodwill visits, but no. Once the dispute was settled, he went straight on to the first kingdom on his itinerary.”

“The longsheets and newsboxes mentioned his departure. I had no idea it was so abrupt,” Muriel said.

“Have you received word?” Charlotte asked.

“A few letters. He’s well, and not yet travel weary. You know his sense of humor. Among his more memorable quips, he said he’s ‘on a diplomatic mission with a vague promise of adventure and constant threat of cholera.’ ”

We finished another pot of tea, then said our good-byes, knowing it would be some time before we saw one another again. The farewell was proper, clasped hands and tears held. Charlotte offered a seat on her cart—her driver was waiting—but I chose to walk home. Their company had cheered me, but the sadness at their leaving, and Nikolas’s absence, weighed heavy once I reached my room.

I sat on my bed and, on my night table, placed the ancient coin next to the carved wooden stag Nikolas had given me years before. His eighteenth birthday was in three days. I planned to send the coin although it would reach him too late for the occasion. He’d appreciate the nostalgic reminder of the ancient stag who stepped from the trees the day I showed him the way to the woods, with Cyril the Squirrel as our escort. I still remembered when we returned to our schoolmates in Old Wheel, clapping at the end of a troupe’s performance, and Nikolas splayed his hands above his blond head and bowed.

Why did I, should I, miss him so when I knew once we finished school, our ways would inevitably part? He’d have his duty as the prince of Ailliath, and I’d do as I planned—attend high academy, find some suitable employment, and live on my own.

The bruised ache in my chest flared as I thought of how he called me away from the party, led me to a vestibule, and said he was departing the next day. No warning at all, at his father’s command. With no mind to propriety, Nikolas took me in his arms. We clung like heartbroken children until I pulled away and felt as if a piece of me had been torn out. My best friend since I was seven years old—here, then gone.

When would the raw feelings scar and the pain become a memory? I wondered.


AUGUST /35

DURING THOSE INITIAL WEEKS, I sent letters to private and high academy libraries requesting information on their organizing systems. What Fewmany wanted had been accomplished before, and I thought it best to consider the sum of functional options. As it was, most of his library was grouped in broad categories with little distinction among individual subjects. He might have remembered where each title among the thousands was placed, but I suspected even he had forgotten what he possessed.

As I walked among the shelves, annotating the map he’d provided, I observed Fewmany hadn’t exaggerated his collection’s diversity. Many of the volumes were what one might expect of a person of his station—the writings of famous men who put order to matters of the world and imagination. The definitive works by great historians, philosophers, and scholars.

Then there were the texts I couldn’t account for then, specifically,

• Bestiaries and histories, popular in times past, which described with absolute conviction fanciful creatures and distant lands that either never existed or were greatly exaggerated, with two shelves dedicated to dracology alone;

• Volumes on lost civilizations, those verified by archeology and those speculated by legend, as well as books on obsolete religions, the beliefs, traditions, and rites no longer—or still rarely—practiced; and

• Esoterica and alchemy texts, most of which were manuscripts, and all distinguished themselves by the images within—drawings of recurring symbols, geometric shapes, vessels and hearths, beasts real and imagined, representations of the elements, and human forms.

As to the rest, I was unsure what appealed to him. Perhaps the rarity or reputation motived his acquisition if the topics didn’t. There is, of course, prestige in ownership regardless of whether one has genuine interest in the thing owned. Although many books were clearly valuable, others seemed meant for reference rather than investment.

By now, I was content in my duties. Not only did my constitution suit me for the position, but also I was accustomed to spending vast hours alone. So often had I been left to myself—an only child with a mother who required my silence, hissing if I made a sound, as she bent over tattered books; a girl, then a young woman, with a father who traveled away for his work. In my last two years of secondary school, I became an apprentice at Fewmany Incorporated. I didn’t mind the solitude in the apprentice’s room, although I had Leo Gray’s occasional patient company as he corrected my translation assignments.

At the manor, I rarely saw anyone but Naughton. He greeted me each day when he opened the front door. He was silent when he set a carafe of water on the table after I began to work and served morning and afternoon tea. Sometimes, I glimpsed another servant scurrying in the halls and near the lower-level stairs, which were below the west stair’s rise. It was, after all, a proper manor, where servants were to be neither seen nor heard.

Not once was there a hint or mention of a spouse or children, brother or sister, cousin or elderly relative. My only contact with Fewmany was through letters, my questions promptly answered on his personal stationery—From the Desk of the Magnate—and waiting on the library’s table when I returned in the mornings.

Then—an encounter.

I’d lost myself browsing the shelves again, but never had I lingered so late. I’d rung for Naughton to see me out, and I was halfway across the first-floor hall when the front door opened.

He was a shadow with a top hat against a rectangle of light.

I froze.

“Good evening, sir,” I heard behind me. Naughton was suddenly at my side.

“Good evening, Naughton,” Fewmany said. “And to you, Miss Riven.”

“Thank you, sir,” I said. My feet moved forward to match Naughton’s pace as Fewmany approached.

With a pinch at the brim, Fewmany lowered his hat, and with his other hand, brushed his gray-streaked hair smooth against his head. Because of the sconces’ dim light, what otherwise would have sharply glinted instead shone weakly—his amber eyes, the Tell-a-Bell at his ear, the ring on his right hand, the timepiece at his hip. As always, one of his coat pockets appeared stuffed full, its edge revealing a handkerchief. His coat, vest, and trousers were a dark gray wool, impeccably tailored. In contrast, the scarlet cravat at his neck almost seemed to throb.

“I trust your assessment of the collection continues to be engaging,” he said.

“It does, sir,” I said.

“And what of the inquiries made?”

“There are two replies outstanding. I’ve begun to compare the systems.”

“Very well. We’ll meet to confer when all is accounted. By the way, your messages regarding what you have borrowed are appreciated, but it will suffice to make a note and leave it on the supply cabinet.”

“I will, and I apologize if the correspondence has been excessive.”

“ ’Tis an indication of your honesty.” The corners of his mouth twitched upward as his eyebrows lifted.

We bid cordial good-byes. The heels of his boots tapped against the floor, a whistled tune meeting the time of his step, as Naughton walked at my side then let me out.

I stood with my back to the door. In the distance, the castle’s towers rose jagged into the pastel sky. Fewmany had neither said nor done a thing to provoke me, but my arteries pulsed as if he had. I’d been unprepared for the sight of him, not quite on my guard, although I had no reason of late, nor for years, to fear him. With squared shoulders, I walked into the twilight, crossed through the unsettling ward, and entered my house in the dark.

DIARY ENTRY 10 AUGUST /35

Dead, but the odor resurrects her.

The emanation was so keen, I pulled myself away from reading to investigate.

Father’s bedroom door gaped wide as the billow threatened to choke me. What has he done? I thought as I held my breath and lifted the lamp. As expected, her wardrobe’s bottom drawer was partially open. The dressing table still held the brush, mirror, comb, jewelry box, wedding ring, bottles. There was a dark blotch on the wood’s surface. I remembered I’d heard him cry out, assumed he’d lost a button or noticed a raveling hem, but no—he’d spilled some of her precious essence, hadn’t he?

