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For those facing ruin,

carrying the flame of hope.





Chapter One [image: ] ADELA

I polish the bones, rubbing small swipes of scented oils and soothing ointments into the pale, craggy surfaces of the creatures’ skulls. Their insistent whispered wants echo through my head. I repress a shiver of revulsion.

I remind myself of the honor of my position. Communing with the skulls is a sacred calling. I shouldn’t hate the feeling of their wants flowing through me or be relieved that their voices have grown softer over the years.

Behind me, I hear the cruel scoff of my mentor. “Seventeen years in, and squeamish as ever. The Spinner save us. The day you become matcher will be a bleak one for us all.”

“Especially for you,” I mumble in reply as I rub rosemary and safflower oil along the edge of a long-dead jackalope’s empty eye socket.

After all, Bartholomew isn’t yet an old man, and matchers don’t have the luxury of retirement. We die. If we’re both lucky, I’ll have another thirty years as his assistant before I have to take over being head matcher.

If you could call it luck.

“What was that, girl?”

“Do we have more salted lotus wax?” I make my voice light, glad for the matching hut’s muddled light and the solid silver mask hiding my face.

He grunts and points to the jar at my elbow.

“Ah, of course.” I use it on the broad, angular skull of the gryphon with the chipped beak, then move to another jackalope, my hands and mind finding a rhythm in the work as I polish its twisted antlers. Most jackalopes choose oil imbued with bright cranberries, mint, or lemon verbena. The sharp-beaked gryphon skulls are finicky, preferring first an earthy, autumnal leaf ointment, then vibrating in quick, harsh bursts halfway through my efforts, only settling back into their pleased rumbles when I switch to spicy peppermint or myrrh and repeat the ministrations.

I take down the three gytrash and polish all their canine-like skulls with the musky scent of oakmoss. Gytrash always match in triples. And while any skull can match with any of the three orders, gytrash usually pair only with members of the Huntress order. I wonder if these skulls who assist priestesses with death rites will find their matches during the upcoming ceremony.

On and on I go, trying to sink into the repetition of the work and ignore the scraping murmurs of their voices as well as I can. Not that the skulls speak with actual voices. My best friend, Cecelia, is constantly trying to get me to describe the sensation of communing with the skulls while I polish them. She can hear them too—most keepers can—but they’re faint to her, muffled. She’s fascinated by the depth of my understanding of their wants and wishes. But I have no words to explain; for me it’s as undefinable as any other sense.

I just… hear them. Inside my head, or perhaps some deeper part of me. The skulls tell me, without words, their wants, needs, and secret desires. Some are sharp and buzzing; some are gentle and tinkling.

No matter the volume or nature of their voices, I hate hearing them. I oughtn’t. I am a keeper, from a long line of well-respected keepers—with one notable exception. And as assistant matcher, I am destined for greatness.

And yet.

Wishing I were doing almost anything else, I reach up on tiptoe and hook a jaw with my finger, scootching our only dragon skull off one of the top shelves.

“Take care!” Bartholomew snaps, and I nearly drop the skull. His voice softens when he says, “That was Psecilious. One of my first… charges.”

I dust the tips of Psecilious’s horns with a tiny bit of rare golden mica, and gently file away a bump from an otherwise smooth incisor the size of my thumb. Inside me, the dragon sounds raspy, and so much quieter than he ought to be. I twist with guilt for my relief.

To distract myself from the complexity of my feelings, I blurt, “He must’ve been large for a dragon.”

Bartholomew will welcome the chance to expound upon the noble nature of dragons. He clears his throat. “Dragons once were massive beasts. Large enough to eat a deer in one great gulp. But where they once bred for size and strength, now they make more civilized choices for mates. Females will choose cleverer, more domesticated matches, and over the centuries it has led to a decline.…”

He talks on and on, telling me things I’ve heard a hundred times before. His love for them runs deep—the two he keeps as pets, more wild ones he watches over from afar, even the skulls of dead dragons—all more cherished than his community.

Particularly me.

While he talks, I toil. Grinding herbs and seeds for scents, pressing ingredients for their essence, emulsifying lectin with water and oil for thick, rich lotions. Plus, of course, cleaning all of Bartholomew’s tools.

“It serves them well as a species.”

I chose the wrong strategy. Rather than distracting me, Bartholomew’s high, persistent droning seems to somehow intensify the creatures’ voices until there is a discordant tumult in my head. At least his golden aspen mask muffles him a bit. As keepers, we wear masks whenever we work directly with the skulls of the creatures, to protect us from accidentally matching ourselves.

Keepers serve the orders and care for the living creatures; we do not wield magic.

“No more hungering between hunts or nesting in rocks to raise their young. No, dragons are smart. And loyal. The greatest of all creatures.”

