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Year 2 After the Pact —
Twelve breaths from midnight, the city holds its throat again. Not from war this time, but from waiting. Ash lives in the seams of windows, whispering what the Feast forgot to cleanse. Ladders lean like arguments left unsolved. Wardens trade staves for lantern poles, pretending light still listens. We call this peace. We pay for it like bread—daily, and without tasting.
Elias teaches children to stack numbers higher than fear. He raps chalk against a slate the way he once traced a sigil—precise, necessary, clean. The scar at his throat has learned silence better than prayer. He wears a ring that no longer shines, a name that no longer belongs to the living. When he turns mirrors to the wall, they sulk quietly, as if insulted by mercy.

Malachar keeps the other side—heat beneath the city, the shadow that hums between floorboards. At night he breathes through hinges and pipes, steadying the world’s small tremors. He no longer walks by name; he walks by promise. Wherever Elias exhales, the air warms. Wherever Elias dreams, the dark remembers how to kneel.

Lucien lies quiet in the Black Garden, or so the city believes. Yet some nights, glass remembers his shape before light can correct it—a ripple, a breath—nothing enough to accuse, only enough to haunt. The priests have stopped asking whose shadow lingers; they are tired of names. The Court of Ash writes new decrees and calls them mercy. The Presiding Judge counts lives saved and not those bartered. Every edict costs a prayer; every silence buys another dawn.

But under each window, a single word reawakens: mirror. The seam still holds—it hungers, softer now, more patient. Elias keeps his head down, counting flour and hours, pretending normalcy can be built from forgetting. Malachar watches through heat and metal, refusing to fade. Between them, the Pact breathes—not broken, not whole, but awake.

And when the bell rope stirs again, twelve breaths before midnight, no herald will call it. The city will simply lift its chin the way it does before weather—and somewhere, in glass and ash, the dead will practice speaking once more.
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Year 2 After Pact – The Feast of Masks

Ash dusted the window ledge when Elias pushed it open. Bells chimed from the square, too bright for the hour. He set a kettle on the stove, struck a match, and refused to look at the mirror above the sink. Dawn washed the alley in colorless light. The city swept streets for the Feast; paper masks leaned from stalls like faces that had not decided who to haunt.

He unwrapped his palm. The brand from last year—spiraled lines that met in a knot—lay quiet and old. He flexed his fingers. The skin pulled and settled. “Normal,” he told the empty room, because pretending still helped. “Tea, a market run, then work.”

He jammed a book and a stub of red wax into his satchel. His notes for the day had nothing to do with demons: a repair request for the bell-pull in the Black Garden, a neighbor’s broken shutter, two classes to teach at the little school he had organized for orphans carved out of war. He grabbed the kettle when it hissed. The steam kissed his face and he closed his eyes for three heartbeats. No memory slid, no sweetness burnt. Good. He had rationed himself all year.

He wore a plain shirt and rolled his sleeves. He tied his hair at his nape. He did not wear a mask. He locked the door and stepped into the lane.

Gloamhaven woke in good humor. Children chalked sigils on cobbles and shrieked when wardens pretended to chase them. Priests hung mirrors above archways and told everyone to walk beneath them slow so their living faces would imprint and not be stolen. Stalls sprouted at the Ash Market, velvet and steel beside glass and bone. Elias moved through it all with the gait of a man who had learned to pass unseen by wanting nothing in public.

At the Black Garden, a boy with ash under his nails waved him over. “Master Elias! The bell-pull sticks.”

“Show me,” Elias said.

They stood under the iron arch that led to a plot of earth where bloodflowers would bloom by midnight. The boy tugged the cord; the bell squealed and refused. Elias braced, reached up, and yanked; rust grated and then yielded. The bell sang one clean note. He wiped his hands on his trousers and made the boy test it twice more.

“Oil it at dusk,” he said. “Not now—the smell drives the birds mad.”

The boy grinned. “Will you wear a mask tonight?”

“No.”

“You should. Mistress Heloise carves them from old altar wood. She makes the mouths smile even when the eyes don’t.”

“I have enough of that without wood,” Elias said. The boy laughed and ran off.

He headed toward the Hollow Quarter, keeping to shade. He kept count of how many times his gaze slid toward reflective surfaces: window, bowl, polished knife, puddle. He looked away each time. It had become reflex, like not touching a bruise.