He thinks I don’t know he dabs a drop of perfume on one of her handkerchiefs and tucks it into his evening coat pocket. He doesn’t perform this ritual every time he attends a performance, but it is why I rarely accompany him no matter how much I’d like to see the play or hear the orchestra.

Dead four years come October, but his room suggests she’s away for a while, coming back.

His mawkishness is beyond tiresome.

Today, I received a letter from Nikolas. Obviously, mine to him are delayed because only now do I have his response to my decision to work in the library. I expected him to be quite heated, considering his antipathy for—that might be too strong—his long-held suspicions about Fewmany. I could tell Nikolas didn’t like him the very first night I met them both at the castle, at the summer grand ball.2 How long ago . . . twelve years! Since then, Nikolas has had encounters with him, however brief, and hears about the meetings Fewmany and his men have taken with the Council. His opinion has never softened.

Regardless, his reply was, well, polite. He congratulated me, stating I was sure to do a fine job while I was there, but expressed full confidence I’d be on my way to high academy. (Still waiting.) No word from Charlotte or Muriel yet.

Confound it! Knocked half a bottle of ink on my desk. Father and I, both clumsy tonight. Now, no reason really, the memory of the dinner after I was so sick with the fever, my hair sprouting silver, her words when she tipped the salt cellar, “Mind what is spilled, girl, and watch it doesn’t spread.”

Dead, but she is not gone.

BY THE MIDDLE OF AUGUST, I explored what I could of the manor, outside and in.

The exterior was a testament to balance, symmetry, and proportion. On the front facade, every window was perfectly spaced and aligned. There were forty-eight on the lower story and sixteen on the second, all grouped in sets of two. I couldn’t account for why the library’s south windows were missing from the interior, but there they were on the exterior, covered with drapes like all the rest. Across the basement level, small windows caught the light like narrowed eyes.

Along the back facade, on the first floor, two glass doors opened to the courtyard and on the second floor, one huge central window allowed in northern light. As with the front, there were multiple windows, but also four doors. Two led into the west wing, for deliveries and servant comings and goings; the ones to the east wing remained a mystery.

The courtyard had gold-toned tiles—the same kind as the plaza in the front of Fewmany Incorporated—and a grid of planters filled with shrubs and flowers. Stepping off to the west, one approached the carriage house and stables, where four carriages and seven stallions had shelter. To the east of the courtyard were the formal gardens, fastidiously groomed, dazzling with color and texture. Among the flora were detailed sculptures of animals and stone pathways without the creep of weeds or moss. At the center, made of juniper, with walls too high for a giant to peer over, not a maze but a labyrinth.

Beyond the house and courtyard was an expanse of green, the sod cut to a plush cover. Three archer’s targets at different distances, marred with holes, stood in the open, yards from a wooded area. I walked across the green and approached close enough to see what was beyond was a wild place. An urgency welled up in me—go, enter—but I resisted, determined not to be the girl I had been. Even if I’d heeded the impulse, I couldn’t have entered. In time I’d see for myself that a locked gate and iron fence surrounded the acres of old trees.

As for the interior, the manor was a silent place with an irregular pulse. Elegant; in some ways simply, in others sensually. Fierce with beauty and light, and dark. Mysterious, where what was revealed only hinted at the maze of what was hidden.

The first- and second-floor halls had mirrored proportions, the same width and length, the same high vaulted ceilings. On either side of each main corridor, there were six doors, evenly spaced. Flawless white plaster covered the walls, crystal sconces lit the way, and art filled the space between the doorways, statues on the first floor and paintings on the second.

On the second floor, only the charred door near the west stair allowed entry into the library. The rest were locked. I suspected the last gave access to a hidden room; I’d counted my steps, and the library came forty paces short of the hall’s distance. On the opposite side, I could enter only two rooms, one with glass display tables filled with brooches, bracelets, and rings and one with landscape paintings. The last door at the far end always smelled of an animal, dank and pungent.

As for the first floor, to the west, I found a ballroom two rooms wide, three locked doors, then a dining room. Across the hall was a chamber of mechanisms, another room filled with sculptures, and yet another, which seemed to be a split parlor, a wall separating the two sides.

But what of the wings, which flanked each side of the first floor?

At the time, they were a puzzle. From the second-story windows, which faced sunrise and sunset, I saw the long rooftops without a single chimney. An opaque glass pavilion connected each wing to the main house. In the first-floor rooms I could enter, there were windows with views of mosaic murals, ferns, and ivy, but I found no doors leading across.

Not yet.

Curious as I was about what I couldn’t see, there was enough to explore among what I was allowed.

My favorite, the one I visited most often, was the chamber of moving marvels. Hundreds of mechanisms were displayed on tables and stored in cabinets. Some of the contraptions had exposed gears, pins, springs, and wheels. I studied scientific machines—orreries, engines, magneto-electric shock devices—and many toys, including animals familiar and fantastic, carts that moved without horses, human figures waiting to be animated. Here, like in the other rooms, each item bore a descriptive tag, stating its approximate age, place of acquisition, and typically an anecdote.

One day after my midday meal, I played with a homunculus, which pounded a rock with a pickax, and the caged bird whose cheerful notes fluttered like its wings. I noticed two new acquisitions, or perhaps old ones moved from other locations. There was one of a woman who danced round and round on her tiptoes. The other was a boy who ran in circles chasing a dog, or with a shift in perspective, the dog chasing the boy.

As I was leaving the room, I saw Naughton approach the grand stair with a package in his arms. He stopped to look back when he heard the latch click.

“One of the most whimsical rooms,” he said.

“A visit there always cheers me,” I said.

“And him as well. He adores his automatons. With a little care and shelter, they do exactly as they were made to do. My favorite is the gilded bird,” Naughton said.

“I like that one, too. There’s a device I’m curious about, though. The tag is missing. It’s a small metal box with concentric dials, and several metal arms pointing from the center.”

“The Prognosticator, he calls it. Allegedly, it’s a mechanical calendar of an ancient civilization. That’s what his best minds told him. If one knows how to set it, the machine determines astronomical cycles.”

“How fascinating. You’ve spent considerable time in there, I suppose. I didn’t know the staff was allowed such entertainment,” I said.

“We staff find beauty and joy where we can, do we not, Miss?” There was no harshness in his eyes, so very brown, but a gentle watching, like that of a deer. He turned to climb.

“Yes, indeed,” I said behind him, smoothing the bristle in my tone.

I’d been put in my place. My service was different, but I was still among them.

THE MEETING WITH FEWMANY WAS scheduled for nine o’clock. I arrived at my table early, reviewed my notes, and made three nervous visits to the water closet. As I returned from the last trip, I heard a high-pitched yap. I turned around on the stairs’ landing. The beast froze, then darted at me. A whistle pierced through the hall. “Mutt!” Naughton shouted. I’d never heard him raise his voice.

Unlike any I’d seen, the dog was no larger than a squirrel, with short fur, nubby legs, curved tail, pointed ears, and blunt muzzle. He leapt at my legs, barking as if alarmed.

When I scratched his head, he gazed at me imploringly. I withdrew the instant a twinge pierced through my forehead. He knew he could reach me. I could feel the pressure mounting, the force of his will and the haze of the image he wanted me to see.

“I no longer speak to your kind,” I said aloud, my human speech unintelligible to him.

