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We have just begun to navigate a strange region; we must expect to encounter strange adventures, strange perils.

—Arthur Machen, The Terror



These days, Devon only bought three things from the shops: books, booze, and Sensitive Care skin cream. The books she ate, the booze kept her sane, and the lotion was for Cai, her son. He suffered occasionally from eczema, especially in winter.

There were no books in this convenience store, only rows of garish magazines. Not to her taste, and anyway she had enough books to eat at home. Her gaze skipped across the soft porn, power tools, and home living publications down to the lowest strata, where children’s magazines glowed pink and yellow.

Devon ran short, ragged nails across the covers. She thought about buying one for Cai, because he seemed to like reading that kind of thing at the moment, and decided against it. After tonight, his preferences might change.

She walked to the end of the aisle, linoleum squishing beneath her heeled boots, and set her basket at the checkout. Four bottles of vodka and a tub of skin cream.

The cashier looked at the basket, then back at her. “D’you have ID?”

“Pardon?”

“Do you, have, any ID?” he repeated, slowly, as if to someone hard of hearing.

She stared. “I’m twenty-nine, for Christ’s sake.” And looked every year of it, too.

He shrugged, crossed his arms. Waiting. Wasn’t much more than a kid himself, at most eighteen or nineteen, working in the family shop and likely trying to follow all the rules.

Understandable, but she couldn’t oblige him. Devon didn’t have any ID. No birth certificate, no passport, no driver’s license; nothing. Officially, she didn’t exist.

“Forget it.” Devon shoved the basket at him, bottles clinking. “I’ll get a drink somewhere else.”

She stalked out, annoyed and flustered. Hordes of teenagers bought booze from other corner shops all the time. It was a daily occurrence around here. That someone would choose to card her, so clearly an adult, was ridiculous.

Only after she’d crossed the badly lit street did she realize that she’d left without buying the skin cream. It was a small failure, forgetting the lotion, but she failed Cai so constantly in so many different, myriad ways that even this tiny mistake was sufficient to wring her insides with fresh anger.

She considered going back for it, then checked her watch. The time was pushing 8 P.M. Already in danger of running late.

Besides, eczema was nothing compared to his hunger. Much more important to feed him.

Newcastle-upon-Tyne was a pretty enough city, if a little rowdy for Devon’s liking. This time of year, the sun set at 4 P.M. and the sky was already fully dark, the lamps abuzz. The lack of ambient light suited her mood. Compulsively, she checked her phone with its short list of contacts. No texts. No calls.

She slunk past a row of decrepit terraces. Passersby drifted up and down the pavement. A tight knot of people huddled outside one of the houses, drinking and smoking. Music leaked through curtainless windows. Devon took a left off the main street to avoid the crowds.

There were so many things to remember when she was out and around humans. Feigning cold was one of them. Thinking of it, she drew her coat tight around her, as if bothered by the chill. Walking with sound was another. She scuffed her feet with deliberate heaviness, grinding gravel and dust beneath her heels. Big boots helped with the plodding tread, made her clunky and stompy like a toddler in adult wellies.

Her vision in darkness was another awkward one. Having to remember to squint, and to pick her way across a detritus-littered pavement that she could see with perfect clarity; having to feign a fear she never felt, but which should have ruled her. Solitary human women walked with caution in the night.

In short, Devon had always to act like prey, and not like the predator she had become.

She picked up the pace, keen to get home. The flat she rented (cash only, no questions) occupied a squalid space above a tire shop. In the daytime it was noisy, reeked of oil, and filled with the conversation of customers. The evenings were quieter, if no less foul-smelling.

Down the alley, up the stairs to the back entrance. There was no street-facing door, but that was a good thing. Meant she could come and go by dark side alleys, unwatched by curious eyes—and so could her visitors, when she had them. Privacy was essential.

Devon fished out a set of keys, hanging around her neck on a lanyard. The cord was entangled with a brass compass on a steel chain. She shook the lanyard free, slotted the key in, and wrestled briefly with the lock before stepping inside.

Since neither she nor her son required light, the flat sat in perpetual dark. It saved on the energy meter and reminded her a little of home, back when home had been welcoming: the cool unlit calm of Fairweather Manor, with its shade-tinted hallways and shadow-layered libraries.

She was expecting human company, though, and switched on all the lights. Cheap bulbs flickered into anemic existence. The flat contained only a claustrophobic living space, a small kitchenette with fold-out table, a bathroom veering off to the left, and a locked bedroom to her right where her son spent much of every day. She dropped her bag by the door, hung her coat on a hook, and clunked across to his room.

“Cai? Are you awake?”

Silence, then the faintest of shuffles from within.

“No lotion, sorry,” she said. “They were out. I’ll get some tomorrow, aye?”

The shuffling stopped.

Always, she was tempted to go in and offer comfort of some kind. By the three-week mark, starvation would have ravaged him to thinness, his suffering spiraling into unbearable agony as his body began to produce toxins. The madness already gnawed his mind, incurable except through his next feed, and even after feeding, the craving would remain ever-present. He would either sit in a corner, huddled up and unresponsive, or else attack her in a frothing rage.

Impossible to know which reaction she’d get and so, fingers shaking, she checked and double-checked the bolts instead of going in. One on the top and one on the bottom, both solid things she’d installed herself, and one regular lock that required a key. The room had no window, courtesy of its awkward layout in relation to the shop; no additional security needed there. For once.

Someone knocked at the entrance to her flat. She jumped, felt chagrined, then checked her watch. Ten past eight; bang on time. Just as well she’d not gone back for the lotion.

Devon went to let in her guest. He had a name, but she would not allow herself to think it. Better to consider only his role, his profession: the local vicar. He needed to be no more and no less.

The vicar waited anxiously on her doorstep, wearing a black-and-mustard coat that might have been fashionable forty years ago. He had kind eyes, a quiet demeanor, and impressive patience with his quarrelsome congregation. Not touchy-feely with kids and no severe personal problems that she could find after two weeks of intense stalking. Everyone had small vices and little problems, always, but that was a given, and she could cope with the small stuff. They were only human, after all.

“Thanks for coming.” Devon hunched herself smaller. Be uneasy, be reluctant, and above all, be vulnerable. The sure-fire act that suckered them every time. “I didn’t think you would.”

“Not at all!” He offered a smile. “As I told you on Sunday, it’s no trouble.”

Devon said nothing, looking sheepish and fiddling with the compass around her neck. She’d done this conversation or some variation of it so many times, tried all kinds of lines, and found it was better to let them take the initiative. Probably she should have put on something more feminine to look even more unthreatening, but she despised dresses.

“May I come in?” he ventured, and she feigned embarrassment for her rudeness, stepping aside.