At the school, he taught letters until midmorning. He corrected a girl’s grip on a pen; he rapped a boy’s knuckles when he tried to eat wax. He caught himself smiling when a sentence landed right. He forgot for a moment that the city expected the night to end in miracles or riots. He forgot—until his hand began to prickle.

He stopped mid-word. The brand woke with a slow throb, as if a heartbeat had found its way back into old scar. Heat spread across his palm, up his wrist. The room tilted.

“Take your break,” he said. He ignored questions, ignored the way two boys glanced at the black candle in the corner that the children had insisted on as a “good luck teacher” and which he had allowed because he was tired of fighting objects. He left the slate on the table and walked into the corridor.

The wall mirror near the door waited, streaked by small hands. He stared at his reflection. Grey eyes, lighter than they used to be. Tired mouth. No one behind him.

“Don’t,” he told the brand. The heat climbed.

“Elias?” The schoolmistress peeked from the office. She wore a paper moon over her hair. “Are you well?”

“Fine.” He hid his hand. “It’s the weather.”

“Then take a cup,” she said, and pressed a clay mug into his free hand. “The city hums worse than last year. My ears ache.”

“Mine too,” he said, and left.

He walked fast, cut through alleys, swung around stacks of masked gourds and racks of dried flowers. People nodded. One priest blessed him; a butcher offered scraps for the street dogs. Elias took nothing. The brand pushed heat up his forearm and into his shoulder. He felt a thread tied to it like a leash.

At his door, he slid the bolt and locked himself inside. The room felt suddenly too small, too aware. Stale tea, old ash, soap. The mirror above the sink had a crack at the top where someone had dropped it during the last purge. He had kept it because he hated throwing things away that already remembered him.

He set his satchel down and rolled his sleeve. The brand shone faintly under the skin, like ember through paper. He braced both hands on the counter and met his own stare.

“Not yet,” he said. “Not until dark.”

The mirror fogged, just at the edges. His breath held. His pulse miscounted and then forced itself back into rhythm.

“Stop,” he whispered.

The fog cleared.

He backed away and nearly tripped over the kettle. He laughed once, harsh and wrong. “Coward,” he told himself. He moved the kettle to the stove, poured water in, set it to heat again. He emptied his satchel one item at a time—book, ledger, wax—just to have tasks. The brand cooled, then warmed again, like a thing trying different keys until it found the one that opened a lock.

Night fell slow in Gloamhaven, then all at once. Lanterns kindled. The first masked music kicked from the square. Elias stood on the balcony and watched people paint their mouths. A man in a fox face kissed a woman in a bull’s mask and both laughed like thieves. Elias rubbed his thumb over the scar in his palm and told himself he could stay here, avoid the square, sleep early.

His door clicked.

He didn’t turn. Only one person entered without waiting and never knocked twice. He knew the rhythm of that step the way a man knows the rhythm of his own breathing.

“Are we playing dead this year?” Caleb asked from the threshold. His voice slid under the skin the way heat does when you step too close to a forge. “Or are you coming to dance while pretending you hate dancing?”

Elias let out a breath he hadn’t admitted he was holding. “Close the door. The neighbors gossip.”

Caleb obeyed. He never made noise when he moved; even the door latch sounded civilized. He crossed the room and took the place on the balcony without jostling. He leaned his elbows on the rail and looked down, not at Elias. He wore a black coat and a half-mask he hadn’t tied yet, a curve of hammered metal shaped to the upper face, expressionless and fine as a knife.

“You smell like chalk and children,” Caleb said.

“I taught,” Elias said.

“Mm.” Caleb’s mouth tipped, not quite a smile. “Nothing so dangerous as literacy before a holy night.”

“Don’t start,” Elias said.

Caleb didn’t. He tracked a pair of dancers with his eyes. His hands sat quiet on the rail. Human hands—veins along the back, fine tendons at the wrist, heat like a stove stone. Every time Elias told himself the warmth was an illusion, reality proved the lie.

“You’re pale,” Caleb said finally. He said it without pity. “Show me your hand.”

Elias didn’t. He didn’t need the sympathy or the scavenger’s interest. He also knew Caleb would wait until he gave in, and he was tired of pretending he could win that game.

He turned his palm up.

Caleb took it, slow. He ran his thumb along the spiral. The brand answered to him; it always did. The heat steadied. The pain lowered its shoulders and sat in a corner.

“Kettle’s on,” Elias said, because he needed to say something that wasn’t a confession.