He barked again, frustrated, I could tell from his tone. His dumb noise filled me with relief. Throughout the years, I had learned to control the ability I’d had since I was a child, which was to communicate with creatures and plants.3 By then, I wanted no part of that strangeness anymore, and I was determined to keep it at bay.

I returned to the library. Minutes later, I heard footsteps, then a firm rap-rap, rap-rap on the door. I stood next to my chair as Fewmany entered. He was shaved and shined, his coat pocket stuffed as always, top hat tucked under his arm, his red silk vest a flash of fire.

The dog whipped past his legs and dashed toward me. I scowled at Mutt but stretched my hand down in a friendly gesture. He licked my fingers.

Fewmany tilted his head. I noticed a rough scar under part of his jaw and chin. “Well, what-ho. He’s savage to everyone save myself, Naughton, and a rare other. Now you, too.”

I pulled my hand away, feeling exposed. “An anomaly, to be certain.”

Fewmany snapped his fingers. Mutt followed him to the door. As Fewmany pulled the bell’s cord, he nudged the dog into the hall and shut him out. The magnate placed his hat on the table. “Please sit down,” he said. He reached his hand to the curved gearbox behind his right ear and switched off the Tell-a-Bell’s mechanism. Now it couldn’t ring and prompt him to recite his toll, a list of his day’s tasks to do, which was surely quite long. That I had his full attention was reassuring, and discomforting. I stiffened in my chair and ignored the swirl in my belly as he settled on the seat to my right.

As we exchanged due pleasantries, Naughton served tea and placed two books at Fewmany’s arm. With Fewmany’s prompting, I explained what I’d learned from the library staff who had replied to my inquiries. He skimmed the subject category lists some had forwarded. To honor his request for a catalog, I suggested one comprising cards, which would, in time, be cross-referenced. Each item in his collection would be assigned a unique letter-number combination, which would be marked on the item and written on the card.

He looked at several blank samples I’d devised as I told him the book dealers’ correspondence would be marked as well and filed by the item’s title, or other identifier if one wasn’t noted.

That he had few questions surprised me. In fact, he seemed quite taken with the thoroughness of my suggestions.

“A rational, orderly system you’ve recommended. I knew this challenge suited you. Well done,” he said.

“Thank you, sir,” I said. I hoped the blush wasn’t too deep on my tawny cheeks.

“I’d like to study the category systems and review the card samples before I make a final decision. Would a response by next week’s end suffice?” he asked.

“Of course.”

He pushed the books Naughton delivered toward me and rested his right hand on top. The skin’s texture suggested his age, as his face and form did not; he was at least as old as my father, likely older. The ring on his finger held my attention—a gold band engraved with interlocking knots and one pebble-sized red gem at the center.

“New acquisitions from my dealer, Quire,” he said.

I’d found reams of correspondence from this Quire stored away. His letterhead identified him as William Remarque, but that wasn’t how he signed his name, at least not to Fewmany. I thought it uncanny his surname, Remarque, was also a term for a small drawing in a book. As for his nickname, Quire, a term that referred to the folded leaves in a book, I assumed he’d chosen that himself as a nod to his profession.

I opened the first book to find several pages weren’t cut, as if no one had ever looked at or read it.

“ ’Tisn’t unusual to find a quarto untrimmed. Leave it as it is,” Fewmany said. He reached for a pen, ink, and blotter as I turned the cover of the second text.

Loose at the title page was an annotation in Remarque’s hand. He described the book as a chronicler’s account of a man who claimed to be king of a vast region, who sent letters to the kings of many lands, but no one was certain he ever existed.

“The one you hold seems to me a testament for writing of one’s own deeds rather than relying on historians,” Fewmany said. “I wonder what will be written of yours truly.”

I wasn’t certain if he expected a reply, but I gave one. “I suppose that depends on who tells the tale.”

“Astutely said,” he replied. “Neither book has my mark. Nothing is to be stored without it. Observe.”

I watched as he wrote on the first, middle, and last pages, near the margin at the spine. His mark, simply fm.

“Shelve them where you see fit,” he said.

When he rose to leave, I stood on quivering legs as the tension bled to the floor.

“Again, well done,” he said as he put on his hat. There was lightness in the tone of his parting words, “Good day, my keeper of tales.”

“Good day, sir,” I said. I waited until he left the library to smile at the gentle sobriquet, in spite of myself.

“CONFIRMATION ARRIVED I WILL NOT attend Nallar this autumn,” I wrote in my diary, the twenty-fourth of August. “Unbelievable! As hard as I worked at my studies, all I endured my last three years, the apprenticeship at Fewmany Incorporated. Father wasn’t as disappointed as I thought he’d be. He said I can apply again and in the meantime, I have something purposeful to do. Yes, at least I have the library.”

Still, my disappointment was blatant for days because Naughton, who typically said no more than good morning, Miss; your tea, Miss; and good evening, Miss, breached the bounds.

“I was informed you received distressing news of late. I am sorry, Miss,” he said.

His empathy provoked a hitching cry in my throat. I assumed he knew of the note I’d left for Fewmany that I would remain as his archivist. “Thank you, Naughton.”

That same week, I was on my way home, walking along a block of shops, when I saw someone pressed near the wall outside a haberdashery. He looked down as he shifted packages under his arm.

Michael Lyle. Suddenly, every thought and worry vanished. I wanted to thrust my hands through that wavy chestnut hair, trace the sublime angle of his nose . . .

Despite my liquefied knees and tied tongue, I managed to sally forth and unravel a coherent greeting. He smiled when he said hello. As he remarked on his summer and preparations to leave for high academy two days hence, I relished a pause to look into his moss-green eyes.

“Your plans?” he asked.

“I’ll continue to serve as the archivist for a private library,” I said. “Fewmany retained me in July.”

“So then . . . ?” he asked. It was common knowledge who had been accepted and who was waiting among our classmates.

“No seat opened.”

“Although I’m not surprised, I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Not surprised?”

“I imagine it must be difficult to swim against the prevailing current in a skirt,” he said.

“Shall we exchange costumes?” I asked.

He laughed with a hint of pink on his cheeks. After we shared our well wishes, I offered my hand—a socially acceptable but personally bold gesture—which he shook with a firm yet gentle grip. How I remained upright as every drop of blood rushed to my thighs, I have nary a clue. Woe—what was unrequited!

Then, I caught a glimpse of myself in a window. Light, how it reveals. That moment, my silver hair resembled the pelt of an aged animal. My eyes the colors of night and day shone like mismatched minerals. My skin was the color of a tea stain.

I stared at what Nature had wrought and realized it was high time to mask it.

The next day, I visited a ladies’ parlor, spectacle shop, and jewelry merchant. My hair was black with dye, both eyes now brown behind tinted lenses, and my throat bright with a jade beaded necklace.

Although I never bothered much with fashion, I decided I must have something new for my wardrobe. What I’d worn had always been appropriate, timely yet inconspicuous. But I wanted—needed—a change.

After walking in and out of shops for hours, I settled on two split-busk corsets with a narrower waist than I’d worn previously, two skirts, three blouses, two dresses, and a new pair of side-lace boots.