His gaze snagged on the dilapidated interior. Devon couldn’t blame him. She gave the usual, awkward apologies for the state of the flat while he gave the usual demurring reassurances.

That ritual completed, she said, “My son is in a bad way. I spoke to him earlier, and he didn’t answer. You may not have much luck, I’m afraid.”

The vicar nodded, lips pursed with concern. “If you are happy for me to try, I will see if I can speak to him.”

Devon clenched her teeth to hold back a contemptuous laugh. As if talking could solve problems like this. Wasn’t the vicar’s fault, she’d been the one to say that Cai had depression, but hysteria crept up on her nonetheless.

The vicar was still awaiting a response. She managed a tight nod, hoping he’d read her emotions for the right kind of conflicted, and led him to the locked door.

“You lock your son in his room?” He sounded shocked, and she could feel the weight of his judgment as she undid each bolt. No doubt he thought she had something to do with Cai’s present mental state.

If only he knew.

“It’s complicated.” Devon turned the key and paused, aware her heart was racing. “I need to ask you something.”

“What is it?” The vicar was wary, his senses alert to a danger that his eyes could not perceive.

Didn’t matter. He’d been lost the moment he stepped inside.

She met his gaze. “Are you a good person?” The question that consumed her, every time. Every victim. “Are you kind?”

He frowned, considering his words. Trying to understand what reassurance she sought, not that he had a cat’s chance in hell of guessing. Still, his hesitation was its own reassurance. The bad ones lied, quick and smooth—or worse, brushed it aside, sometimes with humor. Only those with a conscience would stop and evaluate her question.

“None of us are truly good,” the vicar said, at last. He put a hand on her shoulder, so gently, so kindly, and she almost threw up on the spot. “All we can do is live by the light we are given.”

“Some of us don’t have any light,” Devon said. “How are we supposed to live, then?”

He blinked. “I—”

Devon caught his wrist, wrenched the door open, and shoved him in. The vicar wasn’t frail but Devon was far stronger than she looked and had the element of surprise. He stumbled forward, startled and gasping, into the darkness of Cai’s room. Devon yanked the door shut and held it hard.

“I’m so sorry,” she said through the keyhole. “I’m just doing the best I can.”

The vicar didn’t answer. He was already shouting and thrashing.

Really, it was pointless to apologize. Victims didn’t want your sorry-so-sorrys when you were hurting them, they wanted you to stop. Devon couldn’t oblige, though, and apologies were all she had these days. Apologies, and booze.

The noise of the vicar’s muffled struggling trickled away in a minute or less. She could never decide which was worse: the wailing, or the silence. Maybe they were equally bad. After a moment of dithering, she let go of the doorknob. No point locking up. Cai wouldn’t be dangerous, not anymore, and better to make sure he could leave his room if he wished.

The flat oppressed, mildewed walls crushing her spirit to flatness. After so many days of ravenous hunger, her son would need to sleep off his feed. In the meantime, she wanted a drink and there was no vodka in the house.

No, wait. She still had a half bottle of whiskey, left behind by the previous person she’d brought to her home. Devon didn’t like whiskey, but right now she liked being sober even less. A couple minutes of rifling through the cabinets turned up the errant alcohol.

Bottle in hand, Devon locked herself in the tiny, dingy bathroom and drank into oblivion.
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She was a princess of the magic line. The gods had sent their shadows to her christening.

—Lord Dunsany, The King of Elfland’s Daughter



Devon was eight years old when she met her first human, though she did not realize what he was at the time. Or rather, she did not realize what she was.

Growing up, there had only been the Six Families, scattered across different regions of Britain. Devon’s family was the Fairweathers, whose North Yorkshire estate was wedged between low-lying hills and wild moorland. Uncle Aike was the patriarch of their manor because he was the wisest, even though he was not the oldest. Under him were a succession of other aunts and uncles ranging from barely adult to discreetly ancient.

And under them were the seven Fairweather children, of whom all except Devon were boys. There were very few women around, for girl-children were rare among the Families. The uncles outnumbered the aunts, just as the brothers outnumbered their sister, and no brides were in residence at the time. Devon’s own mother was an unremembered face, having long since moved on to another marriage contract.

“You’re the only princess in our little castle,” Uncle Aike would say with a wink. Tall and gray-haired, he enjoyed folding his lanky frame into comfortable chairs and drinking copious quantities of inktea. “You get to be Princess Devon. Just like in the fairy tales, eh?” He would make a little flourish with his hands, a smile crinkling up the corners of his mouth.

And Devon would laugh, put on a crown made from braided daisies, and run around the yard in her tattered lace dress shouting I’m a princess! Sometimes, she tried to play with the aunts, because if she were a princess then they ought to be queens. But always, the older women withdrew from her with anxious glances, rarely leaving their own bedrooms. Devon eventually decided they were boring and left them alone.

The house itself was a ten-bedroom building, three stories high. It might have been quite ordinary for manors of that type if not for the haphazard collection of parapets, extensions, tile roofs, and Gothic flourishes. (“Courtesy of your great-uncle Bolton,” Uncle Aike had said once. “Architecture was his, ah, treasured pastime.”)

Beneath the ground, more levels sprawled with delightfully twisted passageways. Devon knew every nook and corner, from the dark sublevel halls to the sun-filled music rooms of the upper floors.

And the libraries. Like the other Families, the Fairweathers had libraries with a flavor all their own: vintage books stitched from carefully aged leather—the darker, the better—with textured, embossed covers. When opened, the brown-edged pages flaked in soft, dry puffs, smelling faintly of March rain. One bite and Devon’s bookteeth could sink straight through those covers and chewy strings of binding, tongue alive with the acidic tang of ink-tinged paper.

“Biblichor,” Uncle Aike liked to say, rolling the word in his mouth. “That is a word that means the smell of very old books. We love biblichor, here. And other old things.”

“Everything in the house is old,” Devon giggled. Like the paintings in the downstairs dining room; four hundred years old, apparently. “I think you’re very old!”

Uncle Aike always laughed, was never offended. “Maybe I am, princess, but you’ll never make it to my age with that tongue of yours!”

That tongue of yours. Lots of people commented on Devon’s tongue. She stuck it out, sometimes, inspecting it in the mirror. There was nothing special about her tongue that she could ever see.

The land they lived on stretched vast to the eyes of a child. Rocky hills couched moorland, full of hollows and peat bogs. In summer, when the moors bloomed purple with heather, Devon chased rabbits and grouse birds. Twice she found otters, whose little fangs looked like her own growing bookteeth. In winter, the grass dried up and crisped with frost. She built snowmen with her brothers and they ran together, ever barefoot, through the hillocks and valley forests.