When Bartholomew begins to compare dragons to the other types of creatures, I wonder if he’d notice me stuffing bits of my polishing cloth in my ears. Not that it’d help mute the skulls that echo inside me, but at least then their voices wouldn’t be fighting with his for my attention.

I finish working with the horsey skull of a nearly silent pegasus and turn back to the shelves. I place the last skull on the shelf and press my hands into my lower back. I arch, hearing the popping protests of my stiff bones. With that, I believe I am done.

Finally.

My eyes skim over to the rows of skulls that glow in the suns’ rays through the large windows of the matching hut. Their magic hums with keen anticipation after their polishing, as if they know what’s to come. And perhaps they do. The depth of a dead creature’s sentience has only been speculated about. But I believe most of the skulls anticipate the upcoming matching ceremony with something like glee, as if they desire nothing more than to be paired with the novitiates and used for their unique magics.

I shiver at the very idea of having to wear a dead creature on my face every time I stepped into public for the rest of my life; for its wants—its voice—to constantly be in my mind, in my heart. No magic, no matter how powerful or useful, would be worth that.

The sun dips slightly lower, following its inevitable path across the valley, and hits a small shelf that sits above all the others. It’s so high and small I always thought it was practically useless and, therefore, empty. But something must be up there, based on the sharp glint of sunshine.

I step back and go on my tiptoes to see better. There, pushed so far back that I can make out only the edges of two curved yellow beaks, are skulls. Based on the beaks, they must be gryphons. But why would Bartholomew shove them up there?

I count the other gryphons on the shelves. Six. The exact amount there should be. Have we missed these two in years past? Or are they new? But no. They’re so discolored they look as if they have begun to fossilize. Skulls tend to lighten as they age, bleached by the valley sun streaming in through the matching hut’s wide windows. But that would make them hundreds of years old.

I get the ladder—no amount of stretching on my toes will help me reach these two. Bartholomew waves me off. “Don’t bother. We don’t polish the phoenixes. There’s no magic within them to awaken, or match. They’re just…” He searches for a word, but whatever he’s looking for, he doesn’t find. With a shrug, he finishes with “decoration.”

“ ‘Decoration’?” I can’t hide the horror of my tone, even when it makes him scowl so hard I can tell despite his mask, just by the tightening of the skin of his eyes. But to call any skull a mere decoration is surely sacrilege, even if they have no magic left in them.

And then the creature he’s named registers in my tired brain. “Wait. Did you say ‘phoenixes’? They’ve been extinct for centuries, at least. We don’t have phoenix skulls.”

“Obviously we do,” he scoffs. “The skulls are there on the shelf. We ought to have the Huntress high priestess burn them when she’s here with her dragon-wearer; return them to the valley. But for now, they sit. Let’s go.”

He turns and leaves without waiting on my response, leaving the door open behind him. He drops his outer cloak and golden mask immediately outside, where they lie in a pile for me to gather up from frost-gilded grass. As his assistant, I’m to clean and care for them, then return them to him after the ceremonies are complete.

He could just hand them to me, but that’s not Bartholomew’s way.

I should follow him. Call the day done. While it’s not expressly forbidden, it’s frowned upon to be in the matching hut alone. It can be dangerous, especially so close to a matching.

And besides, it’s creepy.

Even now, the skulls whisper through me, their wants pulling me toward them. Not the phoenixes, but the others. They want me to stay. To pull down the phoenixes. To rub oils and herbs into their ancient bones.

“Do you not hear them?” I call after Bartholomew. “The skulls want us to stay.”

He actually considers. “Of course they do. They are beasts of want.” He shrugs. “In another decade or so, you will learn to ignore their clamoring.”

He turns and marches back to his quarters, no doubt eager to get back to the two illicit dragons he keeps as pets. It breaks the keeper’s code. Creatures are beings of magical, sacred purpose and are not to be coddled—or trusted. But Bartholomew is not the only one who lives with them in their home, though most choose an adorable, fuzzy jackalope, not two full-grown dragons.

I look longingly toward the village in the far distance, across the meadows. I want to get out of the hut, to breathe the cold evening air and get home to soak in hot, fragrance-free bathwater until I pickle. But the phoenix skulls are like an itch I can’t quite scratch. I can’t walk through the door.

He notices I still haven’t followed. He stops marching across the half-frozen ground and turns. His thick white eyebrows are severe across his ivory brow. “Well? Come on.”

I make a flimsy excuse. And yet, I cannot help myself. “The new rosemary and lavender oils will be done infusing soon. I’ll get those decanted and be along shortly.”