Then, I noticed a whimsical sign of a tree decorated with a frock. There was a little shop wedged between two others, both among Fewmany Incorporated’s many enterprises. Curious, I entered through the narrow double doors. The space was barely wider than the outstretched arms of a tall man. Shelves and cabinets filled the left wall. A full-length mirror hung on a cabinet door. A long plank of wood angled into the room, held fast into the wall with hinges.

A tiny woman of mysterious age greeted me, Margana Bendar, the proprietress. I said I was in search of a new garment but with no particular type in mind. She opened cabinets to show finished examples of her work. I liked her attention to minute details.

I asked her fee, and Margana said that would depend on the design’s complexity and materials chosen. I thought I might be able to have one lavish thing.

As Margana opened a book of fashion drawings for me to review, I stared at her beautiful pendant with a blue crystal at its center.

“It’s a treasured family heirloom,” she said.

A strange feeling came over me and my arms prickled. I asked no more.

I decided I wanted a cloak with sleeves for winter. Margana asked what colors I liked, then if she could surprise me with the design. She said it so kindly, as if it were a gift, that I accepted. She told me to return for a fitting in two weeks.



SEPTEMBER /35

ONE EARLY SEPTEMBER MORNING, I skimmed a longsheet Father left on the dining table. A classified ad caught my eye. An apartment for rent in a ward in walking distance to work, with its own water closet, and at a price I could afford.

I posted a note of inquiry, scheduled a meeting, and went to look at it. The ward was far more modest than Peregrine, where we’d lived since I was four. Among the streets, there seemed to be fewer newsboxes (less chattering noise), shops (the essential ones—dry goods, apothecary, butcher, et cetera), stables (those of modest means, which included me now, cannot afford a cart, horse, and livery fees), and performance halls (although I seemed to have little time for such entertainments).

The building was a walk-up with an aging but clean facade, brass railings, and two large pots filled with flowers. The attendant assured me the tenants were respectable. The landlord tolerated no riffraff.

Once inside, the stairway was sturdy, the paint old but hardly cracking. The fifth-floor apartment was one large room filled with sunlight. As I stood there, imagining myself in that place, I anticipated a pleasure I hadn’t known before, a sense of independence, a pride that I would, and could, manage my own affairs. I signed an agreement standing at an old cupboard next to the stove and promised to deliver a deposit by the end of the week.

But first I had to tell my father.

The next day, I found him in his study with the curtains pulled open. The morning sun brightened his table, covered with books, maps, and documents.

Father didn’t notice me in the doorway. He faced his treasured three-hundred-year-old map on the wall, covered in thin veils marked with battle sites, old roads, and other mysterious marks. He stood with his arms folded, unshaved jaw set, the hair on his balding head tousled, his ear absent the Tell-a-Bell. Nearby was the stool where I once sat. I felt more tenderness than I expected then, remembering Father’s pointing finger. I learned the history of The Mapmaker’s War well before it was mentioned in my school lessons.

“. . . Had the mapmaker’s apprentice never crossed the river border, none of this would have happened. Neither of us would be here, my pet . . .”

“. . . Rothwyke wasn’t Rothwyke then, but the site of the first battle, which later became Ailliath’s seat . . .”

“. . . The war waged for three years, surging through the lands north and east of Ailliath . . .”

And then there was his quest to prove a noble lineage, based solely on his father’s apocryphal story of the land and title stripped from our family after this great war. No proof yet found.

Father startled, then shook his head as if to clear it. “You were a ghost for a moment.”

A coil of black hair fell across my shoulder. There I was, like the dead crossing from another realm. I tempered my scowl. I’d intended no reminder of her.

“I have something to tell you. I’ve signed a lease on an apartment. I move in three weeks,” I said.

“Why didn’t you talk to me first?” he asked.

“To what purpose?” I asked.

“It seems reasonable you would. This is a significant decision.”

“No more so than moving a kingdom away to attend Nallar.”

“There you would have had supervised housing with a boarding mother and other young women for company.”

“I’m not a child.”

He sighed. “I’m stunned, to be honest. As it is, you live enough on your own, considering how often I’m away.”

“Then what does it matter?”

“And Elinor is here several days a week, to look after things.”

With no warning, my temper ignited. “I am not a thing.”

“That wasn’t my implication. Because of her, we live in cleanliness and order, errands done, meals prepared. How will you manage that on your own, working as you do?”

“I’ll find a means.”

“You’ve rarely had to do these tasks for yourself.”

“I’m more capable than you think.” My thoughts rushed to my hands wrapped around a broom handle, a brush dipped in a bucket, the edge of linen hung out to dry. I learned the chores of daily life at Old Woman’s side. Father had no idea where I’d spent many hours of my childhood.

He rubbed his forehead. “In which ward is it?”

“Warrick. I’ll have less distance to walk, and the block where I’ll be is quite safe.”

“Warrick.”

“It’s what I can afford on my own wages.”

“I raise a girl to have a mind of her own, and this is the result.” When he smiled, I knew he wouldn’t forbid me. Whether he’d try to talk me out of it remained to be seen.

“I know how unseemly this will appear to most, but it’s only slightly worse than my pursuing an education,” I said.

Father gave a faint laugh. “Only slightly. I do wish you’d stay, though. A part of me was relieved you weren’t leaving for high academy. Quiet as you are, our home would be quieter still without you. How very silent it will be with you elsewhere,” he said.

“I’ll be three wards away,” I said.

“Distance is irrelevant when the presence is gone,” he said. His eyes moistened. He stepped past me to enter the hall. “I’ll make some tea.”

My very heart felt sore. There was another reason I wished to go.

I wanted to be somewhere empty of memories.

ROTHWYKE DAILY MERCURY.

[image: Image]

21 September /35. Page 3, Column 5

OLD WHEEL BETTERMENT—Last week, demolition commenced in our town’s oldest ward. Behind Fewmany Incorporated, jagged piles of debris stand where the first buildings have been cleared away. The ward’s grid of streets and squares will be replaced by what has been termed “a village unto itself,” where residents will be able to work, shop, eat, drink, and live within a gated domain. Completion and leasing of individual properties, in what will heretofore be known as New Wheel, is expected within three years.

The Old Wheel Preservation Society, which attempted to negotiate protection of various historically significant structures, expressed disappointment in Fewmany Incorporated’s actions. The conglomerate wholly owns the land and buildings of that ward. No restrictions exist to prevent this new development.

I’D FINISHED MY WORK FOR the day but lost myself in a book I intended to borrow. Evening fell without my notice. I packed the book in my satchel and slipped on my cloak. As I swept down the stairs, I heard footsteps and stopped before I collided with a man.

“Oh-ho, fire or foe makes you flee?” he asked.

Fewmany.

“I hurry because a portion of my walk home is uneasy in the dark.”

“Have you not accepted the offer of a carriage to bring you here and take you home each day?”

“I wished not to impose.” That, and I wasn’t entirely certain he was sincere about all he offered when he first proposed my position. Indeed, he was.

“ ’Twas meant to spare you the muck and rabble of the streets. Wait in the hall,” he said.

I stood near the grand staircase as he walked under the west stair. A bell pealed. He appeared moments later with a lit lamp hanging from his fingertips.