“Tea later.” Caleb leaned closer without lifting Elias’s hand. He didn’t crowd; he never had to. He simply occupied space with the ease of someone who’d learned the architecture of rooms and men at the same time. “What woke it?”

“The day,” Elias said. “The Feast.”

Caleb raised a brow. “Or something in the glass.”

Elias went still.

Caleb’s gaze flicked toward the sink. “You left a mirror uncovered. Habit, or invitation?”

“I’m not summoning anything,” Elias said.

“No,” Caleb said, and his mouth softened into something like fond exasperation. “You’re hiding. Badly.”

Elias pulled his hand back. The brand flared. “Don’t analyze me,” he said.

“Then let me kiss you,” Caleb said, the offer spoken like a practical solution to a practical pain. “It helps.”

“That’s theology I don’t recall learning.”

“Learn it now.”

Caleb’s palm slid to the side of Elias’s throat. Elias’s breath hitched. He didn’t want to want; he still leaned. Caleb kept it gentle. No heat, no hunger, just mouth to mouth, pressure and breath and the steadiness of a man who understood the value of calibration. Elias let his eyes close. His body unclenched in a way he didn’t trust while it happened and missed immediately when he stepped back.

“You see?” Caleb murmured. “No miracles. Just proof you still live.”

Elias swallowed. He kept his voice dry. “And here I thought demons required payment for services rendered.”

“Half the night,” Caleb said, “is payment enough.”

“You remember the clause too well.”

“I wrote the clause,” Caleb said. “And I live with it,” he added, quieter.

Music broke into clapping below. Someone shouted for the hunters to bring out their paper beasts. A mask of a saint tilted toward their balcony as if in interest. Elias turned away from the railing. The mirror over the sink caught him.

He felt it before he saw it: the shift of atmosphere, the tiny pressure in the eardrum, as if the room had sunk an inch underwater.

Caleb straightened. “Elias—”

“I know,” Elias said, already moving. He crossed to the counter. He put both hands on either side of the sink and faced the glass. He kept his weight forward so he wouldn’t run.

His reflection looked back, braced and stubborn. Something stood behind him that the room did not contain.

“Don’t,” he said to the mirror, because the law still liked manners.

The light in the glass dimmed. Not in the room—only there. The crack at the top split wider, a hair. The dark beyond the silvered backing deepened, the way a well deepens when you lean too far over it. Elias watched the place where eyes would form if eyes planned to form. His throat went dry.

Caleb came up behind him, close enough that Elias felt the line of his body without touch. “Step away,” Caleb said, low. Not a command. An option offered with the knowledge that Elias would refuse it.

“I need to see,” Elias said.

“Seeing isn’t always information.”

“It is tonight.”

The glass filmed with frost at the edges. Letters wrote themselves, shallow and almost invisible, as if a fingertip traced them from the other side. E— The curve stopped, reformed, traced again. L—

Elias’s stomach folded in on itself. He did not blink.

“Say my name,” he said, although he didn’t know whether he meant the demon behind him or the ghost in the glass.

The mirror’s surface rippled. A shape pressed close—cheekbone, mouth, the ghost of a laugh line that had once made him weak. The figure did not resolve completely. It didn’t need to. He knew the grammar of that face from the ways it had lied.

Caleb’s hand landed on his shoulder. Not a claim. An anchor. “You don’t have to—”

“I do,” Elias said, and the brand burst into heat under his skin like a struck match.

Light climbed the edges of the sigil, bright enough to paint the room in faint red. The mark bled through the bandage he’d wrapped around it earlier; wax on the counter softened and slumped. The mirror brightened in answer, as if some hidden agreement demanded equal display.

“We didn’t call you,” Elias said, voice steady because he refused any other option. “We don’t call you anymore.”

The mouth in the glass moved.

Caleb tightened his fingers once. Elias didn’t look away.

He waited for the lie. He waited for the apology that would tilt toward cruelty. He waited for the sentence built like a promise and used like a knife.

The voice slid through the mirror with no wind and no echo, close as thought.

“I’m still here,” it said.
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I pressed my thumb to the ridge of Elias’s brand and felt the old architecture of the pact hum like a buried wire. The mirror whispered from the sink, the voice shaped as a man we once loved and killed. I did not look at it. I watched Elias watching it, and measured how long before my curse dragged me past the edge of my human skin.