And then, one January morning, eight-year-old Devon went out on her own in search of snow buntings and red fox vixens. She had heard the foxes barking in the night and hoped to catch a glimpse of one scampering across the snow, like flame racing across paper.

She’d hardly gone three hundred yards, crossing into the small wood behind the house, when an unfamiliar noise snagged her attention. Someone was crashing through the trees and snow with loud, clumsy steps. No one at Fairweather Manor walked so heavily and Devon, intrigued, went to investigate.

A man she didn’t recognize slogged and huffed through freshly fallen snow. He was of indeterminate Adult Age, with dark hair and warm brown skin, his chin fully bearded. A curling black moustache framed his nose. Weirdly, he wore heavy boots, long trousers, funny knitted things on his hands, and bizarre puffed clothes that buttoned up to his chin. Another knitted thing sat on his head.

It took her a moment to recognize his gear as gloves, coat, and hat. They were things she knew from stories but had never seen on a real person. He looked so different from adults on the estate, who were rather paler and mostly dressed in dusty old suits. She wondered if he might be a knight of the Six Families, but knights usually traveled in pairs, on motorcycles, with a dragon in tow. He had no partner and no dragon and definitely no motorcycle.

She circled behind and tapped his shoulder.

“Hi,” she said, and snickered when he nearly fell over with shock. How had he not seen her? All that fabric must have muted his senses.

“Holy—!” He checked himself, took a breath. Frost dusted his dark sideburns, and the hems of his trousers were soaked from melted snow. “Where did you come from, little one?”

Devon was utterly delighted. It’d been at least two years since she’d managed to sneak up on anyone. “Are you one of my cousins?” She skipped around him in a circle. “I haven’t seen you before. Why aren’t you in a car? I thought all the cousins came in cars.”

“Cousin? No, I don’t think so.” For some reason, he kept staring at her bare feet and knees, and her sleeveless linen dress. “Aren’t you cold, love?”

She stopped in her tracks, puzzled. “What do you mean?”

She knew about cold from eating all the right books. Cold was what made snow happen, instead of rain, just like in the Snow Queen story.

It was snowing now, light flakes landing on her arms and filling in her footprints. And it felt different from heat: balmy, instead of spikey. But cold was a part of the world and its seasons, a sensation detached from reaction. Not something that you had to do anything about.

“Strong kid,” he said, eyebrows raised. “To answer your question, I’m not a cousin. I’m a guest, I suppose.”

Now that, Devon understood. “You’re very rude, then,” she said, hands on hips. “If you really are a guest to the house, you’re supposed to tell me who you are and where you’re from.”

She knew that non-Cousin people existed in the world: humans, who ate animal flesh and dirty plants plucked from the soil. But guest or not, Family or not, everyone had to show what Uncle Aike called basic courtesy.

“Is that so?” A tentative smile. “Very well, my apologies. I’m Amarinder Patel, or ‘Mani’ for short. I’m a journalist from London. Do you know London?”

Devon nodded. Everybody knew London. That was where the Gladstones lived, far down south. They were the biggest, richest, and most powerful of the Families. She’d met some of their visiting cousins once.

“And you are?” Mani’s smile stabilized, became more genuine.

“I’m Devon Fairweather of the Six Families,” she informed him. “All of this land belongs to Fairweather Manor.”

“The Six Families?” he echoed.

Devon gave up being polite. “What’s a jerna … ​jernaliss?” If he wasn’t going to do the right words, then neither would she.

“Jour-na-list,” he said, with slow emphasis. “The investigative kind. That means I do research and go chasing strange stories. Sometimes, the things I discover appear on the telly. Isn’t that exciting?”

“What’s the telly?”

Another pause, shorter this time. He was learning to hide his surprise. “Devon … ​interesting name, by the way … ​I actually came here in search of your family. There are rumors about a remote clan living in the moors. I was hoping I could write a story—”

“A story? Like, a new one?” Devon was immediately interested. “Can all jour-na-lists write stories?”

“Well—”

“Will you write one just for me?” Questions burst from her in an excited flurry. “Can I eat it when you’re done? I’ve never had a story written for me to eat!”

The smile slid from his face, like melting snow from a roof. “Eat it?”

“Is that how stories are made? I always wondered but Uncle Aike said he’d tell me when I was older. How do you write a story? I can’t write a story. Will it be a book when you’re finished? Do all stories become books?”

“You can’t write?” he said, bewildered.

“Huh? Of course not!” She goggled at him. “How can we write?” If book eaters could write, they wouldn’t need other people’s books. The uncles had told her that.

Mani let out a slow breath. “I see.” He turned up the collar of his coat. “Do you have a mum or dad?” When she looked confused, he added, lips twisting, “Someone who looks after you. A grown-up.”

“Oh. D’you mean Uncle Aike?” Devon said, trying not to let her disappointment show. Uncle Aike got all the visitors. “I guess I could take you to him.” She knew the stranger wouldn’t be wanting to see the aunts, because nobody ever wanted to see the aunts.

“Sure,” Mani said darkly. “Let’s meet your uncle Aike.”

Devon skipped through the snowdrifts, disappointment giving way to self-consolation. So what if the visitor wanted to see Uncle Aike? She’d found him first. Ramsey would be so jealous. Her other brothers, too, but she didn’t like them as well as Ramsey; most were much older and very boring and didn’t play with her so much. Anyway, she would rub it in Ramsey’s face all week. Maybe two weeks.

The forest thinned rapidly into rocky hills whose hard edges were softened with frost. The house unfolded into view, giving the illusion of a pop-up children’s book, the ancient parapets jutting uncomfortably against failing winter light. A few of Devon’s brothers were kicking a ball in the wild, overgrown gardens out front. None of them paid any attention to her except Ramsey, who looked over in pure astonishment. Devon took smug pleasure in his shock.

“No power source, no crops, no adequate clothing for any of the children. House in a state of disrepair, and the grounds look poorly tended. Yet they have modern cars on the drive.” Mani was muttering into a small black device with a red flashing light. “Can’t help but wonder what they eat. Insular and isolated, either way. Could these folks be the source of those old local legends?” He caught her staring and smiled disarmingly.

“Follow me!” Devon said, and tugged him, strangely reluctant, beneath the yawning archway into the entrance hall beyond.

A once-rich carpet lay tattered and flat over a rough-hewn stone floor. Crystalline light fixtures hung darkly immaculate, barren of candle or bulb. If they’d ever been lit, Devon had never seen it. The rooms they passed contained low couches or polished wooden tables, the chandeliers and lamps also unused. Walls were thickly lined with shelves, unending shelves. The scent of biblichor suffused everything.