He studies me as a herd of jackalopes dances around him, hopping in a chaotic circle. In the sky above, the shadowy figures of two pegasi fly in figure eights, with Bartholomew in the center of one loop and the matching hut in the center of the other.

Since they still have their flesh and their breath, I can’t hear their wants, but their playful exuberance speaks volumes. The living creatures like matching ceremonies, too, and they especially like Bartholomew and me just after we’ve worked with the bones of their dead ancestors. Cecelia claims they’re drawn to the magic of their brethren. I think they’re just macabre little beasts.

“Suit yourself,” Bartholomew says with another shrug, and walks away. “Don’t do anything impulsive.”

“I would never,” I lie.



I lug down first one phoenix and then the other, plopping them onto the workbench and gathering up my supplies. Up on the shelf, they looked plain, old. The bone paler and their beaks duller compared with the sharp, serrated edges of a gryphon’s. Up close, they are breathtaking.

They speak to something deep inside me in a way that makes me wonder, for just a moment, if maybe I am exactly where I’m supposed to be, doing exactly what I was meant to do. Exactly as I imagine all the other keepers feel when they’re given their calling. Dad as a head carer, Cecelia as a valley historian, even Bartholomew as a matcher. For the three of them, who they are and what they do seems to align so perfectly. As if the goddesses created them specially to fulfill their roles.

But I’ve never felt that.

I’ve only ever felt awkward, inadequate, and vaguely disturbed preparing the bones for matching. All I have are ill-conceived impulses that I follow too often; like polishing the skulls of two phoenixes after being instructed very clearly not to.

And yet.

This feels right. Standing before these phoenix skulls, I feel something subtle, but powerful, shift inside me. For perhaps the first time in my life, everything within me feels aligned.

“You’re magnificent,” I whisper.

The skulls of the phoenixes have a broad, angled brow and distinctly curved beak. One pierces my thumb as I move it into my lap. It’s sharper than it looks. Instinctively, I bring my thumb to my mouth to suck away the blood, but my mask is in the way. I wipe it on my tunic instead—I don’t want to stain the bone.

I turn the one I hold this way and that, examining its unfamiliar shape. There are no living phoenixes, so I struggle to match the arc of the solid skull upon my lap to the graceful, feathered creatures depicted on the tapestries in the great hall or in my childhood storybooks.

Someone long ago had rubbed a thick layer of golden mica across both the exterior and interior of the bone, a costly addition for so much surface area, and no doubt what caused the sun to shine off it so strongly that it caught my eye after seventeen years of being hidden from me in shadow.

Somewhere in our history, a matcher had clearly expected these two phoenix skulls to choose someone important, maybe even future high priestesses.

But now… I hold first one skull, then the next in my bare hands, closing my eyes.

They’re silent.

I try one sample after another on one skull and then the other, to no avail. There is no hint of a hum vibrating across my palms, no preference for saffron or vanilla, safflower oil or beeswax. I could spend the rest of the night preparing them, but it would make no difference.

They are utterly still. “Are you gone? Or just resting?”

I stare down at the beautiful twin skulls and imagine their living calls. Would they have been high and bright like the prairie warbler on springtime mornings or low and forlorn like the yellow-billed cuckoo? I want to awaken them, to hear the echo of their voices in their hum beneath my hands.

The want surprises me. The voices of the dead creatures are the hardest part of my role, the element that most makes me ill at ease. I turn this desire to hear them over and over in my mind and realize, it’s deeper than want. It’s a persistent, urgent need.

When I was first assigned to my role as Bartholomew’s apprentice, I had gobbled up absolutely everything Cecelia could find me on the matchers. There was one whose journal was full of scandalous, bordering on dangerous, methods. But her matches were legendary.

Bartholomew hated her, scoffing when he found me reading her journal with interest and awe at her boldness. Which, honestly, might be all the more reason to try.

I lift my hand to my mask.

Showing your face to the skulls is the most sacred part of the upcoming ceremony, the final determination of a match, and not a risk any keeper, let alone a matcher, would ever take. Magic is reserved for the orders, those who directly serve the Huntress, the Pupil, or the Spinner.

I have my back to all but these two, but still I’m careful to push up the edge of my mask barely enough.

I shouldn’t do this. And yet, once again, I run headlong into foolishness.

Cradling one phoenix skull in the crook of my elbow, I rest my bare cheek against the cool bone. I had hoped to feel the faintest whisper of a hum, but what happens instead is more of a scream or an explosion. Or both.

Sound, light, emotion, heat, all thrust at me with the force of a storm and ripple through the small building like a the force of a pegasus storm. Nothing moves, and yet it is as if the walls themselves begin to shake. I think I hear the rattle of the windows, and I hurriedly set the phoenix skull down beside its partner. I slide my mask firmly back into place when I turn to check the wall of other skulls behind me. They are exactly as I had left them, pristine and still in the lantern light. And yet.

