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        Everything you know about Santa Claus is a lie.

        And that’s just the way she likes it.
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        * * *

      

      She remembers nothing of her real parents. She was abducted as an infant by a band of fairies who taught her all she knows. For as long as she can remember, she’s been obsessed with orphans, magic, and ice. She’s forever spying on children in the real world, hoping they will shed light on her own beginnings. Everyone calls her Key, but no one can tell her why.

      Now, in the year 1660, on the fledgling Dutch island of Manhattan, Key must take a stand against madmen who would eradicate the world of magic forever. Spirited and guileless, Key fights for the ones she loves and watches as her legend springs gloriously to life.

      Human beings have been the authors of so much of her pain, but she knows in her heart that she can make them better than they are. If she can get to them when they’re young enough, she can teach them wrong from right, naughty from nice. Her real name is Kris Kringle, and this is how her story begins.

      From a winner of the Derringer Award comes an epic origin story of the world’s most beloved magician, as you’ve never imagined her.
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      One of the sorrows of a life as long as mine is remembering how beautiful the world was once, with ice still in it. My remaking began on a Winter’s day when Roelof took six of us above ground to select a tree in the woods outside town. I don’t recall the precise species. It may not matter. We made short work of it. Roelof and his lieutenant, Dashiell, took turns with their axes, while bald-headed Flamel patiently worked from the other side with his saw. I and my kinswomen—Kyupert and Katrina—emptied the ropes out of our sacks and fashioned some webbing to enclose the boughs.

      Much as it pains me, I can still close my eyes and smell the snow—deep, wet, and as innocent as I was. I was just a girl then, with a heart full of uncrushed love and so little reason as to believe that all I saw was sensible and knowable.

      The air was brisk and the sound of our labors shattered the silence and quieted the loons on distant lakes. When the tree fell, it was like a piece of the earth had broken. We did not congratulate ourselves because the hard part was next. We pounced on it with ropes and began the long slog back to the trapdoor that would take us home. We grunted, strained, tugged—and the tree rocked and slid into line.

      “Try to keep up, won’t you?” Roelof chided me. “What’s the use of such long legs if you can’t keep up?”

      “Big words for such a little man,” I snapped.

      His head rocked back in a throaty chuckle. How hard I used to work to devise clever retorts to his jibes. It pleased me to no end to hear his laugh. He had beautiful eyes and a lean, fine-muscled body under his deerskin jacket and breastplate. His hair and beard were thick and springy and blond-ginger.

      The snow was shin-deep to me, but my brethren waded through it like ponies in a raging stream. We were safe while in the woods proper. The tricky bit was leaving the woods and entering the open pasture and farmlands of the neighboring people.

      In those days a race of people had taken up residence in the free village of Boston-Town. We lived in the vicinity. Under Boston. Below Boston. Around Boston. Sometimes, when we had a mind, we lived within it too, but only at night under the cover of darkness. My caretakers had learned long ago to be wary of humans. That did not mean we lived in fear—far from it. We were joyful as only smallfolk could be, and no time was more joyful than those days that rounded out the year.

      We had come out early that day to go about our business before the residents awoke. Normally we traipsed through the land like we were lords of it, but we were ever mindful that our passing gave fright to the odd beings who called these territories home. I bore them no ill will. But I knew them to be a hard, queer people who conducted themselves in a manner so appalling to our eyes that we called them Severes.

      As we poked our heads out of the woods, we saw a line of split-log fencing that was all the warning we needed that the people of the land were close by. We moved swiftly, cautiously. But I halted in my tracks when I spied a white-tailed deer nibbling at the grass under the snow.

      “Do you see her?” I said to Roelof.

      He smiled and gestured to the others. The tree slowed to a stop as we watched the deer’s delicate jaws chomping away. The fur on her breast rippled in the cold.

      Katrina, my mother’s onetime handmaiden, raised a hand to her lips. “Are you there, sister?” she called in Earthtongue. “Are you there, brother?”

      No response. Which meant that the deer had not been one of us in life. And thus not one of the philosophers now. But she was still lovely to behold.

      Just as the deer’s mouth dropped again to the earth, I felt a flash of cold at my breast. Then a child’s scream cut through the air.

      The deer bounded away over the fence.

      We tensed, our fingers going tight against our ropes.

      In the space left vacant by the deer’s departure we could now see a small wooden cabin. I remember being so fascinated by the icicles that dripped from the roofline. We did not have such lovely things in the warrens, and I had to go to the Above Lands to witness the miracle of frozen water.

      But I digress. One of the Severe men stood at the door, shaking a young girl by the shoulder. They were both dressed in the dark fabrics of their kind.

      “No, Papa!” the girl cried. “Please, no!”

      At first I did not understand the man’s words, but as soon as the child spoke I knew that they were speaking English. For some reason I have always had that gift—the ability to puzzle out the meaning of a child’s speech, no matter the tongue.

      “Silence, girl!” the man said now. “Thou wilst speak when I say thy may.”

      “Papa, I did not mean⁠—”

      The man raised his hand and struck her hard against the mouth. A cruel swat as if he did not treasure this gift of his own loins. The girl fell off balance and teetered toward the outer wall of the cabin.

      My hands curled into fists.

      Fair, red-cheeked Kyupert spoke. “We should go,” she said. “There is no point in staying.”

      “That’s how they are,” Flamel said.

      “Humans,” Dashiell hissed so loudly that one word practically ended with a tsk.

      I took a step toward the end of the tree. Roelof raised a hand to impede my progress. “No, Key,” he said. “Let it go.”

      My own human nature leapt to my heart. Rage clouded thought, anger obliterated sense. The child’s weeping had curdled the dawn, and all I wanted to do was make it right.

      “We’ll go,” Roelof said quietly. “Let your anger pass.”

      Across the pasture, the man sternly lectured his daughter. “Up early and not yet at work? Dost thou mean for thy mother to wait on thee like a princess?”

      The word princess caught in my chest.

      “I was only playing, Papa⁠—”

      “Play is idleness and idleness is sin, child. Thou knowest that. If thou hast time for play, thou hast time for Satan himself.”

      Roelof tapped Dashiell’s shoulder. Go. His black, bearded kinsman nodded in agreement. They began to tug at the ropes again. I took a deep breath and lent my weight to the task. I willed my anger to pass. It was for the best. What did I think I was going to do, anyway? Instruct an adult human man on the proper rearing of children? Give him a sound thrashing while my brothers and sisters watched from the sidelines? No—whatever was swirling in my head right now was folly. Best to let it go.