The city struck up another round of drumming below. Paper beasts stampeded in laughter through the square. I counted the beats between the voice in the glass and the pulse in Elias’s palm. A neat cadence. Too neat.

“Step back,” I said.

He stood his ground. Of course he did.

The dark in the mirror breathed. The words etched in frost had already told us what we needed. I let my hand fall from his shoulder and drew a slow circle in the air with my index finger. The room dimmed a fraction, just enough to make my mark believable to any watcher. The mask on my face made breath warm against my cheekbones. I had planned to put it on before we walked out. Now it kept my features still while the curse began to climb my spine.

I hate walking into a fight blind. I hate it more when the field smells like memory.

“Stay inside,” I said, soft, so I didn’t scare him into defiance. “Bolt the door. Do not answer any voice that uses a name.”

“Where are you going?”

“Hunting.” I tapped the half-mask against my cheekbone and set it back. “They built tonight with mirrors and altar wood. If the pact leaks, it leaks through what remembers us.”

He faced the glass like a man facing a gate. He nodded once, not at me. “Don’t be long.”

I could have said a dozen wrong things. I said none of them. I touched the back of his hand and left.

The hall stank of incense and ash. I took the stairs two at a time and slid into the flow of the crowd. Lanterns swung. Masks grinned. Every other person wore a shard of reflective metal or a mirror button stitched over the heart, charm against being misplaced in the world. It made the street a broke river of light. I should have come earlier to place a buffer around the quarter. The curse had bought me time this year, until it didn’t.

I followed the hum of the pact’s lattice through the market. The bell at the Black Garden sounded clean; good. Heloise’s stall sat where it always sat, under the arch of the old aqueduct. Masks lined her table: saints, animals, strangers who looked a breath away from laughter. Altar wood shone beneath the lacquer. Her knife moved while she smiled for customers.

She flicked her gaze up when she saw me, just once, the way a professional acknowledges another professional. “Caleb.” She never called me Malachar. People who make things prefer the names they can nail.

“Heloise.” I lifted a fox mask, turned it, and set it down. I palmed the ribbon of one cut too recently to carry the stink of oil. “Who bought altar wood from the Hollow Convent without your say?”

Her knife paused. She cut another curl and let it fall. “Everyone buys scraps when the priests need coin before winter.”

“Not that altar.” I pitched my voice lower. “The old one. The one that served the salt vows.”

Her threaded needle stilled. Her customers glanced at the saints and kept their tongues to themselves because traders hear danger in tone. She drew the awl out of the wood slow, like pulling thorn from skin. “You think I’ve been blind in my own work?”

“I think you were busy with a harvest and a niece and three commissions the wardens wanted done yesterday.” I leaned in. “Tell me who cut you out.”

“Hargin,” she said, and spat into the shavings. “Priest with clean hands and a mouth full of rules. He brought vitrified oak that sang like bells when I touched it. Said it came from an old door. I know the sound of altars, Caleb.”

“When?”

“A fortnight. He paid with new coin and blessed my awl until it rusted overnight.” The corner of her mouth ticked. “I threw it back through his window.”

“Useful.”

She slid a mask to me, face down. A demon’s brow chased by a saint’s calm mouth. “Don’t wear that one,” she said. “It refuses to behave.”

I left her stall and cut into the clergy lane. The Convent’s gate loomed. Mirrors hung from the lintel, a sheet of broken faces catching torchlight. Two wardens in cut leather stood at the entrance like men guarding a story they didn’t dare tell.

I walked past without asking permission. Entrances are negotiations. I do not negotiate when stolen things sleep a corridor away.

Inside, the air tasted of old words. The hall stretched, arches ribbed like a whale. I headed toward the side chapel where the salt vows once bound kings to the sea—for trade, for war, for penance. No one used that altar now. No one should have. The pact between Elias and me had locked to the city’s geometry and then we locked it again with harsher law. If it leaked, someone pried at the hinges of two vows at once.

“Stop,” a warden said, and stepped into my path. She held her spear wrong for a real fight, right for ceremony.

“I’m late for confession,” I said. “I need a priest who knows how to lie.”

“You can confess to me,” she said. Her tone made it a joke. Her eyes did not.

I offered her the mask Heloise had warned me against. She didn’t lift a hand. Smart. I set it on a plinth and walked on.

“Sir,” she said, sharper.