“The carriage is summoned.” He gestured for me to walk forward as he remained at my side. “Has so long passed since I last saw my keeper of tales that the transmutation went unnoticed?”

“Sir?”

“Your appearance has changed.”

I pushed up my spectacles and resisted the impulse to touch my hair. “Yes, sir.”

“Well suited, with a cut of a scholarly jib,” he said.

Although his tone hinted at nothing more than a kind observation, a flare of memory burned my ears. The night of the scissors and symbol, he had watched me transform before his eyes.

When he opened the front door, the lid of the horizon was already shut. We stood in silence until he finally spoke.

“Are you afraid of the dark?”

“That depends on where I am and what might be near,” I said.

“Mmm, yes. How true,” he said. Fewmany dangled the lamp. The light pooled on this boot, then the other.

“Are you afraid of me?” he asked.

His candor startled me as much as the question itself. I wanted to laugh, but a stronger impulse held it back. “Do I have cause to be?” I asked.

“ ’Twould be a pity if you did, as every accommodation has been made for your comfort.”

“I appreciate each gesture, and I apologize if you’ve gleaned otherwise, sir.”

“Still you don’t speak my name, after all this time.”

“You are my elder, and I’ve been taught to show my respect. Besides, to my recollection, I failed to ask, and you never indicated how I should address you.”

“Fewmany will suffice.” A change came over his face, one I could see even through the shadows. “Can you keep a confidence?” he asked.

“Yes.”

I watched the light swing to and fro. I felt the weight of my hair and the satchel on my shoulder. The carriage rounded the corner of the manor. Part of me wished for the horses to hurry, to hold back what had become unbridled, but I did nothing to stop it. I wanted to know.

“It’s a matter of bosom trust,” he said.

“I understand.”

He leaned forward and whispered, “I am known far and wide as Fewmany, but my given name is Lesmore Bellwether.”

I couldn’t read his eyes but he studied mine.

“When I struck out into the world, I tore away from my dirty roots. I wished to be free of it all. You understand the wish to have a name of your choosing, don’t you?” he asked.

I did. I hadn’t been called by my given name, Evensong, shortened to Eve, in many years. What I’d chosen for myself felt truer.

The horses clopped to a halt. The coachman opened the door. Fewmany illuminated my approach to the waiting escort.

“I shall keep it to myself,” I said at last. I settled upon the taut leather seat, found a cashmere blanket at my side, and felt heated bricks near my feet.

“Have a pleasant eve, Miss Riven.” He closed the door, pounded the side of the carriage, and shouted for the horses to ride.

What am I to make of him? I wondered as I peered out of the carriage window. As a child, I had been frightened of him. The night we first met, when I was six, I said not a word to him—I didn’t yet speak—and he teased me in the cruel way adults do, “So, if I tried to eat you up, you wouldn’t even scream?” When I was eleven, there was the incident with the scissors and symbol. Since then, Fewmany and I had had no such dramatic encounters, but I continued to hold my wary childhood impressions, as well as Father’s actions, against him. My cautious feelings, entwined with curious ones, lingered.

For some time now, the magnate had done nothing to garner my distrust. In fact, Fewmany had been quite generous. Perhaps he didn’t involve himself in the decisions regarding apprenticeships at his conglomerate, but I expected he did, for all of us whose fathers worked for him. Although I was the only girl.4 As to my archivist position, he could have solicited far and wide and found someone experienced.5 But he asked me, more confident than I was I could manage so immense an endeavor. I suppose I should have felt flattered by, rather than suspicious of, those opportunities. What I’d done to earn his favor, I was unsure. I resolved to continue to do my best and not harbor grievances.

As the carriage halted near the row house’s steps, I had a sudden thought, born of all I knew of myths and tales: There is power inherent in a name. I decided he meant to put me at ease with something we have in common.
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My birthday, 18th. The weather isn’t cold enough, but I wore the new cloak Margana made. It’s a beautiful purple wool, which reminds me of one I had as a child, with appliqués of bird shapes along the back and sleeves. Father made reservations at The Trencher, which is more accommodating to my diet. He had roast quail and I a warm beetroot, fennel, and walnut salad. Almond custard for dessert.

The evening was pleasant enough, but I do wish Father would stop pretending he doesn’t notice how besotted Mrs. Knolworth’s sister is with him! He could have had his pick among several lonely widows and vivacious spinsters willing for a late start—dare I suggest, a discreet liaison—but he persists with his lovesick grief, which only seems to endear him more to them.

When we returned home, I opened a package from Nikolas. He sent a collection of fairy tales well-known in Ilsace, in that language. Pressed between the pages were flowers. In his letter, he said he gathered them at a roadside. “Because of this gesture, the coachmen secretly refer to me as The Dainty Prince. I am thoroughly emasculated.”

I’ve not missed him so acutely of late. I keep my mind busy in the library and at night with books. But sometimes, as tonight, when I’m reminded of how he makes me laugh, or something brings him to mind, or my vigilance fails, I wish he were here, if only for the comfort of his presence.

Enough.

I’ll send him a thank-you and tend to tardy replies. Oh—I must remember to send these with my new post address. I have my own cubby! Charlotte is now settled with her relatives and has made several acquaintances. She believes her aunt is determined to have her engaged by this time next year. For Charlotte’s sake, may he be a man who appreciates her directness. Muriel seems happy at the conservatory. She says she practices for hours which pass like minutes.

I understand that feeling of immersion. Sometimes it happens as I work, even though to many it might seem tedious, so many books to catalog. But for me, there’s always an element of surprise. Everything I touch receives a dallying perusal. My knowledge of the world increases one paragraph, one page, one illustration at a time.

Every evening, I spend in study, an endeavor which, although natural to me, has become almost insatiable. Anything I wish to learn, I can discover on the shelves. Well, then. Perhaps I’m not as angry about the rejection from Nallar as I thought I was.
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THE ANNIVERSARY OF MY BIRTH blurred into the weeks preceding the one of my mother’s death.

Excited about my pending move, little did I think of the occasion until I had to decide what I’d leave behind.

I planned to take my furniture and clothes, most of my books, the letters and odds and ends in my desk drawers, and a box of old drawings. But the faded blue chest, painted with little animals, and the nesting dolls—no. Those things my mother had kept from her childhood and given to me. She’d never expressed warm attachment to them. The chest had been in my room since I was a baby. The nesting dolls she passed down to me when I turned seven. According to her family’s tradition, the firstborn girl received the old set and the mother purchased a new one for herself. My mother instead bought a vase to fill the gap on her shelves.6

I wasn’t especially fond of the chest or dolls, but they remained in my possession, vestigial more than sentimental objects. Although I expected to have no children myself, I wondered, if I did, would I bother to pass them on, too, for the sake of tradition?

The blue chest sat in plain sight at the foot of my bed, but it had long disappeared from my notice. Not so the night before I left my room in my father’s house.

I unlocked the chest. There, where I’d last stored it, was the illustrated folklore book written in my mother’s native language, which I couldn’t read. Slipped between those pages was the cipher she had drawn, four years earlier. Flushed with anger, my hand scraped against a knot on the chest’s bottom as I made room for the nesting dolls, the stack of twelve to be precise. The thirteenth, the solid one which fit in the center, was already inside, along with the bag of gold ingots and the handwritten clue, which read “A map is to space as an alphabet is to sound.” Those items, too, she’d left for me within the chest, four years earlier, before she died. The dolls, ingots, clue, and cipher reminded me of what I hadn’t found, what remained hidden or lost.