      The man turned his back to us and made water against the side of the cabin. As his steam rose almost to the height of the icicles, I could hear the girl’s muffled cries emanating from inside the house. I hoped that she had found solace at the bosom of a loving mother, but I could not know for sure.

      We got the tree moving again and left the farmstead behind. I imagined that this would turn out to be a pleasant morning after all, but it was not to be. About a mile down the line of trees I heard the sound of a creature in peril.

      Our ears had been trained to hear the things humans missed. Without uttering a word, the smallfolk let the tree slide to a halt and dropped out of sight behind it. They did this so quickly that I was the only one left exposed, looming over the tree trunk and its quaking branches.

      “Key!” Roelof whispered. “Get down. He’ll see you.”

      I dropped down. I saw a skinny, male Severe garbed in brown and a floppish black hat. He dug in his garments and produced a stone, which he fit into a leather sling. He whirled the sling over his head until the air whistled. The stone hurtled and dropped to the earth. Then came another cry of pain.

      The object of the fellow’s hunt appeared to be a crow. Its wings were splayed against the snow, twitching, as its legs tried to gain ground. Each time the bird pulled forward a few inches, another stone came raining down. Its caw had now morphed into a piteous cry that broke my heart.

      More appalling to my mind was his attacker’s seemingly inexhaustible supply of ammunition. Snow had covered the ground completely for weeks. I didn’t see how this Severe could assemble such a plentiful stockpile unless he’d made it his business to habitually maim defenseless creatures.

      Understand: I bore no animus against those who hunted for food. The gwa’gli hunted always. But until this moment I had never witnessed someone kill a creature for sport. The notion was barbaric.

      I took a step forward.

      Roelof threw up a hand. “Key, wait. Leave it be.”

      I was sick of his caveats. “What, this too?”

      I shrugged him off and came around the edge of the tree. I spoke English so infrequently that I was unsure what the proper salutation was. I took a cue from something my father always said.

      “Ho there!” I called out.

      The slinging Severe paused to stare at me. His eyes widened and he took a step back. He was not much older than I was. A male in his teens.

      “Ho, you there!” I called. “Stop that this instant. The creature’s done you no harm!”

      His latest stone slipped from the sling and plunked into the snow.

      “Who art thou?” he called to me. “From whence do you come? There was no one about just a moment ago.”

      His words actually made me feel proud. It meant I’d learned to disappear into the landscape as well as the smallfolk.

      I didn’t know how to answer his words, or if I should bother. Who was I? I was Key, same as I ever was. Key of the Owl-Bear clan, daughter of Alanda and Rhezan of the Under Warrens.

      “Why dost thou comport thyself in such a manner?” His eyes seemed to screw up in their sockets. Something had popped into his head. “I’ve heard of your kind. Make thy home in the woods, dost thou?”

      We didn’t. Well, not anymore. Not since the coming of stone-flinging dunderheads.

      “Garish apparel, I must say,” he prattled on.

      I didn’t think that I was so strangely attired. Nearly all the ladies in the warrens mimicked my mother’s style. Kyupert, Katrina, and I were dressed in divided skirts fashioned of filched carpets and tapestries. They were absurdly heavy but kept us warm in Winter months. Our boots and jerkins were made of deerskin. And my red hair was braided and pinned above my ears in loops.

      “The devil’s own garb, I’ll be bound⁠—”

      What was it with these people? I knew little of their religion, but they certainly seemed obsessed with the devil.

      I marched across the snow, crunching along at every step. The faster I advanced, the more he retreated, his cloak flopping. Up close, I could see the faintest bit of man-fuzz gracing his cheeks.

      “You don’t belong here,” he said. “All these lands hereabouts are the property of my grandfather!”

      That made me despise him all the more. He had the effrontery to think land was something a person could own.

      “Don’t come any closer!” His empty hand dug under his garments. When he produced a fresh stone, I slapped it out of his hand, then drove my open palm straight against his nose. Two quick blows did the trick. His nose crunched and spouted blood. His face rained crimson across a carpet of white.

      “Now who’s sporting unseemly colors?” I sneered.

      I drew back my foot to kick him, but I knew I would not. Such violence was unnecessary, and thus impermissible. “Go!” I said. “And if I ever see you harm another creature⁠—”

      “Vile woman!”

      “Go!”

      “Devil’s child!”

      “Go!”

      He clapped a hand to his hat and ran.

      Behind me came a high-pitched, mournful sound. The bird was trying its best to gather its wings under its body. But it kept toppling over, its wings flapping in an ungainly manner.

      As I approached, I could see that it was not a crow at all, but simply a bird with black feathers. It stopped struggling and looked up at me.

      “You shouldn’t have, you know,” the bird said.

      I stopped moving. Even now, all these years later, I cannot be certain if the creature actually spoke, or if his words simply resonated in my mind.

      “Did you speak?” I said.

      “I’ve died a thousand times,” it said in flawless Earthtongue, the language of my people. His was the voice of a man. “A million times. It makes no difference at this point. But Roelof is right. You should not have risked exposure on my behalf.”

      You may have gleaned that a speaking creature is no strange thing in our world. But a black bird who spoke meant a good deal more, or I had not learned my catechism well at all.

      “Are you he?” I said.

      The bird righted itself and inspected his wings for broken bones. I waited. His eyes rolled in their sockets and in that movement I spied a minuscule, white glint that was the pinprick of eternity.

      “Are you the one we speak of?” I said.

      The bird threw out his chest. “It’s always bad for a gwa’gli to make herself known to empty-heads,” he said. “The boy will speak.”

      “Are you the bird of all time?”

      His feathers twitched across his back. “Go home, Key. Your mother has something she wishes to say to you.”

      With that, the black bird skipped across the snow and leapt into the air.

      When I made my way back, Roelof was chuckling to himself. “Were those open-handed strikes?” he asked.

      He often opined that some people didn’t deserve to be struck with a closed fist. I always thought he was exaggerating, but that morning’s misadventure had taught me the wisdom of those words.

      “Of course,” I said. “What else?”

      That’s how it began.
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      The world has turned thousands of times since that day in the snow. I have come to know the people of the land as well as myself. I know your cunning and your sweetness. I have beheld your cities and creations, your transistors and apple-peelers and motor cars. I have lived long enough to know you and call some of you friends.