And yet.

I cover my ears against the cacophony. I’ve never heard their voices so loud, so distinct. They cheer and shriek, swear and celebrate. But their attention is not on me. It is as if every single empty socket looks past me to the two phoenix skulls on the bench.

They wait with vicious anticipation.

Out of the corner of my eye, I catch a glow of light that is a different hue than the lantern’s, and I turn slowly back around to face the phoenix skulls. They sit side by side on the bench, just as they had moments ago. But whereas before they looked pale and listless despite their expensive dusting of mica, now they glow from within, as bright and menacing as a dragon’s fiery breath. The golden mica practically dances across their surface, and I understand now why some matcher long ago had bestowed them with so much. It suits them perfectly, highlighting the shifting red and coral, orange and yellow of their molten surfaces.

I take an involuntary step back, overwhelmed by their beauty and the worry that I just opened a door to somewhere I have never been, that I cannot close again.

I will clean up, store the supplies, pick up Bartholomew’s discarded things that are no doubt frost-covered by now, and go home. It feels like fleeing, and it is. Something has changed. Something I don’t understand.

Before I can move, I hear a roar outside that freezes me in place. That is the call of a creature hunting, a creature about to kill, to win. The skulls go silent for one long second, and then match the victory screech.

I don’t know what they hunt or what they have caught, but I’m worried it might be me.





Chapter Two [image: ] ADELA

I open the matching hut’s door a crack, removing my mask to look up, but all I can see is the quiet, starry sky. I hope whatever creature roared is now far away.

I leave behind the lantern so I can move unnoticed through the snow-dusted meadow toward the warm glow of village. The light of the large, pale moon is enough to navigate through the jackalope warrens.

I creep out quietly and quickly, firmly closing the door on the softly glowing phoenix skulls and cursing my own impulsivity. Why can’t I just ignore the horrible ideas that pop into my head, rather than run headlong at them?

But I push away the thought, scooping up Bartholomew’s abandoned mask and cloak. I shove them beneath my arm with my own mask, moving swiftly across the meadow.

A jackalope hops out of a nearby buttonbush, and I pause. They’re adorable—rather sweet and loppy bunny-like creatures with round faces and soft fur. But their antlers are as sharp as razors, and they can be aggressive, especially when strangers get too near.

I am no stranger. I’ve been traveling back and forth between the village and the matching hut for seventeen years. They tend to be shy around me because they don’t feel the need to protect themselves.

Not tonight.

I am barely twenty steps away from the matching hut’s safety when I hear the muted thud of many soft paws on the frozen ground behind me. I look over my shoulder to find a pack of twenty or so. They are close on my heels, with their velvety noses pointed toward the ground, aiming their sharply spiked heads at my legs.

I walk faster.

So do they, hopping quickly to match pace. I hear a familiar weeping from one, and then another farther away. The call is hypnotic and disorienting. I want to stop, to look for the woman making the sound. But I know she is long gone. This is a distraction method of jackalopes and a bad sign.

I speed up. One dashes forward, catching my skirts. I jump away and hear fabric tear but don’t look down. It’s a warning strike. If they really wanted to catch me, they could. I cannot outrun the jackalopes, or any of the valley’s creatures, but for the moment they seem more interested in herding me back toward the village than nibbling away at my flesh, thank the Spinner.

Above me, I imagine I hear the faintest rush of wings. I flinch and glance up, but see no movement in the bright night sky. Surely there is nothing dark and dangerous hunting me from above.

I am practically jogging now, clutching the masks and Bartholomew’s cloak to my chest and gulping down the frigid air. I silently curse myself for not joining Cecelia on her morning runs more regularly. But I am round, with a tummy and breasts that bounce and jiggle and thighs that rub. When I push too hard, as I always do, running hurts. Unfortunately, at the moment, breathing hurts, too.

I slow down, and this time I am certain I hear the telltale whoosh of very large wings above me. I look up to see a section of stars blotted out, but whether it is a gryphon, a dragon, or a pegasus in the air above my head, I can’t tell.

Not that it matters. They are all predators, and all delight in a chase.

I stop hurrying. Or at least, I try to stop looking like I am hurrying. Instead, I walk in an exaggerated, quick-paced stroll. I am terrified, but I begin to sing a drinking song my cousin Melinda once taught me. I am big. I am unafraid. I am not prey.

The jackalopes swarm around me, biting at my hems and rubbing rough antlers on my legs. It hurts, but my cloak and skirts offer protection. The small creatures aren’t doing any lasting damage, and I am safer with a herd of angry jackalopes poking at me than meeting a flying beast. I let them chomp away, pulling at me as I get closer and closer to the edge of the village, which is eerily quiet. But it is late. I stayed in the matching hut much longer than I had planned.