I kept walking. The curse burned up my spine in a clean line, breath to bone to skin. I counted my steps. Fifty to the chapel. Forty. I adjusted the ring on my middle finger. Old iron, bright inside from gloves, dull outside from the city. It cut when I curled my hand tight, and the pain threw the worst of the change into a corner for later. It would not last beyond midnight; sometimes it did not last to the hour. Tonight, it already frayed.

At the side door, a glass rosary hung from a nail. I plucked it down, bit a bead, spat the sugar onto the floor. Fake. Harmless. Someone had sweetened the entry like a baker sweets stale bread.

The side chapel opened with a moan in the hinge. Candles guttered inside—salt candles, low and mean. The altar stone lay bare. A shallow bowl sat on it, bright with something that gleamed too quick for oil.

“Hargin,” I said.

He stepped from behind a column with a book in his hands and a face he’d trained to be kind. “Good evening,” he said. “What a busy night for masks.”

“Where did you take it from?”

He tilted his head. “Take what?”

“The door that birthed that bowl. Where?”

He smiled wider. “Rituals require vessels.”

“Spare me.”

He set the book down with care a man reserves for a thing he hopes will love him. “The city wants stories tonight,” he said. “The people asked for old magic to keep them from grief. I’m a servant.”

“You sold altar wood to a carver who knows what she’s doing. You kept the hinge. You kept the bowl. You bled the souvenir dry and asked it to sing something you didn’t write. The pact is not a song, Hargin.” I stepped closer. “It is a chain. Stop pulling.”

He watched my hands. “That chain keeps a devil in our district and your... friend breathing,” he said. “Would you prefer both roam?”

“I prefer that when a thing promises to protect, it actually protects.” I picked up the bowl and set it down harder than necessary. The sound rang wrong in the throat of the chapel. “Who told you to do this?”

“A vision,” he said. He looked delighted to say it. “A voice in the glass. It promised us a man returned.”

It came out then; the laugh I did not permit. “Of course it did.” My mouth tasted of penny and smoke. “Where did you hang the mirrors?”

He gestured up. The side walls glittered with small squares, each cut from a larger whole, arranged in a lattice that mirrored the lattice in Elias’s palm. Each square wore a smear of blood. Not enough to feed a demon. Enough to wake one.

I stepped under the web and let my shoulders brush the lowest row. The curse inside me saw itself THERE and bucked.

Not yet.

I swallowed pain and reached for the nearest mirror. A thumbprint marked its corner, blood fresh enough to smear. I wiped it. Cold ran down my wrist as if a hand had grabbed me from the other side. I did not jerk. I am old; I learned not to give a mirror that satisfaction.

Hargin watched as if this were a play. “If this is an error, you can correct it,” he said. “You do like correcting people.”

I removed a square. The lattice sang. I removed another. The pitch shifted. I pulled down six more and stacked them face to face on the altar so they only saw their own backs. The singing dulled to a thread.

The curse yanked my bones. Spots edged my vision. I braced my hand on the altar. Iron bit my finger pads. I smelled salt and a night when we wrote a clause that cost us two winters of sleep.

“Stop it,” Hargin said, startled now. He stepped forward. “You’ll collapse the—”

“Yes,” I said. “That’s the idea.”

“You don’t understand what he promised.”

“Do you?”

He swallowed. He didn’t.

I lifted the last square from the top row. The lattice sighed as if something inside had finally found an open door or the strength to stop knocking. The bowl on the altar stilled, the gleam in it smoothing into ordinary oil.

“That’s one hole sealed,” I said. “If the voice you admire wants the door open again, it will look for weaker hinges.”

“Elias—” Hargin said, and his mouth shaped love.

I had not warned him, and I’m not proud of that. I reached out and caught the front of his robe in my fist and pulled him close enough to smell the bad wine on his breath. “Don’t say his name,” I said, and let the demon in my voice show.

He went white and shut his mouth.

I left him with his bowl and his handful of useless mirrors and walked back into the hall before I gave the curse an arena. I made it as far as the aqueduct arch before the first joint slid wrong in my hand and heat roared through my chest. I ducked into the shadow of a cart and gripped the iron ring until skin broke. It slowed the change to a crawl and I forced my shoulder back into place with a wet pop that made a nearby girl wince and pretend she hadn’t heard.

I breathed. I stood. I crossed the square toward Elias’s building, the mask cool against my cheek. If the leak began at the Convent, someone smart would have placed a second latch closer to where the pact slept. Closest means Elias. The voice in his glass knew it. I would know it too if I were building a return from the edges of disallowed places.