      But all acquaintances ever want to know is how I became the Claus. Truth is, I am not the man you think I am, nor the woman I ever expected to be. One answer is that I did what I must to advance my calling and protect the ones I loved. The more considered reply is that I enrobed myself with his story the way you slip into a towel after a long bath. I needed something with which to cover myself, and his legend was handy.

      The years have only magnified the query of that rock-slinging fool: Who art thou? I’ve since realized that there are so many shades to the question. That day in the snow, I was a smallwoman by breeding if not blood. For as long as I could remember, the gwa’gli way was the only way. I had been lucky in life to have a long list of tutors who schooled my hands to tinker, my mind to think, and my eyes to feed my mind. At this point in my life I could build a chair, brew a keg, bake bread, identify three thousand herbs, wield a sword, dance a jig, and throw a knife as well as I could hand-slap a Severe.

      And yet the greatest of my skills was yet to come. I was still new to the science of beseechments. I had started where we all did, learning to formulate the threes and holding them fixed in my mind as I uttered each incantation. If my wish came to be, I knew I had done well. If my beseechment failed, it was because I had asked in fear, without confidence, and perhaps because I was still too young. But my time was coming. That’s what the bird was trying to say.

      We dragged the tree back to the trapdoor and allowed Katrina to do the honors. She held her hands just so and uttered the password. The air crackled and sizzled and spat. She reached up with her hands and parted the air like a gossamer curtain. In that moment we were all able to pass into the tunnel that invisibly linked the nascent village of Boston-Town with our underground world.

      We landed, tree and all, in the great hall of the Owl-Bear clan—the largest room in our underground city, and thus the central hub of activity. The king and queen held court on one end of the hall, only feet away from where their cooks prepared the day’s meals and where Roelof’s filchguard practiced their swordsmanship.

      Every stick and stitch of the hall’s furnishings had been nicked from the human world. The Flemish tapestries had been swiped from the hall of a great lord who had so many possessions that he stopped seeing them clearly. The paintings on our walls had been burgled from the deepest reaches of the Vatican for much the same reason. The carpets, from Bavarian castles. And yet, the thrones of our regents were nothing more than long-beyond-repair dining chairs that had been snatched from the basement of a very drafty castle, where they were about to be broken up and burned for kindling.

      It was still early in the day, and my father’s face was the first I saw. His great shaggy head was bent over a steaming bowl of fragrant soup. Good King Rhezan wore a coat of mail that stretched over his toes. As long as I’d known him, he sallied forth each morning in this vestment, cinched by a leather belt, until it became too heavy to wear. Then he’d fling it into a corner behind his throne and go about the rest of the day in his green nightshirt. His leather hat with the pink and white cockade had been filched post-battle from the head of a dozing French general.

      “Ho there!” he called. “Ho, ho, ho! Are we back then? And with such a fine tree as that!”

      “So fine that it will not last long, sire,” Roelof said. “We’ll be going out again for another before the week’s out, I wager.”

      My father waved me over. “Soup, my dear? The bread is hot!”

      I kissed each of his rotund cheeks. “And of fine crumb,” I said, brushing the bits of bread from his beard.

      He was a broad-shouldered, jolly fellow, his legs not quite touching the ground from where he perched on his bench.

      We were all hungry. For soup. For bread. For beer. Soon there would be the raising of the tree, and the warming of our cold rumps by the fire, but I couldn’t linger.

      “Mother?”

      My father nodded in the direction of the deeper warrens. “The bridge,” he said.

      I raced off before he or Roelof could stop me.

      Ours was a tiny city of three hundred souls carved into the earth in such a way as to leave the soil a friend. It did not cave in around us. Indeed it had made its peace with us.

      The corridors were lined with closets filled with our growing hoard. In my own closet I rooted among a selection of cast-off trifles, worn bits of clothing, a chair-knob, and a pair of rag dolls I had filched in order to learn how to make better ones. In a dirty sack I had accumulated a handful of rustic carvings I’d picked from the garbage piles we found behind homes in Boston-Town.

      I thought I had stashed a book of history here but I was wrong. Mine was actually a battered and forgotten book of psalmody that gave me a moment of shame. I probably shouldn’t have taken it, but I had been too new to the science of burglary to properly sense its worth.

      From there, I headed down the corridor to my own room, a little nook would have delighted a rabbit or badger, though they probably would have been puzzled by the height of the ceilings. I kept a stack of tomes by my bedside. I took them all into my arms and leapt onto the quilt and heard the rustle of sacking underneath. There was an herbalist’s diary, an illustrated tome on the cultivation of culinary greens, and a pronunciation guide to Earthtongue (which I’d long concluded was useless if you didn’t already speak the language).

      I knew I had seen a book of legends somewhere. Our legends. If it weren’t in my room or my closet, then it might have been in Nib’s chambers.

      No. Not Nib. Hex.

      When I burst into her quarters, the dear smallwoman was tutoring a pair of young humans—twin girls by the looks of them—about ten years younger than me. They startled at my entrance and immediately stood and began curtsying.

      “Good morning, Princess!” they called to me.

      I had no time for their miladies, so I waved as sweetly as I could muster and eyed Hex, who peered at me through her spectacles.

      “The book of legends—where?”

      She dove in her vest pocket for a slender rod of wood. “Which era, dear?”

      “The old time.”

      “The beginning?”

      “The very beginning.”

      “I’m afraid my copies are far too fragile to entrust to out-of-breath princesses.”

      “A reading copy, then.”

      She jabbed the air with her little hawthorn stick, and way over our heads, I saw the faintest glimmer of golden light.

      “Thank you, miss.”

      “Try not to disturb our study next time, or I’ll find a reason to double your readings.” Then a smile came to her lips. “As if that would peeve you.”

      She returned to her charges. “Where were we? Who wants to declaim first?”

      Thick shelves rose seemingly a mile over my head. I grasped hold of the rope ladder and clambered up. The cords were made of spider’s thread reinforced by moonbeam filament, and could have easily borne the weight of a smallman twice my weight. Like my father, for instance.

      Up I went. I knew just when to stop because the book she’d intended me to consult now glowed brightly from within. The light dimmed as soon as I lay my palm along its leather spine. Normally I loved paging through old books, but not while dangling on a rickety rope ladder a dozen feet in the air.

      I laid the top of the book against the shelf and opened to the title page.

      Being an Account of the Old Time, with Asides & Copious Songs of Pleasantry.