When I cross the invisible threshold into the village, the jackalopes stop and gnash their pointy teeth at me in a show of dominance. They were gentle with me, considering the size of those teeth and their sheer numbers. They could have done much more damage.

I check the air over the meadow I just traversed, but whatever was following me is gone. I am safe.



“Dad?” I call out, even though I can see the hook at the back door that should be holding his cloak is empty. I set my mask and Bartholomew’s things on a small table. I’ll clean and return them to him after all of the ceremonies this week are complete.

Before I can take another step into the quiet house, the back door slams open, and Dad walks in, soaked in green-black blood. In his arms is a small kelpie—half-horse, half-fish–like creature—with a tangled seaweed mane. Her mouth, lined with rows of knife-sharp teeth, gulps for a breath she can’t find out of water.

I spring forward to help, but he gestures me away, grunting.

There are only two kelpies left in the entire valley, and they’re not easy to differentiate, especially if the light isn’t shining directly on them and illuminating the subtle color differences of their scales.

“What’s happened? Who is she? Why is she bleeding? Why is she here?”

“Duschwa. Fill the tub. Quickly, love.”

I do as he asks, bolting down the hallway and throwing open the spigots into our wide copper tub. The water is cold, of course, with no time to light the fires to warm it, but kelpies live in rivers. She doesn’t need warmth; she just needs water.

Water barely covers the bottom of the tub when he is there, straining to gently place the kelpie mare inside. Much smaller than the horse that her head, neck, and shoulders resemble, she still barely fits in a tub that I can luxuriate in. He splashes water over her, particularly on the gills at her neck, and gestures for me to do the same.

I do, soaking the tattered cloak I still wear. He notices the tears—Dad always notices everything—but just gives me a look that promises he’ll ask later, and continues to focus on his patient.

When it looks like she is breathing again, he says, “Found her on my way back from the barns. Bleeding out in the middle of John’s backyard.”

“And then you carried her here?”

He shrugs, as if carrying a full-grown kelpie is not an impossible feat of strength, even for a man who is strong from his work. As head carer, he is in charge of the physical health and well-being of the community’s equine population—the horses, donkeys, and mules that we use for transport and as beasts of burden and, more important, the unicorns, pegasi, and last pair of kelpies left in existence.

“It was closer than the river,” he says, so matter-of-fact. As if it isn’t bizarre that a kelpie was inside the village, so far from the river, in the first place. “Now help me turn her so we can get to her wounds. This is too much blood to lose.”

The tub is nearly black with blood. I reach in where he indicates and push when he tells me to. The kelpie snaps her sharp teeth at me. If she weren’t half-gone already, she could take my arm with one quick chomp, but this snap is more from fear than any malice. Her eyes are wide and white like any other equine’s would be, and her gills open and close far too quickly.

Dad and I flip her over to find the cause of all the blood. Three deep gouges run the length of her torso.

“Get the sewing kit,” Dad says. His voice is tired, despairing.

“Dad—” I begin, and lose the words. There is no saving Duschwa from this. The wounds are deep enough that I can see rib through one gash. But he hears the rest of what I’d say in the tone of that single word.

Through gritted teeth, he replies, “I cannot lose two in one day.”

My heart stutters at the ominous words. Who else has he lost? But I get the kit.

I am holding the sides of Duschwa’s flesh together as he sews when I find the strength to say, “Not Etana?” I can barely whisper her name. I search his front, but if there’s any silver unicorn blood on his clothes, it’s hidden beneath Duschwa’s.

I pray to the Pupil for wisdom, to the Spinner for healing, but most of my silent prayers go to the Huntress, begging her to protect Etana and her unborn foal from death. Not that the Huntress is swayed by mere prayers. Still, I silently plead and promise a sacrifice once the matching is over.

While I would never think to contain or tame her, Etana is almost as special to me as Bartholomew’s dragons are to him. She and I were born at the same moment, under the same falling star. It’s an inauspicious birth date, especially for mothers. I nearly lost mine in the birthing room. Etana had had to be pulled from the carcass of hers. And so, we were raised together, fed bottles of goat’s milk by the man standing before me, covered in blood and attending to Duschwa with the same strong, steady hands he’s used to help countless others.

All keepers have seen tragedy, and my father more than most. For reasons unknown, creatures’ birthrates have been declining for a century, and the unicorns, kelpies, and pegasi seem especially impacted. They hardly ever breed, and when they do, at least a third end up losing the foal before or during the birth.

I think of the now-glowing phoenix skulls high up on the shelf in the matching hut and wonder if their decline was as profound.