I took the stairs with caution so I didn’t crack the plaster with a foot no longer built for these steps. Inside his hall, I rolled my shoulders until they sat right under the coat again. I adjusted the half-mask. I knocked once, twice. He opened on the second.

He had not bolted the door. Of course he hadn’t. He puts his body between threats and children and thinks doors are for other people.

“You’re back fast,” he said.

“I found one of the drains,” I said. “A priest with a need to be needed. I ruined his net.”

Something eased around his mouth. He let me in and shut the door. The kettle had boiled dry; he had forgotten it on the stove while he listened to the glass breathe. A hairline crack had crept farther down the mirror’s face, jagged and curious.

“Sit,” he said. “You look—”

“Like a man who ran down a warden’s lie.” I took the balcony chair because standing felt like a dare I couldn’t keep. He stood in front of me, arms crossed, then uncrossed. He reached as if to touch my jaw and his fingers met the edge of the mask instead. He hissed through his teeth, annoyed with metal.

“Let me,” he said, and lifted a hand to the strap at my temple.

“Don’t.” I caught his wrist. Too sharp. I loosened my grip. “Not yet. It’s holding too much together.”

He searched my eyes for a lie and found only the other thing. He looked lower and saw the dark seam along my cheekbone, the place where the mask met skin that had not cushioned a blow in two decades.

“What did he do to you?” he asked, and my laugh came out wrong.

“I did it to myself,” I said. “A long time ago.”

He reached again, slower. His knuckles brushed the edge of the mask. The strap shifted and caught. Pain shot bright across the ridge under my eye where bone did not sit like human bone anymore. I flinched before I could choose not to.

He stepped in until his knees touched mine. He slid his fingers under the leather and found the line of my scar. He didn’t trace it like a map. He rested his fingertips there as if to weigh the truth of my wince.

“Does it hurt?” he asked.

“Yes,” I said. I never give him the lie he uses to walk away from me. I also never give him more than he can carry. “It will pass.”

He held there, light as breath. The brand in his palm burned warm against the back of my hand where he had set it without realizing he had. The pact liked contact. It always had.

“I think there’s another latch,” I said. “Somewhere close. The mirrors in the city will call, but the thing we knew will choose this room. It wants witnesses.”

“It wants you,” he said.

“Maybe. It wants what you were when you wanted him.”

He didn’t flinch at that either. He doesn’t run from his own history; he only refuses to be ruled by it. He pulled his hand back and the room felt colder.

The square erupted in cheers. Children shrieked. Lanterns flared. Midnight approached, the hour the Feast slid into the part where masks stop being costumes and start being answers people prefer to their faces.

“Don’t go out,” I said. “Not until—”

“I’m not leaving,” he said. “I’m tired of leaving.”

We stood like that while the city tilted toward its climax. I kept my breathing even. I kept my hands quiet. The curse clawed, then rested, like a wave picking the shore clean one rock at a time. I could hold it a little longer.

He stepped to the sink and grabbed a cloth. He wet it. He came back and pressed the cloth under the edge of the mask to cool the skin. I closed my eyes because the relief stole my knees for a heartbeat.

“You live with this every night?” he asked.

“No,” I said. “Only on holy nights. The city agrees to fiction and my body remembers I am better at truth.”

He huffed—somewhere between a laugh and anger meant for someone else. He adjusted the cloth. He stroked the underside of the strap with his thumb once, an apology for earlier. I let my hand sit on his hip without pulling him closer.

Outside, the moon slid from behind cloud. Children shouted for the paper beasts to bow. Someone poured grain alcohol over the great brazier and fire ran up a chain like joyful murder.

Light flooded the room in one clean sheet.

The half-mask on my face made a sound like ice under a boot. A hairline crack chased across the cheek. Another leapt from brow to jaw. The strap went slack. I lifted a hand too slow.

The devil’s mask broke on its own as the Halloween light poured in.
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Caleb caught the falling pieces before they hit the floor. He eased the broken half-mask onto the table, palm covering the worst of the crack as if his skin could hold it together. The strap hung limp. Breath flooded his throat once, then went quiet again.

“Say it,” I said. “Tell me it’s nothing.”

“It’s not nothing,” he said. He kept his voice even. “It’s a clock striking.”