      The book was written in longhand in Earthtongue, though the parts toward the back had been printed with carved-wood block. Some of the handwritten pages were hard to make out. I was hardly the best student in these matters, but I could not fail to be entranced by marginalia depicting a frisky bird gamboling up the sides and bottoms of nearly every page. Sometimes the bird was drawn in blue or black ink. When the bird was angry, as in the passage entitled The Messenger Rails Against the Misery of Earth, its feathers were drawn with red-brown ink.

      This is the first lesson, dear reader, that I must share with you: Every story you read, every tale you hear told, might well be a lie, especially when it comes to legends. The story of the bird was wrapped in tales of the great Storyteller, whom the bird served, and the scintilla—the juice of all magical knowledge. The accounts varied greatly. I could have read well into the day and night, but the book was heavy, and if I had any hope of seeing my mother before she became consumed with other people’s affairs that afternoon, I had to hurry. So farewell spider’s silk-and-moonbeam conveyances. Farewell bird. Farewell weighty tome.

      Mother was in the lower reaches of the warrens where the waters and winds blew under a stone bridge. She stood in the middle of the arch, surrounded by other seers. All those ladies were dressed as my mother was, in a long gown of patchwork and tapestry. Mother leaned against the parapet of the bridge, on which stood two of her talismans. The small, carved wooden figure of a mouse, and the figure of an owl. She gazed past these objects at the water below, and rested her head in her chubby fingers. The whole time she moaned like a woman taking pleasure from a lover. When she sighed her last and came out of her trance, her eyes were filled with tears. She tucked the wooden relics into her drawstring bag and threaded her way past the other moaning ladies.

      She shook her head when she saw me. “Twice, Key?” she said. “You had to hit him twice?”

      “He deserved it.”

      “Come,” she said, reaching up to take my hand in her little one. “We need to talk.”

      

      On the way to her rooms, she hit me with a steady barrage of questions. “Was it a good hunt, after all that trouble? Is it a fine tree? Oh, I’m sure it will be. Katrina has such a fine eye, and so does Roelof. It helps to have a nice tree—the best possible tree—for the first night. Is it cold outside? Did you bundle up?”

      She sidled up to the door across from the bedroom she shared with my father. From her garments she withdrew a set of keys and tried each of them in turn in her lock. Finally, she reached into her tangle of hair and produced a bit of wire which she wiggled in the lock. “A wire and a word,” she said, which is one of our little maxims.

      Her laboratory was furnished with a table, a trunk, some books, and stacks of old carpet remnants which were her especial fixation. She gestured for me to sit on one of those piles while she slid into a large rocker that must have come from the nursery of a human princeling.

      “Are you comfortable, child? Would you like something to drink? I might have some sambucus draft, or a nice blackberry wine. It’s best to be cozy on such occasions. I have something very significant to say to you.”

      “Out with it, Mother!”

      “You’re adopted, my dear.”

      I rocked backward and laughed until my braids slapped the carpets. “Are you joking? This is what you wanted to tell me? I’ve known forever.”

      “You have?”

      “Mother, I’m the tallest person in the warrens.”

      “Well, it has to be said, doesn’t it? And today is the day it has been said.”

      “Are you telling me because of the bird?”

      She squinted at me. “What bird?”

      What a wondrous seer she was. Probably the best in our clan. She had seen me slap that poor Severe to the ground, but had somehow missed my later encounter with the bird.

      “The black bird I saw today. He said you would have something to say.”

      “A talking black bird? When were you going to tell me? What else did he say?”

      “I’m not sure he truly spoke. It’s as if his voice was in my skull.”

      “He sent you a think, dear.”

      “A what?”

      “A think. Speech without speech.”

      “It’s the Messenger, isn’t it?”

      “Michael, yes. He’s the one who told us of you long ago. If he hadn’t come, you might have languished there.”

      “Where?”

      “An orphanage in the human city to the south. Nieuw Amsterdam.”

      “My people were Dutch?”

      “I can’t strictly say, child. They are a queer people to the south. Not at all homogenous in nature, which I suppose is a mark in their favor. We have not made a study of them. That’s a job for the clans in that region. We have our hands full with the Severes.”

      The passage of the Severes to Boston-Town was not so simple, which was why their behavior vexed us so. Apparently, long before I was born, they had left England for these shores, but not before spending a goodly amount of time in Holland. But despite this, they were not Dutch. Humans, I had come to see, were capable of complicated peregrinations.

      “So my people were not Severe?”

      “Again, Key, I can’t say with certainty. The bird never speaks plainly. But those of us who saw the night of your birthday think it was most likely that they were Dutch.”

      “Then I have parents. Real parents!”

      My mother shifted uncomfortably. “Oh my sweet babe! We are your parents!”

      “I know, I know! But you know what I mean, don’t you? After all this time, it feels nice to finally hear that I came from somewhere.”

      I don’t know if you have ever felt detached from the story of your life. From the moment I could think intelligently I suppose I sensed that I was loved. But that isn’t the same thing as being whole, is it? It’s a little like drawing close to the end of a jigsaw puzzle and realizing that one or more of the pieces are missing. I hated that. And until this day, Mother had adroitly sidestepped questions about my origins, though everyone in the warrens openly referred to my humanness.

      “There is no sense in conjuring a sense of delight in the matter,” my mother said. “You’re forgetting the orphanage part.”

      “They’re dead, then. Well, I figured that. But I think it pleases me to know that they were real people, with real names. Then I must have had a real name, too. A proper name.”

      “What’s wrong with Key? That’s a fine name.”

      “A Key is a thing, mother. It opens doors.”

      “You opened our hearts, dear!”

      “Do you know my real name?”

      “We think we do. The man who first cared for you passed along your name to my sister, who led the filchguard on the night you were taken. Your true name is Kris Kringle.”

      I laughed even harder. “Are you joking?”

      She wasn’t.

      “That’s the most ridiculous name I’ve ever heard of!”

      “Well, to be fair, your first caregiver was a known drunkard. As such, the intelligence may be unreliable.”

      “Did he himself name me?”

      “Unclear. We know he called you Key.”

      “So he was a drunkard. Who was he? Is he dead, too?”

      “No. He goes by many names. My sister, for instance, called him the Snowman. Vörsti the Snowman.”

      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Drunkards and tangled ancestries and half-baked nicknames. With a family like this, I would never know the truth. I had accepted without question that real life was not as riddled with untruths as legend, but maybe I was wrong.

      “It barely matters, child. Do you see that now? What matters most is the coming of the bird. It means he has set his eye on you. Your time is coming.”

      “Which time is that? My womentide has already come, and come, and come—in all its glory. You know that.”