The arcane manuscript.7

With a thup of the lid, I shut away the objects and the memories with them.

The morning of the move, Father insisted that he help even though I hired two bull-armed men for the task. As we waited for them to arrive, I looked at my new home.

The plaster was patched. One of the curtain bars was broken. The floors showed evidence where a wall once stood and a wide groove as if someone paced many wee hours. The long room served as parlor, bedroom, and kitchen. Next to the stove, meant for cooking and heat, was a large cupboard with a drop leaf. A door led to a tiny water closet with no basin, but there was an ancient privy and a hip tub with a modern spigot. Luckily, the building’s placement on the corner—where there was no newsbox—allowed for much light through the windows.

The men placed my desk, carved chair, mirror, bed, night table, wardrobe, and bookshelf where I wanted them. Father carried my belongings up the four flights of stairs, defiant that his age winded him. As they stacked my boxes, I thought of what was to be delivered on my next half day—the new dishes and kettle, the secondhand reading chair, and the small table and bench. I contemplated what prints I wanted to hang on the rails.

Anxious to unpack, I opened a box of linens. I noticed Father peering out of the windows, his body a gray shadow against the streaming light. He huffed quietly and turned then, his fingers pinched at the ring on his left hand. I didn’t ask, and he didn’t say, what he’d been thinking as he stood alone. I reached into my box again, determined to ignore the unwelcomed presence he’d released in my space.

I wasn’t successful. How happy I’d been, and how quickly that turned into a raw irritation.

Father only made matters worse when he offered, yet again, to find some way to extricate me from the lease and assist with rents in a more “suitable” ward, since I insisted on living on my own.

That was the issue—the appearance of my station, the reflection on him. Father wasn’t conventional about other matters, namely my education or prospects. He had always encouraged my intellectual curiosity, although I wondered if he would have done so if my brothers had lived. I knew he expected me to finish high academy before I married, which is why he made no concerted effort to arrange introductions or pressure me as such.

What Father loathed were poverty and the marginal hints of it, which he had evaded by his wits and good luck. Born in Foradair, one of Ailliath’s oldest towns and the kingdom’s former seat, Father lived in a cramped walk-up with his parents, who worked as a chimney sweep and a laundry maid. There had been siblings, but all had died before he was born or while he was too young to remember them.

Like other boys of his station, he should have followed in his father’s footsteps, broom in hand. However, in primary school, Bren Riven gained attention for his charm and intelligence. Kind strangers took an interest in him. Scholarships paid his way to fine schools; his genial disposition made him many friends, including those with influence and power. Proud in their own way, although they never said so, his parents—this I would learn after the plague—often remarked, “Who do you think you are?” and “So, you’re too good for us now?” He meant no insult by his striving, but he suffered their derision and that of the neighbors. Still, after he graduated with honors from a high academy in history and geography, he returned to Foradair to work for a land speculator. His parents rarely visited his modest house; he rarely returned to the ward, that reminded him of what he wanted to escape. Once his fortune took a great turn, thanks to another native son, Fewmany—strange, that coincidence—Father couldn’t bear anything that reminded him of his origins.

Although there were wards in Rothwyke far more desperate than Warrick, the mere sight of it roused a dormant anger with which he couldn’t make peace.

Before he left my apartment, he urged me to allow him to send Elinor once a week. I refused. I could tend to myself, and Elinor, old enough to be my grandmother, need not have more to do and more stairs to climb. Our good-bye was on pleasant terms, at least. He kissed me on the forehead, something he hadn’t done since—I couldn’t remember when.

A FULL MOON WAS SET to rise the seventeenth of October.

I’d rung for the carriage and was on my way downstairs when I stopped on the landing to adjust my full satchel. When I looked up through the windows toward the west, the twilight shimmered lavender and rose.

An impulse surged through me. I asked Naughton to unlock the doors to the courtyard and told him to have the coachman wait.

I walked out among the planters, looked into the sky, then cast my eyes to the trees beyond. Suddenly, my feet stepped ahead of my will, through the courtyard, across the green, and toward the grove. A high fence spanned as far as I could see, made of iron bars set close together, too narrow for deer to pass.

At the arched gate, decorated with a tangle of metal ivy, I set down my satchel. I tried the latch, but it was locked. My fingers clutched the cold bars as I peered between the gaps. The trees rushed me with their knowledge gathered from roots and branches: the grove was wide and deep; once it had been connected to the woods in the west.

Their message prompted my memory. When I was a child, my father—and the crow who visited our courtyard—told me that trees covered much of the land, but many were cut to build Rothwyke and the castle. Still more, I realized, to make way for the manors.

No sound reached my ears, but a vibration rumbled through my soles like a summons. For a moment, I lapsed, listened beyond listening, standing in that threshold space with the light and breeze and bird calls when I heard,

“Fresh air thins blood that’s long been sitting.”

I turned to see Fewmany behind me. A colossal key dangled from his finger.

“Would you care to join me for a stroll?”

Curiosity, as much as the promise of a wooded walk, prompted my acceptance. I stood aside as he turned the lock, stepped ahead of him, and heard the creaking hinges go silent at my back. I followed his lead at a fork in the path as we spoke of my progress with the catalog.

Then he changed the subject.

“This grove was once part of the nearby woods. Much of the land was cleared long ago, but this was left behind,” he said. “Some weeks have passed since I entered the gate for a moment of quiet or a hunt.”

I remembered the animal heads mounted on his office wall at Fewmany Incorporated. Most of the beasts didn’t roam Ailliath or any close region. “How many acres do you claim?”

“All told and accounted for, millions. But here, enough for a long walk or vigorous chase.”

“What do you chase?”

“Deer, sometimes boar, or whatever is obtained to roam until it meets a sharp demise.”

“Have you always hunted?”

“Once to survive, now for sport, but the satisfactions are the same—cooked meat eaten, raw aggression fed.”

Such is his bluntness, I thought as I stepped from the path to look closer among the undergrowth dotted with red, gold, and orange leaves.

A blur twirled at my nose, joined by another, then another. I leaned back as the bees spiraled around my head. When they darted toward Fewmany, he stood stiff, his eyes wild, as they zigzagged near his nose and mouth.

“Go away! Vindictive pests!” His arms swiped through the air.

“Be still, and they’ll leave. They’re scouts from the hive reading our faces,” I said. Scouts, I thought, this late, in this chill. How odd.

As quickly as they came, the bees flew away. Fewmany exhaled with a contempt-filled huff.

I crept farther into the trees, brushed my toe across the ground, and lifted my spectacles to study a cluster of mushrooms. Impulsively my fingers pulled one from the litter. I sniffed the cap and bit into it.

“What-ho, what if it’s poisonous?!” he said.

I reached down for two more. I offered one to him as I ate the other. He took it from me with caution.

“It’s not poison.” I ate a third as he stared at me, then at his mushroom. “If I’m mistaken, I’ll be dead soon, at least by this time tomorrow.”

Fewmany nibbled the top, which gave me a subtle twinge of satisfaction. His face revealed he liked the taste, and he ate all but the stem.