She took a sharp left at the end of the hallway and skipped into the drawing room, Mani trailing after. Several of her uncles were gathered around a particularly large oak table, playing a game of bridge and drinking inktea. The moment Devon and her prize visitor walked in, all conversation ceased. Every head swiveled their way.

“Uncle!” Devon said. “I found a guest!”

“So you have.” Uncle Aike set down his fan of cards. “Who are you, sir?”

“Amarinder Patel, freelance journalist,” Mani said, and extended a hand. “I was looking—”

“This is private property.” Uncle Aike rose slowly. When not stooping, he stood over six feet. “You are not allowed to be here. Journalists, in particular, are not welcome.”

Devon looked on, bewildered. She had never seen her favorite uncle so unfunny. So lacking in Basic Courtesy.

Mani lowered his hand. “I’m sorry, I would have called in advance, but I wasn’t even sure you and your family lived here. There’s no listed phone number on the land registry, no names on the electoral register—”

“Quite so.” Uncle Aike leaned forward, knuckles pressed to the table. “Did it occur to you, Mr. Patel, that perhaps we have no wish to be contacted? Least of all by a journalist. Private citizens are entitled to private lives.”

The air seemed to thicken, stifling Devon’s questions. Something was happening that she didn’t understand, though nobody seemed to be mad at her.

Mani adjusted his glasses. “Very well, I’ll see myself out.”

But Uncle Aike pointed to an empty seat and said, “Nonsense. Done is done, and you are already here. Take a seat, please.” A muscle jumped in his cheek. “This is what you have come for, yes? To find the members of my Family? Well, come and speak to us, and we shall converse like adults.”

“I …” Mani fidgeted with his small black machine, turning it over and over in his hands. To the perspective of this fully human man, he had entered a dark and somber room lined with crumbling tomes and populated by looming, pale-faced figures in old-fashioned suits. Not a situation for the faint of heart.

But after a moment, his professionalism and rationality won out. Mani edged over and sat down, squashed between Uncle Bury and Uncle Romford.

“Dev, my dear.” Uncle Aike did not take his eyes off the journalist. “Go and play, yes? We will be a little while, having a chat with Mr. Patel.”

“But …” Devon glanced mournfully at the table, where her guest sat rigid. She always had to leave when the grown-ups talked, and it was never fair.

Uncle Aike shifted his gaze toward Devon, shoulders and face softening a little. “Tell you what. Take yourself up to my room, little princess, and find one of the special-edition fairy tales. But off the lowest shelf, mind. Nothing naughty, aye?”

“Oh! I will, I will!” Devon scampered out of the room in excitement. Though fairy tales were all she ever ate, some were better than others, and the special ones in her uncle’s study tasted exquisite: the crisp gold bindings, ribbon bookmarks, bright illustrations with multihued inks. An explosion of color and sparkles, words dangling and lingering on the palate.

The last thing she heard before darting up the stairs was her uncle saying, “Romford, shut that door, if you please.”

She forgot all about them by the time she reached the top of the stairs. Uncle Aike’s study occupied a smallish room on the east wing, and it was here she headed.

Devon slipped in soundlessly. These walls held Renaissance paintings and an eclectic selection of instruments, including a Chinese lute, none of which Devon had ever heard her uncle play. Gifts from ’eaters in other countries, back when traveling abroad had been a little easier. Too much paperwork, nowadays.

A desk and some chairs made for a cozy sitting area; a king-sized bed took up much of the remaining floor space. The windows had long since been boarded over on the inside and fitted with yet more shelves. The closest shelf housed multiple copies of various Arthurian legends; those were usually given to her brothers. Full of stories that girls didn’t need to know.

Below that was a row of fairy tales. “Beauty and the Beast,” “Cinderella,” “Sleeping Beauty,” and “Snow White.” Various others. All stories of girls who sought and found love, or else who fled their homes and found death. She could almost hear him saying, The lesson is in the story, my dear. That was the shelf her uncle had specified.

Devon had other ideas.

She dug out the little wooden stool her uncle kept under the bed and dragged it over. She could, if she stood on her toes, just reach the tallest shelf, which was much more exciting.

From this vantage point she couldn’t see what books were there, but it didn’t matter. All of those books were forbidden, and thus desirable. Even the most diligent of children got tired of the same meal, day in and day out; she couldn’t miss the chance to try something different.

Her fingers closed around the edge of a paper-bound spine and Devon pulled the book free, nearly losing her balance. Her uncle would be cross if he found out, and she might have to eat nothing except boring dictionaries for a whole week, but the excitement of something forbidden seemed worth the risk.

She sat on the stool and examined her prize. Jane Eyre was stamped across the binding in a perfunctory script. The red leather cover was embossed with an illustration of a young woman surrounded by flowers. The printing date meant that the author was long dead. A shiver ran through her. That words could remain, printed anew and afresh long after the original writer had died, never failed to amaze. Devon flipped it open at random.


Something of vengeance I had tasted for the first time; as aromatic wine it seemed, on swallowing, warm and racy: its after-flavour, metallic and corroding, gave me a sensation as if I had been poisoned.



How delightfully naughty, how ungirlish and un-princess-like! The idea that vengeance might taste like a particularly exciting book was deeply intriguing. This novel, whatever it was, would surely be far more interesting than the usual fairy tale.

She opened her mouth, teeth unsheathing—and halted. A strange urge came over her to not eat the book at all, but simply to pocket it. To read it, in fact, which was possible to do, if a little wrong.

Reading was a shameful thing. We consume written knowledge, her aunts and uncles had said so many times. We consume and store and collect all forms of paper flesh as the Collector created us to do, clothed as we are in the skin of humankind. But we do not read, and we cannot write.

Which was fine, except that everybody knew the Collector was never coming back. The book eaters would live and die without ever passing on their gathered information to the Collector’s unknowable data vaults. She couldn’t see the purpose behind their purpose.

Besides, taking a book from the top shelf was already wrong. It would not hurt to be just a little bit wronger.

One sin beget another; the decision was made in an instant. Devon stuffed the book inside her shirt to take it back to her own room, over in the western wing. She picked her way through the loft to the other side of the manor then climbed down, slipping into her room. By the time she’d read a chapter and hidden the stolen copy of Jane Eyre under her mattress, nearly an hour had passed.

She re-emerged into the hallway, straightening her dress and trying not to look criminal. The manor was very quiet, even for a wintry afternoon. The aunts were likely sequestered up in their quarters, from which they rarely emerged. The only sounds were the raucous yelling and shouting of her brothers milling outside but even that seemed muted, and more subdued than when she’d brought Mani through.

She jolted upright. The journalist! How had she forgotten about her guest? Devon took the steps two at a time and half sprinted back toward the drawing room.