      My mother struggled to speak, but became flustered. In the course of our conversation, she had completely unraveled a bit of curtain drawback. The various strands of the golden rope lay at her tiny feet like a wave of gilt. “We have always marked your birthday by Lightscoming. That’s the closest we know about the time of your birth. This Winter begins your seventeenth year. The year of beseechments. Your final training. By next Winter you’ll…you’ll⁠—”

      Mother began to weep.

      I launched myself from my sitting position onto my knees and crawled forward to take her into my arms. “Next year I’ll no longer be a gwa’gli,” I told her. “I’ll take my leave of you. I’ll go into the world to live again as a human.”

      “Oh, my baby girl!”

      I held her quaking body tight against mine. Much of what she said was not news to me. I had watched others of our clan leave the warrens in their eighteenth year. They were always foundlings taken in by the clan when they were babes.

      So our conversation on the afternoon of the bird was a mix of things I knew and didn’t know. But I had my mother at a disadvantage: I had no intention of leaving the warrens forever. Oh, I planned to see what I could of the world in my eighteenth year, but I knew in my heart that I would return. I had already seen all I wished to see of humans, and I didn’t see the point of rejoining their unhappy little race.
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      My clan took it on faith that a human child craved returning to the human world. Indeed the entire manner in which they orchestrated the education of their adoptees was based on this assumption.

      But they never thought to ask if I had opinions on the matter. Yes, I would have said, I used to be one of the people, but no longer, and I thank the gods each day for that accident of fate.

      The truth is, I didn’t understand how the people could do the things they did. Around the time the bird came, the people hanged a woman by the neck with a rope in the center of Boston-Town. It was the most terrible thing I had ever seen. I had snuck with Roelof through one of the trapdoors to watch the proceedings. The woman, dressed in a pale green dress with a white collar, was defiant unto death. Refused to placate her tormentors. Marched up the steps and took the rope without a fight. Men dragged the rope over the branch of a nearby tree. The woman kicked and kicked and then hung still. The only sound in the square was the sound of creaking hemp.

      “You see?” Roelof whispered. “These are the wonderful people you feel guilty filching from.”

      “What was her crime?”

      “She was a Quaker.”

      He didn’t explain what that was. He was always doing that. Dropping something into conversation that I’d be forced to research at my next session with Nib or Hex. When I first started keeping company with Roelof, I thought that he was trying to show off his knowledge. But the truth is, he didn’t have the patience to investigate what any of it meant. He knew just the one thing. In a town called Boston, the people hanged Quakers. The lady was a Quaker and so she was hanged. That was enough for him.

      Back to tonight: I had just come out of the house on the high street, with my sack on my back, when I heard the first whistle. It was so faint that only a dog could hear it, but to an ear trained by the gwa’gli, it seemed loud enough to wake all of Boston. You see? The people were funny that way. They heard but didn’t listen.

      The rules of filchcraft are simple. Take only what you can carry. Only what fits in your sack. The sack is designed to carry plenty and never get heavy. But you mustn’t ever get too greedy, or the sack would become burdensome. You must take only what the people of the land don’t want. Don’t ask how you’ll know—you’ll know. The things they forget, the things they cast onto the trash pile, the things they misplace. The spool of thread that’s fallen under the table and rolled away. The coin dropped and lost forever. The quill thought to be too worn for use. The spoon left out too long. Such things alone are fit for the snatch.

      At first blush, the code seems unnecessarily restrictive, but it turns out that millions of objects used by humans meet these criteria. Millions of things you’d come across every day, right there in plain sight, if you had an eye for such things. But the people of the land did not have that. They were too busy rushing about and never stopped to see the things that mattered most in the world. They thought themselves capable of great imagination, but in truth they were literal almost to a fault. They confined themselves to what was just before their eyes. But the gwa’gli had shown me that the things worth treasuring are the things you couldn’t see.

      I had to step lively. I had to hurry if I was going to make it to the little girl’s house near the town dock. I dashed past the governor’s house, the meeting house, and the market square, then turned left toward the cove. I clopped across the muddy road, under the cantilevered facades of the wood and stucco buildings that ran down to the water. The people here thought it was better to live by the water; I don’t know why. There was a stench and pervasive dampness here that I had never felt in the warrens. Even the icicles here seemed to be forever sweating.

      The door was bolted but was no match for our craft. A wire and word, and the door fell open. Up I went to the top floor. It was slim pickings, but I already knew that. I had monitored these people in my own way ever since filching from them back in April. The man was a fishmonger, the lady a mender of dresses. In some weeks the woman earned more than the man. They had two children, the boy and the girl. All of them slept in the same room. If I were going to filch from them tonight, I would have a devil of a time doing it. They had so little.

      I stole my way around the parents’ bed to where the children rested. Both slept on a straw-stuffed mattress. The boy’s nose dripped a rivulet of snot. His shabby dark jacket looked as if it had once belonged to a man and been tailored for a child. The girl was a sweet-looking child of about five years old, her red face framed with dirty blond hair. Her fists were curled at her chest, a ward against the chill. Which was funny. Even with the drafty window, the room was appallingly stuffy.

      I dug in my sack and came up with the doll. It was nothing—a bundle of straw, corn husks, thread, and scrap fabric. But still, there was enough hair and a big enough smile on the doll’s face to be a serviceable toy. As I slipped it between the child’s fists, I hoped that I would arrive back home in time to watch the child’s expression upon waking.

      The girl stirred. Her face drew into a pout.

      My goodness, she was young. Too young, perhaps, to know how lucky she was. She was growing up knowing her true parents.

      Outside, just then, came the sound of the second whistle.

      I stepped to the window. Down below, I saw Roelof in the road, looking stern and anxious. When he got excited or upset, the way he was now, his face practically glowed. Now he was gesturing at me.

      Come on. Time to go.

      He pointed at the clock-watch in his hand. Beautiful thing, just not his, and thus a beautiful filching. I knew that he was worried about me. It was only my thousandth or so outing as a burglar, and he didn’t like that I’d been working alone for the last few. I was a longleg, after all, and thus presumed to be a bumbler. They hadn’t thought this of me when I was still a little girl growing up in their care. But I was older now, coming into my humanity, which somehow meant that I needed to be carefully watched.

      I smiled at Roelof. Waved to him. Then disappeared from the window before he could see where I’d gone.

      They didn’t appreciate how fast I was. How silent. How quiet.

      Why, I moved as quietly as a little⁠—

      As I flew down the stairs, I turned for one last look at the landing, just in time to see a mouse poke its quivering nose from a hole in the wall.