“How did you know it was safe to eat?” he asked.

“I learned it.”

“Is there a book specific enough that you trusted you could take such a risk?”

“No. I was taught.”

“By whom?” He narrowed his eyes.

My stomach lurched. I revealed something I hadn’t intended to—the truth of it connected to matters I didn’t want to think about—and I knew I must be guarded with my answers.

“A grandmother,” I said.

“Mmm-hmm. A grandmother who lived in the woods?”

“Yes. I was young at the time. I remember the lessons well, though,” I said.

“Was this your father’s mother or mother’s mother?”

“The latter,” I lied.

“Your mother—peace be to the dead—was from a land far from here. Vregol.”

“Yes.”

“How old were you then?” he asked.

He detected something was amiss. That unspoken connection I’d felt with him before drew suddenly taut.

“I’m uncertain, but I remember I was small and didn’t yet speak.”

My answer held a conflation of truth and lies.

“Yet you recall with precision a fungus that wouldn’t cause severe illness or death. You must have eaten many of them to retain the memory,” he said.

“Until I could fill on no more. Surprising what one remembers with such clarity,” I said. “So, as a child yourself, you knew the woods as a hunter . . .”

“Yes, yes. Hunter, scavenger, predator, prey. Such was a life on the margins where the woods met the pasture.”

“Who taught you?”

When he pivoted on his heel and began to walk again, I knew we’d abandoned the prior topic.

“When I was a stealthy lad,” he said, “a distant neighbor, a kindly woodsman, found me inspecting a dead rabbit with fresh wounds. The man said a hawk had dropped its kill. Strange I’d come upon it when I did. The man taught me to skin, gut, and roast it, then with no rude mention of my hungry look, showed me how to use a snare. This served me well until my body and appetite grew. The woodsman taught me to use a bow and arrow and gave me the use of his hound. In exchange, I was to share my kills. By then, my mother was reduced to bones and hair, so my sister—peace be to the dead, both—was the one who welcomed the fresh meat, shaving slivers of liver to eat raw while she stewed a thigh and fed the collie the heart.”

“Why didn’t your family eat the sheep?” I asked.

“My father didn’t own them. He was a shepherd. We received a lamb in spring, a ram in autumn, and on occasion a basket of wool. The man who owned the land and everything on it was fair according to custom, and not unduly unkind. My father despised him, but I admired his horse and fine clothes and the ring on his finger. Once, I stood aside as they spoke and I realized that ’tis always better to own the sheep. There’s far less monotony and uncertainty involved. A fierceness rose up within me I didn’t know I possessed, a deeply buried monster with teeth and claws and fetid breath.”

I glanced at his profile. A scowl tightened his face. The air itself seemed to weigh upon me. I wondered if he said such blatant things to other people.

Fewmany looked into the distance. “Ah, but what would you know of these matters? A fortunate child you were—yes?—given the boons of attention and necessities. You have been spared a certain striving.”

His cloaked tone of envy bristled me. I heard myself blurt, “How confident you seem in your assumptions.”

Fewmany gave a curious smile. “Why, she has small fangs after all.”

“You misread me.”

“Do I?”

“Appearances are deceiving at times.”

He halted his steps and met my eyes as best he could through my spectacles and the fading light. “We shall have to see one of these days, won’t we?”

Then he lifted his chin and peered behind my back. I turned my head. A fox sat on the path, her ears alert, her body aware.

“A fine stole it would make,” Fewmany said.

The fox stared at me, trying to force her thoughts into mine. I stamped my foot and she ran into the bosk. As I followed Fewmany to the gate, I realized how many hidden eyes peered out.

Indeed, I could ignore them, but those who looked did not stop watching me.

Their witness, if I were to call it so, began the day of my birth, when—according to my father—a pigeon, a dove, and a sparrow flew widdershins in the room moments after I first breathed. When I was three years old, my mother took me to see her mother in a faraway village within a vast forest. There, I first experienced the profound beauty of Nature—from a single pale yellow mushroom to great stands of evergreens. There, I followed a swarm of bees into a hollow trunk where, to my amazement, one bee told me a story of a terrified girl tied to a tree, a wounded man, and his silver wolf. There, in that same tree, a queen bee stung me three times on the forehead.

Soon after, although I didn’t speak—I was mute, in a way—I found I could communicate with creatures and plants, and they with me.

I was six when Cyril the Squirrel first led me to the woods, then seven when he showed me the way to Old Woman’s cottage. For months, I hid as I watched her and listened to her tell myths and tales to the animals. One of the myths about men in blue coats moved me so intensely that I gasped, and she discovered me in the shade. That very moment, the knot in my belly which had been tied to my tongue loosened, breaking my seven-year silence.

Old Woman taught me to sow, forage, weed, and harvest. At her side, I learned to sew, stoke, wash, cook, and clean. She was the first I trusted with my secret—that I could speak to and hear plants, animals, birds, and insects. She gave me love and told me of my fate—and I tried, how I tried, to abandon both.8

ALTHOUGH I WASN’T YET BORED of the open rooms, I’d developed a habit of checking all the knobs as I walked through the halls. Did no one enter those closed chambers? I wondered. If they were opened for cleaning, did the servants ever forget to lock them? Where were Fewmany’s private quarters? Where were the rooms for guests?

One afternoon in late October, I tended my work, close to the fire Naughton had built, and felt a heavy throb in my forehead. I knew Mutt was at the door even though he didn’t make a sound. I willed him away. He was strong, persistent. Then he started to whine and scratch. I should have rung Naughton to fetch him. Instead, I opened the door. Mutt grabbed my skirt in his teeth and tugged at the hem. The dog wanted me to follow him.

His nails clicked as he walked to the far end of the hall. My blood quickened when the dank smell filled my nostrils. He clawed against the door. Hatch marks marred the lower panel. Mutt wanted to get inside.

I glanced toward the stairs. No sound, no movement. So—I twisted the knob and gave the door a push.

Mutt rushed into the gap, I slipped behind him, and I closed the door behind me. Instinctively my hands reached to the left. Like in every other room, I found a table with a lamp and vesta on top. Wick lit, flame high, lamp raised, I peered into the darkness.

The chamber was filled with wolves.

Paintings and tapestries and mounted heads on the walls; decorated vessels and bronze castings set on tables; a ligatured skeleton; a case of teeth. Dozens, stuffed and posed, their preserved lips snarled, their bloodless paws on breathless prey.

I crept toward the east wall. Behind the dense drapes, the sun’s brightness filtered to a weak glow. Between the windows hung paintings of the beasts in the midst of hunts.

Within a cabinet with glass doors was a carved chair, massive as a throne, and hung across its back was a coat.

Mutt stood at my side as I opened the doors and looked closely. The instant I touched it, I knew I should leave it alone, but my fingers brushed against the silver-gray fur and traced along a sleeve, which ended with a paw, the small bones intact. The hood lay forward, as if a hidden head drooped in sleep. I pinched a lock of hair, lifted the hood, and saw ears, eyes, a snout, and teeth.

My breath seized.

I arranged the coat as I had found it, shut the doors, and looked down at the dog.

He was silent, in voice and thought.