But her guest was already gone. In fact, the drawing room was empty except for Uncle Aike, who sat by the fireplace with his feet on a stool. He looked up as Devon entered, and waved her over. “Come in, love. Have a seat.”

She snuggled into the chair next to her uncle. “Where’s the jour-na-list?”

“Mr. Patel is resting, in a room in the cellar.” Uncle Aike had the gentlest hands, never snagging or tugging as he finger-combed through Devon’s tangles. “Tomorrow morning, knights will come to take him away.”

“Away?” She had only met knights once. They’d been serious and scary, not at all nice or funny like her uncle. “Where to?”

“To Ravenscar Manor,” he said, after a moment of hesitation. “It is near the coast, many miles from here. The patriarch there has a use for humans.”

“Oh,” Devon said, crestfallen that another house would get to steal her guest. “I wanted him to stay.”

“I’m sorry, princess. I know you did. But I’m afraid Mr. Patel was not a pleasant man. He wished to tell stories about us to other people.”

“Stories are good things. Aren’t they?”

“Not all stories are good things, no.” Uncle Aike kissed the side of her head. “You only have the right books to eat in this house, because we only give you the right stories, appropriate for a little princess. However, some stories are certainly bad, and your poor Mr. Patel would have written very bad stories.”

Devon mulled that over. “Does that mean he was a broken writer?”

“Of a sort.” He seemed amused by what she’d said. “Yes, that is a good enough description.”

“Oh, I see! Are the Ravenscars going to fix him, Uncle?”

“They certainly will, love,” said her uncle, gazing into the fire. “They certainly will.”
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But where did the book eaters come from? There is no evidence to suggest they are a mutant strain of evolution at work, and humanity took thousands of years to develop paper-making technology.

The book eaters themselves tell wildly unbelievable legends of the Collector, an extraterrestrial being who created them to look humanoid, and who placed them on Earth for the purpose of gathering knowledge (book eating) and sampling human experiences (mind eating).

But the Collector, so their bizarre story goes, never returned. Hence the ’eaters remain, remnants of an abandoned alien science project.

—Amarinder Patel, Paper and Flesh: A Secret History



Devon dreamed of hell, as she often did these days.

Some humans had sexual fantasies in their nightly visions, or nightmares about going to job interviews naked. Her dream was neither, though it had elements of both.

It always began with the ground opening beneath her feet into a broad tunnel streaked with lava. Cartoonish, that. She fell without resistance or surprise and landed on her knees in a subterranean pit worthy of Dante’s Inferno, a book that she’d once tried to eat but had spat out because it tasted of brimstone and bile. She’d never had much of a palate for classics.

A voice spoke from the blackness, telling her politely that she would suffer for her sins, and she laughed with relief until she cried. A whip cracked comically, landing across her shoulders, and Devon woke abruptly with searing pain in her spine. She was lying on the bathroom floor, head twisted at an angle and neck protesting with a stubborn ache. Her phone, when she checked it, read 12:04 A.M.

Devon uncurled herself and threw up a belly’s worth of whiskey into the toilet. Human food was beyond distasteful and gloopy—she had been curious enough to try it a few times—but alcohol went down easier. Especially wine. Lovely, amazing wine.

Poison expelled, Devon crawled over to the sink and pulled herself to standing. A haggard, lined face peered out from the warped bathroom mirror, haunted by tired circles under each eye. That blend of traits and features, courtesy of her convoluted heritage. Chipped nails, chapped lips, and a Nirvana shirt with more creases than seams completed the bedraggled appearance of an accidental Goth after a bad night out.

“I used to be a princess, you know.” Her reflection frowned doubtfully. Princesses in the books she’d read were pretty, delicate things: few of them were six-foot-tall murderesses with a penchant for shorn-off hair and leather jackets. Funny, that.

Devon flipped herself the finger and set about brushing her teeth. Both sets of teeth, because her bookteeth needed cleaning, too. When her breath no longer stank of vomit, she went in search of her son.

Cai had moved from his room to the sofa and fallen asleep on the cushions in a tightly curled ball. So small, so painfully thin. Devon didn’t have the heart to move him back to his bed. He might wake if she did, and anyway, he hated being cooped up in that cramped space.

Not that she could blame him. The kind of life he lived would be misery for any child. At his age she’d spent more time outside than in. But Devon’s childhood hadn’t been ruled by a hunger that drove her to scoop out people’s brain matter with her tongue, as Cai’s was.

If her son were to have any hope of a functional life, he needed Redemption. Not the religious kind but the chemical kind: a Family-manufactured drug developed specifically for mind eaters. When taken regularly, it allowed him to eat paper the way she did.

The trick was getting ahold of some.

Her mobile phone buzzed on the kitchenette counter. She walked over, picked it up, and flipped the shell open.


CHRIS

ive found em. said what u told me to say.

Lets meet and chat? crows nest pub, 8pm tmrw. will u be there??



Devon thumbed the cheap plastic keys.

Only one of the Families, the Ravenscars, had ever produced Redemption. The Ravenscar patriarchs had kept the ingredients and process a tightly kept secret, which allowed them to maintain a position of power and money over the other Families.

All that changed when, a couple years ago, the Ravenscars had abruptly imploded. Some of the patriarch’s adult children had tried to break away from their Family, something that Devon could sympathize with deeply. A bloodbath fight broke out that ended with dozens dead, including the patriarch himself. Meanwhile, the surviving Ravenscar siblings disappeared, and took their stores of Redemption.

Good for them; not so good for her son. Cai had been raised on Redemption, like most mind eater children. In the aftermath of the Ravenscar coup, access to the drug dried up almost overnight. All remaining doses were with the knights and kept for their adult dragons.

Cai had only three choices for his future: consume humans, starve to death, or get “put down” by the Families.

Devon wasn’t going to let her son starve, nor would she let anyone kill him. The Ravenscars were still alive, somewhere, and that meant there was a chance they could help. If she could convince them it was worth their while.

First, though, she had to find them.

For reasons that Devon could not fathom, the Ravenscars were, as far as she could tell, apparently continuing to manufacture Redemption. There was no reason for them to do so, since they did not have mind eaters of their own to feed.

Whatever their motivations, it made Devon’s life easier. For the past year, she had traversed the country, trying to track down the Ravenscars through their chemical suppliers.

In the meantime, she fed her son humans to keep him alive.

After months of searching, she’d finally had a reply. One man, an illicit drug dealer, admitted he was still selling quantities of certain compounds to the Ravenscars. He also claimed he could put Devon in touch. If he were telling the truth, this was the breakthrough she’d sought.