      Our eyes locked.

      Instinctively, I whispered: “Are you there, sister? Are you there, brother?”

      If I were wrong, it was no problem. If I were right, I was sunk.

      

      Outside, our footsteps fell on the road like the pads of cats. There were six of us that night; the same band who had gone to harvest the tree. Three smallmen, two smallwomen, and me. After a night of picking though homes and trash piles and stables and ship holds, we looked like a gathering of ragpickers. Our faces were streaked with dirt and soot—the mark of a great burglar. We dropped our sacks from our backs and compared our filchings. Katrina, my senior by at least three centuries, nevertheless eyed my sack with adolescent jealousy.

      “A horse’s shoe nail!” Flamel bragged, his brown, bald scalp gleaming in the moonlight.

      “I did better than that,” Katrina said. “Look! A horse’s shoe!”

      “Sure they weren’t going to use it?”

      “What do you take me for? It’s bent!”

      There were pieces of string. Crusts of black bread. Long-dull carpentry tools. Ship’s rigging. A tin whistle. Even some torn clothing. Roelof had somehow found a scrap of a maritime map. He was obsessed with such documents and pored over them for hours in Nib’s quarters. His discoveries in this realm had led him to adventures in the wild lands located in the west of the continent. In all, I would say that on tonight’s hunt we had cobbled together a fine collection of things that would shed light on the minds of the people of the land.

      “Look at this,” Kyupert said, waving a sheet of paper with printing on it. “Is this what they call a news-paper?”

      “It’s too small to be a news-paper!” Roelof said.

      Dashiell shushed us with his hands. “What’s it say?” he said, his voice a near whisper. “You there, longleg! Read it. You’re the studious sort.”

      I wasn’t a studious sort. At least, I didn’t think so. I had simply cultivated a knack for paying attention to everything that came before my eyes, whether they were books or scrolls or barn swallows or bent horseshoe nails. There was so much of the world to learn and understand when you were my age. In his absurdly long life, Dashiell, armorer and burglar, had surely forgotten more than I now carried in my head.

      In the moonlight, my eyes adjusted to the writing. I read the English words aloud in a horrified whisper:

      
        
        PUBLICK NOTICE

        The Observation of Christmas having been deemed

        A Sacrilege, the exchanging of Gifts and Greetings,

        Dressing in Fine Clothing, Feasting and similar

        Satanical Practices are hereby

        FORBIDDEN

        With the Offender liable to a fine of Five Shillings.

      

      

      “Banning Christmas?” Kyupert said. “Can you imagine such a thing? Isn’t that one of their grand holidays?”

      I could not imagine banning Christmas, what little I knew of it. The gwa’gli had celebrated the coming of the light long before the people of the land existed. Long before they began praying to their gods. Long before the people of the land had words for light or tree. But over time, as the gwa’gli perfected their study of the longlegs, the smallfolk could not help but smile as the people of the land proceeded to unwittingly replicate customs the Earthlords had taught the world’s first arcanists. Christmas was one of the holidays they’d stolen from us without so much as a thank-you-kindly.

      For centuries the gwa’gli had harvested the Undying Greens because such plants possessed the best magic for warding off Winter spirits. Pines, spruces, and firs were best, but any of the others would do: bays, boxes, hollies, ivies, junipers, larches, and yews. The poor tree would last but a week in the great hall before it was snipped to pieces for each family’s potions. I couldn’t think of a sight more beautiful than the tall tree standing each December in my father’s great hall.

      Only recently had some humans in distant lands begun to use trees to celebrate Christmas. It made me sad to think the Severes did not. Who were these people who thought it well to ban Christmas?

      Roelof tucked the clock-watch in his sack. “That’s the people for you. Well, it’s time, smallfolk. Which of you ladies are doing the honors this evening?”

      I looked at Katrina and lowered my eyes. “After you, Mistress Katrina.”

      “Ah no,” Katrina said, forcing a smile to her lips. “You shall have it, milady.”

      “Please,” I said, gesturing as if at an invisible threshold. “You first.”

      Katrina was the youngest among the smallfolk here present, but she seemed far older. Heavyset, with a mass of curls, she smiled in that imperious way of hers and studied the cobbles in the ground. She moved this way and that until she located the one stone one of our clan had once marked with red paint. She stood just there and raised her hands to the air. The patch of old Boston air grew gray and filmy. The air crackled. She peeled it back, and we caught a glimpse of starlight.

      “After you,” she said.

      “No, after you,” I said.

      “Come now,” Flamel said impatiently, nudging me forward. “Ladies first.”

      “She’s not a lady yet,” warned Katrina.

      Roelof rolled his eyes.

      It was like this every night. It was infuriating having my clansmen tiptoeing around me because of my parents. Finally, when I refused to budge, each of the others leaped through the hole in space, pulling their sacks after them.

      Soon it was just me and Roelof standing in front of the trapdoor of shimmering light. He looked about furtively, then stood on his toes to plant a kiss on my lips. His idea of being daring. “Good filchings, Princess?”

      I shrugged modestly. “Good for a Winter’s night.”

      “You’ll make a fine burglar someday, Key. And a fine queen—if you’ll have us.”

      Now why did he have to go and ruin something that was already special?

      I lifted my sack to the trap and let myself fall. As we dropped into the darkness, I felt his hands around my waist. I loved that. Loved it. The two of us together, screaming our way through space and time.

      Burglar or not, this was where I was meant to be.
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      Crickets thrummed in the darkness beyond the windows of the plantation house. Though day was done, the air was still stiflingly hot, like inhaling the breath of a dog. Sweat dripped down Elijah van Grube’s forehead. The day had been miserably long, and he was still attired in his black armor, the cup of warm ale on the desk his only supper. Surely the wretched slaves who labored in their host’s sugar cane fields had gone to bed that night with more in their bellies.

      Time was ticking away. Three candles burned low.

      His compatriot Charles peered down at the parchment in his hand. He raised a delicate finger as if to chide the younger man.

      “I think you’ve got the words wrong,” Charles said. “Try it again. Mah-nay-oohp-lay-sone…”

      At first glance, the two brothers were markedly different in appearance. One wore armor. The other a black suit and cloak. But if you stripped Reverend Charles of his plain black hat and Elijah of his helmet, you’d notice that their jaws were equally square, their teeth equally crooked, their skin equally marked by the remnants of pox. Their black hair was similarly shorn, which is to say, severely, as if with knife and bowl, in the manner of their Roundhead brethren. They might have been twins.