After closing up the first wound, Dad finally shakes his head. “Not Etana. Just an ordinary mare. Donna. Heart failure from some sort of infection.”

None of Dad’s charges are just anything to him. He cares for the magical and mundane creatures of the valley with the same depth of feeling, and I know he’ll feel the mare’s death just as profoundly as he’ll feel Duschwa’s once the rush of these moments has faded.

I pull my hands away. She has stopped thrashing. Or breathing. Her wounds were too deep.

He places his forehead against Duschwa’s, holding tight to her seaweed-strand mane. His voice is thick with pain when he says, “I suppose we’ll have another skull for the holies to choose from at the matching.”

It’s a bleak bright side.

I step out to give him some semblance of privacy to grieve another lost charge. Two in one day. My poor father.

Silently, I say a prayer of thanks to the Spinner for protecting my Etana for now, and hope Duschwa will sate the Huntress’s endless hunger for death. So she will not come for yet another creature.



I am at the sink, scrubbing Duschwa’s blood from under my nails, when a high, piercing bell interrupts the quiet night. Dad’s out of the bathroom and putting his cloak on before I can rinse the suds off my hands.

“What is it?” I ask, not recognizing the alarm’s meaning.

“The fire bell.”

I follow him out, pulling my hood up against the cold. It doesn’t help. It’s still soaked. On the heels of the cold seeping through, I think of the jackalopes and whatever roaring creature followed me silently through the night, the cacophonous skulls, Duschwa’s strange wounds. It all began with the pulse of energy when I touched my cheek to the phoenix skull.

But surely that is coincidence. I am not responsible.

Right?

We hurry down the gravel path toward the center of the village. Across the square, the skeletal remains of a house are smoldering, but it’s impossible to tell which one in the smoky darkness. All the houses look alike until you can see the plants in the front window boxes or the color of the painted front door.

This house has none of that. It doesn’t even have most of its roof. Or walls.

A figure runs toward us, silver hair gleaming in the starlight. When she gets closer, I recognize Petra, one of the elders who serves on the council with Dad. She meets us and doubles over, her hands on her knees as she gulps big breaths of air. It’s so cold and dry, it must hurt her lungs, and she is not a young woman to be running through a late-February night.

“Where is the fire? How can we help?” Dad asks. Identify the problem; discover potential solutions; work toward them. The same as always, despite the heaviness of his own losses today.

“The fire. Is. Out,” she manages to say, which is both obvious and impossible. The bell just rang. Surely no one missed it for so long that it would be able to destroy an entire house in the time we crossed a small village?

I think of the roar I heard.

Unless the fire was not a natural sort but created instead by a creature whose fiery blasts burn so hot that they instantly annihilate whatever they touch, leaving behind nothing but smoldering ash.

When she catches her breath, Petra blurts, “Bartholomew is dead! The dragons attacked him and then fought each other. Only one dragon survived. Come quickly, Oscar. We’re meeting.”

“What? No. What?” I cannot wrap my head around her words. My mentor cannot be dead. I just saw him. I have his robe and his mask to clean at my house. I was going to return them after the week’s ceremonies.

And a dragon gone as well? Gilcriss and Enkidus are only fifty or sixty years old. Basically young adults amongst dragons, which live for centuries.

Neither Dad nor Petra replies as we hurry, half walking, half running toward Bartholomew’s house. Or what’s left of it. Half the structure is gone, wood and glass and plaster scattered across the grass nearby as if it all exploded outward, another quarter charred and still smoking. A ruin.

But that is all nothing compared with the blackened remains of Bartholomew himself or those of his beloved pet Gilcriss. The dragon lies beside him, red-black blood continuing to leak from a gaping wound at her neck. Bartholomew’s body lies in what used to be his kitchen, now nothing but splintered wooden floor. Or what’s left of it.

I gag.

I have seen violence; you can’t live amongst the creatures and not. Kelpies who’ve drowned unsuspecting cows and eaten their bloated faces, gryphon talons rending flesh to the bone, fat and muscle visible beneath the gushing blood of keepers’ forearms or shoulders, and of course the traumas of everyday life in the valley for creatures, animals, and keepers—birth, disease, the abundant indignities of old age. Hell, moments ago I was holding together Duschwa’s sides as she bled out beneath my hands.

But Bartholomew is worse than all the others combined and magnified by ten.

Somewhere to my right, someone is retching. I hear curses and prayers flying to the heavens. But the Huntress has already been here, and there’s nothing the other goddesses can do even if they deigned to hear us.

One leg is gone, his body no longer holding snug most of his organs, some of which seem missing as well. The other leg is bent unnaturally beneath him, his whole body crumpled as if he had been dropped from a great height, landing in a heap.