A moaning shuffle broke her reverie. The vicar stirred mindlessly in Cai’s room.

Reluctantly, she folded the phone shut. Replying could wait until she got back and Cai was awake. He could help her with the typing.

The vicar lay curled on his side on the floor of Cai’s room. A tiny trickle of dried blood ran from his ear. He was still alive; he breathed, he blinked, and his heart still beat. Sometimes he grunted. His survival surprised her. Many of Cai’s victims did die from shock, or internal cranial bleeding. Having a chunk of one’s brains liquefied and sucked out wasn’t pleasant.

But in every practical sense, he might as well have died. His memories, personality, and all he had ever been now belonged to her son. Until the next meal, anyway, when much of that would be overwritten afresh.

Devon went through his worn pockets. Vicars didn’t tend to have much money, and he was no exception. She plucked out all the ID but otherwise left the wallet intact. He didn’t have enough worth stealing. Not compared to the twenty-odd grand she kept in a bag.

He did have a Bible, at least. Devon liked those. She unsheathed her bookteeth and bit through the spine. Worn leather, loving hands, sweat, communion wine. Words flowed across her tongue, psalms merging with commandments, sacred newborns blending with war and desecration. Wafer-thin paper flesh crinkled delicately with every chew.

Used books never had the crispness of new ones, but they each carried a flavor unique to their owners that Devon, like every proper Fairweather, enjoyed discovering. Twelve bites to finish the book. She wiped ink from her chin, belly pleasantly full even as her head buzzed with archaic verses and old prophecies. Eating settled her mood, and her lingering queasiness from the alcohol abated.

Devon stripped the vicar down to his boxers. He’d wet himself; they usually did. From a sack in the closet, she dug out a selection of tattered, dingy clothes she had collected from charity shops. She dressed him in trousers, shirt, and foul-smelling coat. That done, she put the empty Scotch bottle in her bag and slung it on.

“Up you get.” Devon slid an arm underneath his shoulders. He weighed about a hundred and eighty pounds, she judged, but book eaters were strong. She supported him with ease, guiding his shuffling form toward the door. Of those who lived, some could walk, some couldn’t. He could. So much the better for her.

Devon checked her watch. Timewise, it was almost half past one in the morning. She steered her charge down the stairs, toward the alley exit. The night hung moonless and dark, punctuated at semi-regular intervals by rusted lamps.

“I’m glad you aren’t married,” she told him softly as they stepped into a puddle of streetlight. “It kills me to pick the married ones. You know? It’s not fair on the children. Or the partners.”

The vicar didn’t answer. He had no more words to give; the pages of him were blank.

Devon skirted the main streets, sticking to alleys and underpopulated areas, crossing through the local unlit park to avoid a busy neighborhood. In the dark and at a distance, they looked like two lovers, out for an evening stroll, or two drunk friends leading each other home.

Disposing of Cai’s victims was one of her biggest hurdles. Ethically difficult, because she struggled with the guilt, but also logistically difficult: the grimly practical aspect of hiding bodies. Even when they survived, she could not keep them with her, incontinent and unable to feed themselves. And simply leaving them at a hospital would be suspicious. Medical examinations might bring to light the strangeness of their injuries.

Fortunately for her, human society already had an entire underclass of people who were functionally invisible.

The homeless shelter came into sight as Devon and the vicar drew closer. Much like the people it served, the building had seen better days. Someone had converted a series of shopfronts by knocking through the walls and replacing the glass windows with metal gratings. Concrete steps led up to a triple-locked door. Some shelters had CCTV, which made things awkward. Devon knew from past experience that this one did not.

She settled the vicar on the steps. He slumped sideways. Devon adjusted him to be more comfortable, tilting his head to a better angle. The absolute least she could do. Then she took the now-empty Scotch bottle from her bag and tucked it into the crook of his arm.

All that done, she cast a final glance around. Empty road, spilled-ink sky, no one about. She gave the vicar a tiny salute. He stared with vacant eyes, a soul unknowing and lost.

“Bye,” Devon said, and walked away. She didn’t look back, irrationally afraid she might turn into a pillar of salt. The Bible she’d eaten was coloring her fears with a religious tint.

In the morning, someone would find the vicar and bring him inside. Just another poor sod on the streets, having a breakdown, having a stroke, something. They’d be suspicious, but unless they gave him an MRI, no one would ever know what he was missing.

The streets around were dead and still, as if the city were holding its collective breath, and she instinctively matched its silence with her own drifting, fluid walk. Eerie tranquility thickened the air.

Something reflective glinted in the streetlight and she halted, flattening into the nearest shuttered doorway. It was deep enough to hide the lines of her body and from this vantage point, she scoured the streets.

Two blocks down, a solitary man stood in the middle of an intersection. A cream suit cut with a 1980s flair draped his bulky frame. No scarf, coat, or gloves, despite the below-freezing temperatures. A tattoo encircled his neck, visible beneath the unbuttoned collar of his shirt.

Another man walked over to meet him, footfalls eerily silent. Navy pinstripe suit, and the same tattoo etched into his skin, that of a hungry serpent eating its own tail.

Devon wrapped her arms around her chest, squeezing herself tight though she wasn’t cold. These men were dragons. Not true mythological beasts, but adult mind eaters, so-named for the stylized tattoos coiling around their throats.

The symbol they bore was old as the Families themselves: an ouroboros dragon that ate itself endlessly. Mind eaters destroyed themselves with their own hunger, for the process of feeding consumed them even as it fed them. An ouroboros was the perfect representation of that bleak concept. Even if given Redemption, which enabled mind eaters to feast on books instead, the desire for mind eating never went away.

At some point in childhood, a knight must have inked in those tattoos, as they did for all their charges. Knights had been little more than cast-off sons, once, tasked only with limply enforcing peace between Families and escorting brides between houses.

With the advent of Redemption, they acted now as keepers of monsters, holding dragon hunger in check. Or at least, that was how it was supposed to work. In practice, they tended to wield their “tamed” dragons for their own benefit and gain.

She risked another glance. The two men stood facing each other, so close their foreheads almost touched. If they spoke, it must have been quiet, for Devon could hear no words though she listened acutely. The traffic lights cycled from green to red and still the dragons remained, inert and stationary on the empty road.

Once, she’d feared that life as a dragon would be Cai’s fate, tattoo and all. She had bigger problems these days. Like worrying whether her son would go insane before he starved, or whether he’d starve before he went insane.

How much Redemption would the knights have left in their stores? Surely their dragons were fast becoming unmanageable. Like her, they desperately needed to find the Ravenscars. Unlike her, they sought Redemption as a means to reclaim social power; Devon only wanted to save Cai.