Outside, the square roared. My mirror had gone dull after the voice, as if a fogged window had dried and decided to behave. I didn’t trust that. The brand in my palm kept a steady burn, like a coal wrapped in cloth.

“I’m going down,” I said. “If the city’s turning, I want to see where first.”

Caleb lifted his head. The line under his eye, the one I’d touched, colored like a bruise waking. He started to object and chose not to. “Fine,” he said. “We go together. You stay where I can reach you.”

“Don’t give me orders.”

“I’m giving myself a rule,” he said. He stood and rolled his shoulders as if the coat sat wrong. The motion looked careful, not graceful. “Don’t make me break it.”

He tied the ruined strap anyway and set the cracked piece back on his face. The break cut across his cheek like lightning caught mid-step. He pulled the door open and waited until I passed.

We hit the stairs fast. Neighbors flowed down with us—masks simple, masks gaudy, masks carved from cheap tin and hung with mirrored discs. I counted the reflective surfaces as we moved: six on the landing, four stitched to a shawl, two strapped to a child’s wrists. Enough to echo anything hungry. I kept my eyes forward.

The square had changed while we argued with our faces. Fire ladders stood at the corners, hung with paper beasts that looked ready to sprint. Drums drove feet. Priests threaded the crowd with baskets of salted bread and mirrors small enough to hide in a palm. The rain smelled like it wanted to start but had not decided yet.

“He said ‘I’m still here’ like he meant it,” I said. “Lucien never wasted words.”

“Don’t give that voice a person,” Caleb said. He scanned the edges of the crowd, not the center. “Look for repeats. A gesture you’ve seen twice. A stall in two places. Leaks often mirror themselves.”

We moved. I took the left side of the square and watched the dancers and the carve stalls and the lines at the cider barrels. We stopped when a puppet troupe dragged a dragon on wheels through the lane and made the dragon mock a bishop. People threw coins. The dragon spit flour. The bishop laughed and blessed it. Normal. Almost normal. I kept walking.

A child in a saint’s mask ran into my leg and bounced off. I steadied him and set him upright. He flashed mirror disks at me with both hands. “For luck,” he said, then vanished into the crush before I could tell him to keep them covered.

Caleb knocked his shoulder into mine to turn me from a knot of wardens arguing with two women over a basket of grave lilies. “Not that fight,” he said.

We edged past the Black Garden. The bell sang clean when a boy tugged the pull, exactly how it had after I fixed it. I nodded at him. He grinned at me like a person satisfied with his small influence on the night. I took that into my pocket.

The first drop of rain hit the corner of my mouth. The second caught the scar on my palm and hissed, stupidly, like water touching a stove. Then the sky gave up being coy and let it fall.

Dancers cheered. People yanked masks lower to keep water off. Lanterns guttered, then steadied. Paper beasts lifted their paper feet as if to shake rain from them. The square became slick in seconds. I stepped around a spreading puddle and met a man in a black mask standing still in the open street.

He stood at the angle I knew—the way Lucien used to pivot when he wanted to be in your path without looking like he’d blocked it on purpose. Clean black suit. Black gloves. A simple mask that covered the top half of his face and cut the mouth free. Not a copy. A rhyme.

Caleb felt my pause. He turned slow. He looked where I looked.

“Don’t,” he said.

The man in the black mask tilted his head. His mouth smiled in a way that refused to reach his eyes because we could not see them. He lifted two fingers. The gesture said hello and come closer and don’t you miss me in the same motion without words. Rain glossed his shoulders. He did not wipe his face.

“See?” I said. “I didn’t give him a person. He took one.”

“Walk,” Caleb said. He placed two fingers just above my elbow and steered me into the press of people before I obliged the man by answering. I let him move me. The man in the mask didn’t follow. He pivoted with the crowd, always three bodies away, always in a line where I could find him if I sought him. I forced myself to look for other wrongness.

Two priests walked in lockstep on opposite sides of the square, swinging censers that smoked the same rhythm. Fine. A woman in a fox mask sold the same three masks at two tables. Not fine. We cut back and saw that her cousin wore her apron and her braid and even her mole, and the trick made money for both. Fine again. A mirror wheel mounted on a wagon spun too slow for wind. Not fine. We approached and I felt the brand push heat in warning.

Caleb slipped in front of me and tapped the axle with two knuckles. “Loose,” he told the man grinning behind the wheel. The man swore and dove under the wagon to fix a bolt that had not existed before Caleb pointed it out. When the wheel turned proper, the heat in my hand dropped a degree.