A great height.

A fire.

A kelpie with deep gashes, far away from the river where she lived.

The roar I heard in the matching hut.

With soul-crushing certainty, I know then that the pulse of magic I felt when I awoke the phoenix went through the entire valley. It affected Bartholomew’s dragons to the point that one killed its nest mate, a kelpie, and ate half of Bartholomew.

And it’s all my fault.



I walk into the great hall in a haze, following along behind Dad and Petra like a duckling. The moment we’re inside, there’s a blur, and someone practically tackles me, covering my face in kisses and squeezing. I inhale the familiar scents of vanilla and almond in my best friend’s silky hair. “I’m glad you’re okay, too.”

“I was so scared when they said it was Bartholo—” Cecelia sobs through the end of his name. “I thought maybe they attacked the matching hut while you were preparing.”

“I’m okay.” I hug her again. “I’m okay.”

“Thank the Spinner.”

“Why are you here?” I ask. While she’s cleverer and wiser than the vast majority of keepers, elders included, at merely thirty-three years old, Cecelia’s far too young to serve on the council.

She holds up some paper and a thin sliver of charcoal. “Honorary scribe for the night. Petra wanted all the elders to focus on the conversation instead of worrying about recording everything.”

We turn to the group of elders, standing in the empty great hall, Petra at the center. Even in her nightshirt, stained with ash, her white hair hanging down one shoulder in a messy braid, she somehow looks regal. Her back straight, her shoulders squared, ready to tackle the heartbreaking burden of leading through disaster. She is the kind of woman I’d love to grow into; the kind of keeper I could never hope to be.

Around the perimeter of the room, there are tables and chairs, stacked up and ready to be laid for the impending feast, but no one moves to grab them, to sit. They’re already talking. Half are still in their nightclothes, like Petra, with robes or coats held tight against the cold and horror of the night.

Niclas, the oldest member of the council by a dozen years or more, wears a blanket wrapped around his frail, curved shoulders like a shawl. He keeps shivering, his sparse white beard quivering.

Cecelia hurries closer to the group and plops down, folding herself forward to use the floor as her table for note-taking.

“I just don’t understand what happened. They were always so docile,” Ziba says, staring hauntedly into the dark recessed corners of the large gathering space. They are dressed, at least, but their large jowls and puffy undereye bags seem to hang more than ever. “Poor Bartholomew.”

“May the Huntress guide his soul to the after,” Niclas adds in a shaking voice, and the rest of us make the sign of the three at the blessing.

John, a slight, balding man with a quick temper and a tendency toward drama, says, “If you ask me, I think we should go out and hunt that dragon for what it did. Time for them both to do what they were made for. Become skulls.”

The other elders gasp. Redonna might actually faint, her wrinkled, dark-brown cheeks go so suddenly ashen. Ziba finds a chair and has her sit before mumbling something about tea and heading off toward the kitchens.

I realize once they’ve left that I should’ve been the one to go. Like Cecelia, I’m too young to serve the elders, but unlike Cecelia, I have no real purpose here. I just followed Dad and no one had the heart to kick me out.

And then I realize. Bartholomew, our matcher, is dead. I am his apprentice.

Of course they need me here.

Petra stomps her foot, the hard heel of her boot echoes on the marble floor and throughout the large, empty room. The others quiet. Softly, but with steel in her voice, she admonishes John. “You forget your place. We are in this valley for the care and keeping of our charges, not to hasten their demise. If I ever, ever hear you mention intentionally harming another creature, you will be expelled from the valley immediately, I don’t care how long your keeper lineage stretches back. We do not hunt.”

Niclas wipes away a tear from his cheek before it soaks into his beard. “I just don’t understand why Gilcriss and Enkidus would do this to Barty.”

A low murmur of voices breaks out as the elders talk amongst themselves, giving potential suggestions for the why of it all. Ziba returns with the tea, but no one moves to take any. They all just talk around and around in circles about how and why the dragons snapped, unable to settle on anything reasonable.

They must not have felt the pulse of magic that the phoenix threw out. I wonder if Bartholomew did, before he died. I wonder, too, what I should tell them. The wisest, most experienced minds of our community need to know so they can work through solutions. A bright spot of hope flares as I realize there may be a chance this giant misstep means I would be punished and not be allowed to step into my role as matcher.

Instantly, I flush, a hot storm cloud of shame rolling through my body. Not only did my actions lead to death, but now I’m silently hoping to avoid my destiny? My embarrassment keeps me quiet for longer than it ought.

“We can discuss this more in depth later, once we’ve had a chance to rest and discover more facts.” Dad’s voice is low and soft like Petra’s, and the others quiet to hear him. “Let’s focus on the immediate for now. The Huntress’s high priestess, entourage, and novitiates will be here by midday tomorrow.”