      Actually Elijah was six years his brother’s junior. When their Dutch mother had struggled to give birth to Elijah, young Charles came to rescue with a kitchen knife. Shoving aside the midwife, he slit open his mother’s belly and extracted his brother. Unfortunately, neither Charles nor the midwife knew much about repairing the hasty exit wound, and poor Mother expired. Young Charles would later console his grieving parent thusly: “But she was a sinner, Father. You know this to be true. She sang. She danced.” After that incident, Father always slept with the stout door of his bedchamber firmly locked.

      The boys’ grandfather, the Earl Benjamin Grubb, had fled England for Holland after the ascension of the Whore. The boys had grown to manhood in a walled Dutch city where their family could practice their faith—and perfect their hatred of all others—with impunity. A great family once, they would be a great family again, if Elijah would simply concentrate and speak the words as commanded by God and by their Lord Angel.

      Elijah lifted his hands before his face. The very gesture alone sent ripples of shame through his body. This was insane, moronic, and possibly heretical.

      “I said the bloody words exactly as you instructed, dear brother,” Elijah said. “If they don’t bring about the desired effect, it’s because they are the words of the devil himself.”

      “Just try it again. The first time, I think I actually saw a spark of light.”

      Elijah had seen it too—a crackle of bright blue light—but had spent the last quarter of an hour denying the evidence of his own eyes. It shocked him to think that conjuring came so easily to a soldier who had never dabbled in such arts in all forty-three of his God-fearing years.

      “Oh, what do they want with magic, anyway?”

      “Not magic, brother. Divine science. They use magic because they’re filthy witches. And we shall use the Lord’s own power to crush their defenses.”

      Elijah hid his fear behind a sneer. “I do not like playing at witchery.”

      “Heavens, you don’t listen. It’s not witchery if it comes from God. Try it again or we’ll never penetrate this diabolical tunnel of theirs.”

      Elijah raised his hands for a moment, then exhaled and dropped his hands at his sides. He affected a kind of mock breeziness. “You know, in a treatise I once read, a learned man said quite plainly, ‘He who traffics in hypocrisy to further the ends of magic becomes himself the tool of Satan.’”

      Reverend Charles gripped his brother’s elbow. “You misquote me. If I might recast the sentence, what I said was⁠—”

      For a number of years, before things had gone horribly awry, it had looked as if the van Grube family would be able to reclaim their ancestral lands in England. Had they not earned the right to do so? Had they not fought at Cromwell’s side? Had they not crushed English and Irish savages alike? Had they not marched to victory again and again, with Reverend Charles leading their godly army in prayer, Captain Elijah exhorting them to battle? They had, and would do so joyously again. But it was not to be—their Lord Protector was no more.

      But God had perceived their struggle. God would not let the van Grube boys suffer. He hath sent them a new protector—an angel of the Lord—to guide them.

      Insects hummed in their ears. They would not rest until they got it right. The night would be longer still; Elijah could just tell. But perhaps Charles was right. A great battle was coming, and they had to be ready.

      “If we are going to destroy these demonic little people, we must learn to employ their magic,” Reverend Charles said. “Stoke your courage, brother mine. Let’s begin again.”
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      My mother Queen Alanda was partial to a ceremonial garment known as the dress of patches, first sewn and worn by one of her ancestors nine hundred years ago. It had started life as a short skirt, but in the ensuing centuries ladies of her line had let the garment in and out, up and down, as their waistlines and fashions dictated. The dress grew or was repaired whenever pieces of fabric became available. My mother’s innovation was to realize that the patches didn’t necessarily have to be made of dress fabric. One of the patches of today’s dress was actually snipped from the tapestry hanging behind her majesty’s throne.

      On this particular morning, the two of them were not looking particularly regal. They looked like vexed parents. I had just come from breakfast, and the looks on their faces were enough to dampen my spirits.

      They were onto me.

      “Do I look like a smallman who is without compassion?” King Rhezan said.

      “You are the soul of compassion, sir,” I said. “I have known no smallman but you to have such a tender manner about him. You are the gentlest I have the pleasure to know.”

      So flattered was my father that he completely forgot what he was supposed to say.

      “Your daughter’s got a silver tongue,” my mother said, chuckling, “and she just played you, fool.”

      My father shook the heat from his cheeks. “We’re not heartless folk, Key. We know the people of the land have a hard life. But if we gave things to every human we encountered, we would not be good servants of the Earthlords.”

      “We are takers, darling,” my mother said. “Not givers.” She paused, trying to decide if she should confess her secret. “I saw what you did, my dear. I watched your every move from the bridge in the Whispering Hall. You know the mouse is one of my talismans. Where on earth did you get that doll for the little girl, I wonder?”

      I crossed my arms and pictured my mother standing on the bridge over the churning waters, gleaning visions from the winds which shook that chamber. Some of the gwa’gli seers only had to step into those drafts to see through the eyes of philosophers. Others formed psychic bonds with those animals through the use of these wooden objects.

      I probably should have known my mother would be watching.

      “I made the doll,” I said. “Out of things I filched. I took nothing from the warrens’ stores.”

      “We surmised as much, dear. But you made a doll and gave a doll. By doing so, you contaminated the flow of information. If, on some later expedition, one of our burglars were to filch that doll and brought it back to be analyzed, imagine the strange report the soul-reader would pass on to the Earthlords.”

      I hadn’t thought of that. The whole reason for filching had been born thousands of years ago when the people of the land first made their appearance on earth. The Earthlords had been desperate to understand and improve these bloodthirsty new creatures. The mortal gwa’gli, the only ones who had their noses to the ground, were pressed into service. Everything the Earthlords knew about humans had come from the objects the gwa’gli filched. Over the course of millennia, the smallfolk had patiently compiled a psychological dossier on the lives of the humans. It was a book that would never end, so long as the people didn’t destroy themselves.

      “If you saw me through the mouse’s eyes,” I said, “then you must have seen the girl. Her name is Mehabitel. She’s five. She has nothing. Nothing. Her life is the life of the people. But I was watching her and I saw that she likes little things with color. I wanted to give her something she could call her own.”

      “That’s how it starts,” my father said. “First her, then the brother.”

      “His name is Richard. He likes animals.”

      “Well, I’ll get started straightaway on a wooden dog for him,” the king said. “Ho, ho, ho!” He looked at my mother, expecting to elicit a laugh. He got nothing. “This has gone far enough, young lady! There are to be no more gifts. Where does it end if you start this way, child? Do you want to spend your life watching human children all the time? Giving them what you think they desire?”