We wove back into the dance lane. Fiddles threw out a line. Drums answered. The dance-master shouted figures. Strangers grabbed strangers and spun until the rain forced laughter out of even the stubborn ones. I watched the lines fold and unfold. I watched for a man who never got wet. He wasn’t there, because whoever wore Lucien’s shape enjoyed the rain.

A pair of women grabbed me by both hands and pulled me into the circle before I could refuse. Caleb’s mouth creased like a man about to object and then he stepped in on the other side because he knew better than to leave me ground without a handhold. We moved. I counted steps. I turned when the line called for it. The brand went quiet for eight counts and then flared, like a match struck in another room. The circle reversed. We changed partners and our palms slid together, hot and certain.

“You’re working,” I said.

“Always,” Caleb said. He turned me under his arm, let me go, caught me again. “Watch your right.”

On my right, the man in the black mask joined our set without a partner. He slotted in as if he’d been there from the first call. He caught my left hand when the figure demanded it. His grip looked gentle. It held like a cuff.

“Evening,” he said.

“Even,” I said.

His skin ran cold. Not absent heat—just cold like a person who had stood by water too long. He didn’t squeeze. He let go when the line passed him on. In the next figure, he caught my hand again.

“You’re harder to reach than last year,” he said.

“Some of us learn.”

“Some of us wait,” he said, and smiled like a man proud of patience. We spun apart and together and every time I turned, he met me. Caleb closed our space when he could without breaking the pattern. The dance forced us polite. The rain forced us honest.

“What do you want?” I asked the masked man on the third pass.

“You,” he said. He made it light. He had been an artist at making knives sound like jewelry. “But I’ll take your attention.”

“You have it,” I said. “What will you pay?”

“Everything I haven’t already paid,” he said, and that smelled like him even while the face didn’t. The music quickened. The circle broke into pairs. We were supposed to change.

Caleb didn’t release me. He swung me out, caught me by the waist, pulled me in. The air punched out of me when chest met coat. The edge under his mask pressed my cheek. He didn’t look at the other man. He looked at me.

“I won’t let anyone take you again,” he said into my ear. Not a vow. A statement with teeth.

The rain thickened. People shouted for cloaks. The dance collapsed into a scramble for shelter, then started again in pockets where fools lived. The man in the black mask stepped backward without turning. He kept his face toward us as if to deny us the clean ending of a back. He raised his hands like a man conceding the first round. Then he drifted into a group with antlers and vanished between their salt-streaked shoulders.

“Stay with me,” Caleb said. He didn’t need to—my fingers had my own idea about him and wouldn’t let go. He scanned the rooftops, the alleys. He didn’t pretend ease now. The curse sat in his shoulders like a pack too heavy for a long road, but he didn’t bend.

“You saw him,” I said.

“I saw a suit and a mask and a movement,” he said. “I don’t give a face until I do my own work.”

“He talked like him.”

“He talked like your memory of him. That’s worse,” Caleb said. “Let me anchor you or he’ll find a seam.”

“Anchor me how?”

He slid his palm to my jaw. He didn’t push my head up for a kiss; he set a hand on the hinge of my mouth the way a craftsman tests a piece of joinery before sitting in the chair he made. “Give me your weight,” he said.

I did. I stepped into him. He took my balance and returned it with intent, not gentleness. We moved, not quite dancing now, more like practice for it. He kept his hand at my jaw. His other hand bracketed my hip. He set a rhythm and made me keep it, rain be damned. When I stumbled, he lifted me with the hand on my waist, small, unshowy, useful. My breath found his. My heartbeat stopped trying to match the brand and matched him instead.

“Better,” he said. He leaned his forehead to mine, mask and all, and took a breath through his nose. “Don’t look over my shoulder.”

“So something stands there,” I said.

“Yes,” he said. He didn’t add what. He didn’t need to. “We step left. You smile. You pretend I’m interesting.”

“You are,” I said.

“Then your work is easy.”

We stepped left. Someone jostled my back and apologized. Lantern light broke on rain like a million small knives and then went soft. Heloise shouted at someone to stop using cheap oil. Wardens whistled a pattern that meant lost child found. The city demanded attention. The man in black knew it and used it. I kept my eyes on Caleb’s mouth because it told me truth even when he lied by omission.

The dance closest to us picked up again. A fiddler
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