Her knees ached from crouching so awkwardly, vision obscured by strands of hair that she dared not brush away. Focus, and control. Be present in the moment. If dragons were roaming, then knights would not be far behind, and that meant she needed to leave the city.

She closed her eyes and opened them again, in time to see a large Volkswagen with tinted windows rumble up from the opposite direction. Tense and still, she watched as the car braked at the intersection and opened its doors. The driver wasn’t visible. Both dragons climbed inside. The Volkswagen performed an illegal U-turn and drove off, heading back the way it had come.

Devon blew out a long breath and pulled her jacket tight, as if it were armor that could protect her from danger. Easing from the doorway, she ran home with silent steps.
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Cai was awake when she got back, cradling a Game Boy in his lap.

“You’re home again,” he said, and she suppressed a wince. He spoke with the vicar’s inflection, used the same elongated vowels. These little changes threw her every time. Every victim. “Did you say there was skin cream? I’m itchy.”

“No, sorry.” She kicked off her shoes, feeling embarrassed and guilty. “Lad at the till carded me for vodka and I walked out, like an idiot. I’ll get you some soon, I promise.” Always making him promises. One day, she’d keep them.

“It’s okay,” he said, still absorbed by Mario’s endless quest. Outwardly, her son looked like any other five-year-old; small, a little scrawny, dark-haired. Her eyes and her features. The exceptionally long tongue, kept coiled in his mouth, gave him a mushy lisp that Devon found endearing.

But no five-year-old Devon had ever met conducted themselves with such certainty, or such adult poise. He was far too intelligent for his age. Of course, most five-year-olds didn’t consume the minds of other human beings for sustenance. Made a big difference, that.

Most days, she wasn’t sure how much of Cai remained and how much of him was overwritten with another person. Their memories and thoughts and morality, flooding his mind with their own. She dreaded him remembering and dreaded him having no sense of self. Misery lay down either route.

Devon sat next to him. “How are you feeling?” The couch sagged with their combined weight, springs creaking as she tried to find a comfortable recline.

“Better, I think.”

“You think?” she echoed, and brushed hair from his forehead with her fingers. It needed cutting again.

Cai squeezed the Game Boy tight. “I’m still hungry.”

“Oh.”

“Sorry.” He flushed.

“No, no. Don’t be.” Devon put an arm around his shoulders and hugged him so she wouldn’t have to look at his face. “You can’t help it. Let me worry about these things. You do you.” She added, “It’ll be reet, aye?” It was something an aunt had said to her once, and she found the phrase oddly comforting to repeat.

Cai nodded dully. His shoulders were thin beneath her fingers, and the bones of his spine pressed into her arm. Starvation diets would do that to a lad.

His hunger was growing as he aged, and this was the third month in a row he’d needed more than one meal within a span of thirty days. Really, he needed to feed much more than that, but Devon couldn’t bear to hunt every week, and logistically it was difficult. She walked the thin line between destroying as few lives as possible, and forcing her son to live in perpetual hunger. As it was, most of every month he was too weak to leave his room.

How the specifics of hunger and feeding actually worked, Devon did not know. There could not be that many calories in a few mouthfuls of brain matter, yet without feeding, the madness would set in, whittling away at his fragile psyche. Eventually, his weight would also drop, toxins flooding his system, organs slowly failing. Driven always by need and necessity to consume, per the Collector’s biological design.

Cai pulled away, evidently fed up with her hug.

She let him go. “I saw dragons on the streets while I was walking back. We’ll have to leave soon.”

He pouted at the console, saying nothing. Mario had died on a mushroom while they were distracted.

“Sorry. I know how you hate traveling.”

“Where is it this time?” He sounded so listless.

“That’s my good news of the evening. I’m meeting the Ravenscar contact.” She waved the phone. This meeting with Chris first, grab the contact details he offered, then catch the bus out. Tight timing, but doable. “If this goes well, and they can sell me their cure, we might be going to Ireland very soon.” Finally. At long last.

His shrug was sullen. “Can I eat before we go? I’m really hungry.” Inside his mouth, that long tongue uncurled and re-curled.

“If I see someone suitable,” she said, heart aching at his reaction. He’d lost so much hope over the past few months. She shouldn’t expect him to hold out for disappointment yet again. “I’ll do my best. But I won’t have time to stalk anyone properly.”

“I’m not fussed.” He leaned across and turned the telly on, flicking idly through the channels before settling on an episode of Red Dwarf.

Devon sat for a while, watching despite herself. Lister, Cat, and Rimmer were riding horses, embroiled in some kind of Wild Western scenario. Studio laughter crackled at appropriate moments.

“I thought this was a sci-fi show.” Devon didn’t catch much television, although she’d eaten a few TV Guides on occasion. It was worth absorbing a modicum of pop culture, if she wanted any kind of shot at fitting in with society.

“They’re stuck in an artificial simulation,” Cai said, eyes on the screen. “Inside Kryten’s head. He’s the robot guy.”

Devon smiled. “Didn’t know you were a fan.”

“Oh yes,” he said, with an intonation that perfectly mirrored that of the vicar, and a hint of genuine excitement. “When Red Dwarf  first came out, there was nothing else like it on the telly. Groundbreaking show.”

Her smile died, annoyed with herself for walking into such an obvious emotional trap. Red Dwarf  had first aired fourteen years ago. Long before her son had been conceived or born. The vicar, though, would have been around to see it.

A sour feeling brewed in her belly. One thing at a time, she told herself. Focus on what you can control.

“Hey.” She touched his shoulder. “Can you text something for me?” The eternal frustration of not being able to write, even electronically.

“Another text? Do I have to?”

“Do you want to find the Ravenscars or not?” she said, waspish, then regretted her sharp tone. He was tired and hungry and exhausted, same as her. She said, more gently, “I know you don’t remember what it was like to be on Redemption, but everything will be better when we get that drug again.”

“That’s what you always say,” he said, aggrieved. “None of these people ever know anything.”

“This one is a dealer, in illegal chemical compounds, who used to do business with the Ravenscar Family,” Devon reminded him. She’d explained before; the feedings sometimes confused his memories. “We’ve been tracking him down since Doncaster, remember? He says he can put me in contact with the Ravenscar twins.”

“Okay, okay.” He plucked the phone out of her hands. Under her direction, he tapped out Yes, let’s meet. I’ll bring cash and hit Send.

“Thank you.” She went to brush Cai’s forehead with a kiss; he flinched away. “I’m going to go out this morning and grab you that skin cream, and also our bus tickets. Just in case we have to bail later.”

“What about your vigil?” he said. “It’s nearly Christmas.”

A hollow pain formed in her chest. “I’ll hold the vigil if I can. But I have a lot to do first, like getting some more sleep. Too much stalking this week.”