      “What I know they desire,” I said.

      “You can’t know their hearts. They are a damaged people, these longlegs.”

      “The Earthlords want to change the humans,” I said. “To help them become better people. Isn’t that the root of all our work? But why not give them something they can hold and say, ‘Yes, someone out there was thinking of me. Someone out there believes I matter’? I know you have much invested in this way of life, but I cannot help feel it dispiriting. I cannot sit idly by⁠—”

      “You do not sit idly by!” King Rhezan roared. “You are contributing to the life of the warrens. To the life of our world!”

      “I hate it sometimes. I hate watching them. Their sad lives grip me. It makes me feel that there is no hope, no goodness or justice in this world.”

      My mother had begun weeping again, which always killed me. I hated making my mother cry. She leapt from her throne and came down the steps to embrace me. I nearly fell backward, taking mother with me.

      “Oh, my child! That’s such a beautiful instinct, to want to help. But we help by doing our service.”

      My mother was clinging to me now. Trembling. Tears rolling down her cheeks as she caressed my hair. “You’ll see. Slowly, over time, things will get better. Our service is making it so. We are changing these longlegs into better people.”

      “Not soon enough, Mama. Not soon enough.”

      

      When I was eight, I theorized correctly that if I slowly bored a hole through the earthen wall of storage room No. 1013 in the north corridor outside my parents’ great hall, I would penetrate the anteroom just behind one of the Flemish tapestries. Equipped with a silver cup attached to a long silk thread, I was able to hear nearly everything my parents discussed when they retired to the privacy of their lounge.

      Nestled now in the darkness, amid numerous wicker baskets which held the queen’s hats and the king’s collection of mismatched boots, I heard my mother weep while good King Rhezan patiently muttered words of consolation.

      “No,” she said, “No! I blame both of us for this. We never should have followed the people of the land to this New World. Key is right. They have nothing worth filching. And their behavior is worse than it was back home. We should have stayed there, I tell you! Stayed in Europe and left these meager filchings to the American gwa’gli. They are far better suited to this untamed land.”

      “You’re just upset about the hanging. They hanged people back home too.”

      “And what will they do with a child of ours, Rhezan? You know what they’ll do. The history there is clear. They have no stomach for magical folk. No understanding of the arts. I will not watch another of our orphans go off into the world to die!”

      “You’d hold her back, then? She’ll be old enough soon. She needs to see what their world is like. We can’t hold back time.”

      I heard a noise like the whistling of fabric. Perhaps my mother had flung one of her lavish pillows at my father. “If we encourage her to take her Time of Passage, she will. If we tell her instead how much we want her to stay, and show her how she can be happy among us, she will stay and become queen.”

      “Alanda, please, I have indulged this foolishness for two of their decades. You had ample opportunity to choose a successor. If it is not her, it will be one of the others. Not a human but a gwa’gli smallwoman.”

      “My heart is set on her. She has such a goodness.”

      “Unfortunately, in her species goodness propels unwise action. You heard her. She is frustrated by the simplest gwa’gli task. This is how it always starts with the longlegs we take in. This is why they don’t return once they get a taste of their world. They want to be among their own kind.”

      My mother wept but soon punctuated her emotion with a loud honk into a handkerchief.

      “Such a smallman you are! You don’t listen. She wants to make the lives of the people better. That is our mission, too. We must make her understand her place in our world.”

      “No, my dear. We make the earth better. It’s not quite the same thing, is it? If she goes when she’s old enough, she will wrest the maximum amount of happiness she possibly can. She’ll be young enough to enjoy it. Human lives are not like ours. Hers will be brutish, nasty, and short. Oh yes—oh yes, Mother. I don’t wish that on any child of mine, but I am not about to rewrite the way of the world.”

      “She will return. I know her heart.”

      “It is impractical for her to do such a thing. For one, if she continues to grow the way she’s been, we’ll have to raise the roof of every tunnel in the warrens. No. Look at the girl, Alanda. See the truth of the matter. She yearns to break free. I say Godspeed to her. If she lives among us, she’ll never knew what it is like to be human. Mother? Mother?”

      The queen was crying again.

      Sometimes it is hard to hear what the ones we love truly think of us. I had had enough. I unhooked the cup from my ear and left the closet behind.
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      I suppose it sounds queer to admit this now, but at the beginning I had no particular love for Winter. Oh, I had my little passions. For one, I was as obsessed with ice as Roelof was with maps. I loved how Nature was capable of forming crystal out of water in the course of a night. A thing as lovely as any jewel in my mother’s collection!

      But beyond that, the only pleasure derived from that time of year was the fact that the world above our warrens fell silent. The people of the land were scarce and the woods and fields were that much freer for our hunts and celebrations. For weeks leading up to the special time, the light in our tunnels changed its character from a sweet, wholesome yellow to a pale white that approximated the flickering of candlelight. As you passed every threshold, you could not fail to brush against a bough of pine or balsam or fir, which filled your nostrils with its coniferous fragrance. If you were not careful, the tips of your fingers would become embedded too with the prickles of holly leaves. You crushed mistletoe berries underfoot at every step. And in the great hall, as many as six trees came and went as we plucked their boughs bare for our precious decoctions.

      In the week leading up to the great night, my mother fussed in her storehouse of fabrics, conjuring up new dresses for herself and me. She never had enough of a particular style of fabric to create matching garments, which I assure you was fine with me. Her taste was not my own. She never met a ribbon, button, piping, or lace that she didn’t like, and she easily took offense when I suggested that she build enough slack in my skirts to allow for grappling and fighting.

      That year, for some reason, she dipped into her store of maidenshade. It draped beautifully like silk but the fabric had the most pleasing, nubby character. Ostensibly its color was white-blue, but that was only because its natural state was to emulate the color of the moon on the night it is harvested. As soon as it touched skin, it reflected the mood of the wearer. The night she was fitting me, the colors ranged from verdant greens to fiery oranges.

      “What on earth are you thinking of?” she pestered me. “Look what you’re doing to it! It would be best if you could focus on one thing only so I can get this finished without losing my eyesight entirely.”

      What was I thinking? That the obligations of the season would pass quickly so Roelof and I could resume our hunts and training in the faraway lands to the west without further interference from my mother and father.

      “When you were little I tried so hard to make one little raiment work in a dress for you, but it always seemed too inappropriate for your activities,” she
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