I extinguished the lamp, clutched the spent match in my hand—careful to put things as they were—and opened a crack in the door. Mutt darted around my ankles. I closed the door, quietly, quickly. As I stepped away, I turned to see Mutt with his leg lifted, wetting the chamber’s entry.

I rang for Naughton. As I waited for him to take the dog away, I looked into Mutt’s eyes.

Speak, I said without saying, allowing what I didn’t want.

His answer was only an image.

A lamb, alone.


NOVEMBER /35

THAT NOVEMBER, I VISITED WITH Leo Gray, head of the translations office at Fewmany Incorporated. He had written my letters of recommendation when I applied to high academies the prior year, and he agreed to do so again.

The walk to Old Wheel was miserable in the cold. I realized how quickly I’d become accustomed to the comfort of the carriage which took me to and from the manor each day.

As I neared the plaza, I heard the sound of falling rubble. I walked along a side street and found the passage blocked with ropes and a No Trespassing sign. Several buildings had been demolished. Steam puffed from the mouths of men and horses, who loaded and pulled the debris. The sight of the ruins made my heart ache.

New Wheel would be built upon ghosts.

When I approached Fewmany Incorporated’s portico, I paused to watch King Aeldrich step down from the royal carriage, shake hands with a man who worked on the twelfth floor with my father, and enter the building under escort.

By the time I crossed the lobby, the group was headed up the pulley lift. At the giant carved desk, the attendant gave his rote greeting: “Welcome to Fewmany Incorporated, inspired by innovation, anchored in tradition. How may I help you?” I waited for my pass and skimmed the names of the enterprises carved into stone behind him. Four more had been added since I last counted. The conglomerate held—to name a few—haberdasheries, teahouses, taverns, apothecaries, dry-goods shops, longsheets, coal, jewel, and metal mines, quarries, timber land, arable land, banks, textile mills, armories, several steamwheeler lines—machines and tracks—and various other inventions, including the Tell-a-Bell.

At the translations office door, the familiar garlic and bay rum smell greeted me. Wesley jumped back when he let me in. Cuthbert and Rowland, who rarely acknowledged my presence, leaned forward in their chairs.

“Ye gods, she walks again!” Rowland said.

“Forgive him, but the resemblance is striking,” Leo said as he rose from his chair.

My hand drifted to my hair, black as it had been when I was a child. Last they’d seen me, it had been silver. From my hair, my skin, even my shape, I was the image of my mother, who had once worked as a translator for Fewmany Incorporated.

As Leo went to grab his coat, the men returned to their work. The office hadn’t changed, although a luminotype of Leo’s pretty wife now replaced the miniature portrait which had once been on his desk.

I meant only to collect my letters, but Leo suggested an escape to a teahouse.

He hardly sipped his drink as I told him about the library—it was wonderful to be in the company of someone who appreciated books as well—but wasn’t surprised that I’d taken my own apartment. Father had mentioned it to him in conversation.

Leo said they’d been as busy as ever and had no apprentice that year. On personal matters, Wesley was courting (regardless of his harelip, he was well mannered and hardworking), Cuthbert’s eyesight was failing (he was very old), and Rowland was as curmudgeonly as ever (oddly reassuring). Leo looked well, although I noticed a strain in his face. His wife and son were in good health and content.

He gave me nine envelopes with Fewmany Incorporated’s seal on the flaps.

“I know you didn’t apply to your mother’s alma mater before, but consider it. I took the liberty of writing a letter. With your marks, class ranking, and translation skills, you’d be an excellent candidate for Altwort,” Leo said.

“How thoughtful,” I said.

“As a legacy, you’re sure to find more favor among the committee.”

“I imagine so. Thank you,” I said. I had no intention to apply, though. Why would I want to contend with her shadow?

The sympathetic cast to his eyes said what he didn’t. Poor girl, missing her mother.

We parted ways with a light handshake and my promise to keep him informed of my whereabouts.

A FEW DAYS AFTER THE visit with Leo, my diary confirms, I was compelled to think of her again.

One morning, I entered the library to find two manuscripts left on the supply cabinet, an indication they were meant to be shelved. Each had ribbons lolling out from the pages. That made me curious, so I opened both side by side where they were marked. The one on the left I could translate but not fully comprehend, as it seemed to be written in riddles. Among the pages, some elaborately rendered and colored, were drawings of beasts and humans—one creature strangely conjoined from a man and a woman—as well as sketches of laboratories, vials, tubes, and vessels, and all sorts of symbols. The breath thinned in my lungs as I skimmed the manuscript, suddenly anxious I’d see the symbol which had once interested Father and Fewmany.

I looked at the manuscript on my right. No symbols, no illustrations, only blank spaces where that should have been. The translation was in my native language, in my mother’s handwriting, on the grid-marked paper she had specially printed.

I compared the manuscripts side by side. They were meant to be read in tandem. One page mirrored the meaning of the other. Fewmany had inserted his own thoughts along the margins of her translation. Apparently, he was trying to repeat the experiments.

No surprise he, too, sought to turn lead into gold.

I walked up to the gallery, past the medical and anatomy texts, past the erotica collection—included there presumably for their technical purpose, most written in foreign languages, most with detailed drawings from which I discerned much and quickly—to the cabinets which held the esoteric manuscripts.

A few shiny spots marred the immaculate wood floor. As I bent down, they scurried away. The nemesis—silverfish! One cabinet had the telltale signs of a feast, dust on a shelf and manuscript edges jagged from their chewing. For a creature which likes dampness, they were in the wrong place, and their presence alarmed me.

I left a note with Naughton for Fewmany to decide what must be done.

Through the following days, my concentration waxed and waned. The sight of her handwriting shouldn’t have unnerved me. That wasn’t the first time I’d encountered it among his collection.

I’d known for years she’d been a translator for Fewmany Incorporated, Fewmany’s favorite, Leo once told me. Not until the magnate offered the archivist position to me did I learn she’d been a translator for his library as well.

When I was a small child, before we went on the trip to visit my grandmother, I saw collectors and couriers deliver tattered treasures to my mother, which she arranged in musty stacks on her tables. After our return from Vregol, there was no more of that. During the next ten years, I didn’t see who brought the confidential documents from Fewmany Incorporated, although I realized at some point it had to be Father. As for the books and manuscripts which came one by one, I knew she was bound by agreement to translate for only one patron, but I didn’t know who among the many collectors retained her exclusively. I had no context at the time to make the link to Fewmany himself.

Then, the summer before I turned thirteen, the arcane manuscript arrived.

A messenger presented it with the directive that she attempt to translate it, as all others who tried had failed. My mother forbade me to tell Father it was in her possession. I didn’t ask why. I knew not to cross her. In retrospect, I know she meant to guard herself, as well as Father, against her disloyalty to the magnate. She violated her agreement with Fewmany because she couldn’t resist the challenge.

But there is more, isn’t there?

I couldn’t forget the way my body pealed when she read the one word she could immediately discern on one of the pages, a name, the sound, Ee-fah.

Or how my muttering mother fell into silence, pacing, nightmares. The night she paced the parlor and repeated over and over, I’ve been robbed!

The fever that struck me and brought on twelve days and nights of dreams, terrible and beautiful, and my ability to speak a language I’d never heard before.9
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