“More like too much vodka,” he retorted, but he was grinning, and ducked good-naturedly when she swatted at him with a pillow. “I think you need a shower first, ’cause you smell like booze.”

“Thanks, kid. Kinda reek yourself, you know.”

He stuck his tongue out at her. A momentous bit of effort given it was tubular and eight inches long.

Devon laughed, glad to see something of a child still lingered in him. She threw the pillow at his head and went to take an icy shower.
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“What do you fear, lady?” he asked.

“A cage,” she said. “To stay behind bars, until use and old age accept them, and all chance of doing great deeds is gone beyond recall or desire.”

—J. R. R. Tolkien, The Return of the King



The whispers were everywhere: babies made from science.

The Six Families struggled with fertility. Few girls were born, and those who were born could only carry two children before early menopause set in. Sometimes three, at a stretch.

Out in the wider world, human scientists had begun trying to cure infertility in their own kind, and that excited the Families very much, in case that knowledge could be adapted to book eater women, too.

Devon wasn’t supposed to know things like that, since she was still only twelve years old and kept apart from adult business. But Devon also liked to listen at doors and was very good at sneaking around, so she found out anyway.

She told Ramsey all about it while they were playing on the parapets of Fairweather Manor, climbing the sloped tiling as they had so many dozens of times. A mother-bride was arriving that afternoon, after many long years of no new marriages at Fairweather Manor, and they both wanted to catch sight of the procession.

“You’re being daft. Devon the Daft,” Ramsey said, bracing against the roof. He was always doing that with her name: assigning her a singsong title to go with it. Devon the Distracted. Devon the Dizzy. Or today, Devon the Daft. “Whoever heard of such a stupid thing? Babies born in a test tube? Have you seen those things?” He held up a thumb and finger, illustrating the size of a test tube.

“They don’t grow inside the tube, stupid head,” Devon said, edging along the gutter. “They just use the test tubes to help. Like a magical baby-potion.” She was guessing, didn’t want to admit ignorance.

He laughed. “If you say so!” Ramsey clambered atop the east wing chimney, its flues long since sealed off. “Sounds made-up to me.”

“It’s not made-up!” Devon perched next to him, fully exasperated by his arrogance. “Everyone’s talking about it, and if it works for the humans, then one day, it’ll work for us. And if it works for us, then we won’t need the knights anymore to arrange all the marriages.”

The aunts discussed that a lot, in their private quarters. No more knights. No more dragons. Women marrying who they please. And other things that Devon didn’t really understand, although she could sense the cautious hope in their words.

Ramsey wasn’t listening. “Ey, look! There they are!” He grabbed her arm and pointed.

Devon squinted. A loose knot of vehicles approached in the distance, winding through the moors on the potholed roads toward their manor. The bride was arriving.

Women did not leave home except for marriages, and sometimes parties. Even within the manor, the aunts never seemed to do anything except manage the household or do other tasks that Uncle Aike referred to as women’s work. And since the Fairweathers had been too poor to afford a wedding during Devon’s twelve years of life, this arriving mother-bride would be the first non-Fairweather woman she had ever met.

The procession drew up in a glistening limo, painted the color of chalk.

“It’d have been a horse, back in the day,” Ramsey said with a confidence that came from being three years older. “A big white horse with a saddle and …” He gestured vaguely. “All that. You know.”

“Do you think she could be one of our mothers?” Devon had never seen so much as a picture of her own mother, only heard the name Amberly Blackwood murmured in passing gossip.

“Don’t be silly,” Ramsey said. “Our mothers have been and gone, all of them. Nobody gets married to the same house more than once.”

He was right. She felt chagrined for forgetting.

On the front drive below, the limo door opened with electronic grace and the newest mother-bride of Fairweather Manor stepped daintily from her metal chariot. Pale hair had been teased into a formal style, more suited to a woman twice her age—for she was young, around twenty-two. A white frilled tunic threatened to drown slender shoulders in fabric, and the blue skirt, overwhelmed with embroidery, seemed to weigh more than she did.

“You can tell she’s a Gladstone, with that hair,” Ramsey said, chin jutted out. “She isn’t proper Old Country stock, like us.”

Devon rolled her eyes. Ramsey had developed a zealous pride in their heritage lately, even though neither of them had ever been to Romania.

To her mind, Romania, or the Old Country, as their elders referred to it, was embroidered dresses on special occasions; it was singing “Star Carol” at Christmas, while one of her brothers ran around them wearing a goat mask; it was offering gifts to the Fate Fairies when new children were born; it was Midsomer parties and harvest celebrations even though they didn’t farm or care about solstice; it was strange flower rituals to welcome in the rainy English spring.

But Old Country stock, as Ramsey meant it now, was also dark hair and dark eyes; towering height, strong legs, and broad shoulders. Those traits persevered even as the ethnic heritages of the book eaters had diverged and interwoven over the decades. The palette of their skin tones had broadened, but the Fairweathers remained stocky and looming, strong of build—and nothing like the pale, frail, five-foot-nothing Gladstone girl who had just arrived.

“I think she’s sort of beautiful,” Devon said, a little dreamy. “She looks like a fairy-tale princess. A proper one.”

“Eh. Girl’s all right, I guess.” Ramsey shaded his eyes. “Hey now, look at them knights! That’s a sight to see.”

Below, a cavalcade of men in dark gray suits and sunglasses followed the procession at a distance, all ten of them riding pristine motorbikes.

“Maybe you could be one, someday,” she suggested, because he always seemed enamored of them.

Ramsey shook his head. “I’d rather be a patriarch of a manor. Money and a house and telling folk what to do.” He grinned to himself and Devon rolled her eyes. He was far too daft and cocky.

The knights coasted to a stop in perfect semicircle formation. Some carried an additional rider: brawny men dressed in formal suits. All of them wore full motorcycle helmets, with the visors down. Nothing of their faces or necks could be seen, the grotesque tattoos hidden from sight.

“Dragons,” Devon said, uneasy.

“Dragons!” Ramsey straightened up. “I wish we could see one up close.”

“It’d eat your brain with its giant needle tongue.” Devon stuck her tongue out at him to demonstrate.

He swatted her away. “Don’t be a dolt. Devon the Dolt. That’s what the Redemption is for. The knights feed them little pills and they don’t get hungry for brains.”

“Not true,” she retorted. “The pills help them not to starve, but they still get hungry and still want to eat your brains.”

“Can’t do it with their helmets on,” he said, dismissive.

Down below, the mother-bride cast a glance over her shoulder at the entourage behind her. For a fraction of a second, something like unease settled on her features as her gaze skipped across the dragons
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