“And we have no matcher for the upcoming ceremony,” John points out, a bit sulkily.

Cecelia turns to me, fidgeting with her quill, watching me closely for a reaction, but I am as still as stone.

“Yes, thank you, John,” Petra says with a nearly silent sigh. “First order of business: we need to ensure the order’s safety on their trek through the forest. Niclas and Redonna, please gather a dozen careful, levelheaded keepers to patrol their path in the morning. We don’t know what’s gotten into Enkidus, but we know better what signs to look for than blindfolded outsiders will.

“Stay out of sight as much as possible, but do not hesitate to raise an alarm if necessary. The last thing we need is their blood being shed. They’re already talking of tightening their belts and reducing support because of their dissatisfaction with the diminishing magic.

“I’ll join you as soon as I’m able.”

Niclas and Redonna both agree and move to leave the meeting. The night is encroaching on morning, and if the order arrives when they ought, then they’ll be hitting the far edge of the valley’s forest in a couple of hours at most.

I am thinking about their journey, about the danger the creatures pose and what they might do to a band of blindfolded, white-clad strangers traipsing through their territories.

I’m just hoping no one else will get eaten when Petra stops them. “A moment please. Before we disband, we need to discuss the issue John rightfully raised. We need to formally install Adela as matcher for the ceremony. And choose a new assistant.”

All eyes turn to me. When I don’t speak, or even move, Petra prompts, “Adela, you’re going to have to lead the ceremony. Are you prepared?”

“Yes?” I reply, more a question than a confident statement of assent.

“She doesn’t sound very certain,” John says. No one replies. Everyone can see I am about to bolt or puke or just start sobbing and never stop.

I glance at Dad, who looks stricken. Is it because he knows, deep down, that I should not be given this sort of power in our community? That I will only cause further ruin?

Ziba hands me a mug of tea from the tray, and I wrap my hands around the warm porcelain, breathing in the earthy steam. I take a sip. It’s sweet and tangy with lemon and honey and tastes like liquid comfort.

I still cannot find my voice.

I had planned on spending decades still as an assistant. Matchers should have gray hair and wrinkles, soft bellies, and hard-earned wisdom. They need time to learn the skulls, how to match their whims and magic to the personalities and needs of the religious novitiates and their superiors. As rude as Bartholomew was to me, he was expert at navigating the tetchy temperaments, demands, and politics of the three orders and their high priestesses.

I have none of that knowledge. Or the finesse.

Ever practical, Petra brings me out of my stupor by digging deep into the details. “Of course, we will need to get you outfitted. I assume Bartholomew’s robes went up in dragon fire. I will talk to the tailors, see if they can work quickly to make you a suitable robe for the ceremony. We cannot send you before the skulls and goddesses in assistant lavender. The mask is another matter, however.”

“I can search for Bartholomew’s mask in the ashes,” Ziba offers. “Perhaps I’ll find some of his ceremonial jewelry, too.”

I think of the charred husk of a house, of a body. What gold-crusted bone or aspen would survive those temperatures? But Petra nods. “Let me know by noon at the latest so we can figure out an alternative if we must.”

“Maybe some paint,” John offers with a chortle.

No one laughs.

I think of the neat pile of Bartholomew’s things beside our back door. The robes would never work; they’re too plain. But the mask sitting on top could. “I have a suitable mask.”

The elders turn to me, waiting.

“From our prep work today. Bartholomew left it behind with his robe, for me to clean. I was going to return it after the cerem—” My voice cracks.

“It’s gold and aspen,” Dad points out the most important details for me, a heavy hand on my shoulder. I lean in to the comforting weight of it, the way it grounds me.

“That’ll do then.” Petra nods, her tone firm, leaving no space for argument. Not that any sane keeper would argue about this. We know dead skulls don’t care how fancy the mask or robes or jewelry the matcher wears is. The precious metals set the matcher and assistant apart. All the rest of the pomp is for the orders.

She turns to me, and says gently, “You will need an assistant immediately. Have you thought of who you’d like to replace you?”

The instant she poses the question, my mind goes blank of anyone and everyone I know. Danni, our torchbearer, would be the next in line traditionally, but she’s far too young at only twelve. And though torchbearer to assistant to matcher is the common progression, it’s not the only path.

I’ve never thought about who would succeed me. Typically, keepers are tested with the skulls as children and a list is kept. Many of us can hear the skulls, but some have more affinity than others. Then, when a matcher grows old and tired, they have lengthy discussions with the elders to choose the next assistant.

I began as assistant matcher when I was sixteen, and I know Dad’s role as a respected elder had more to do with my appointment than my own unique talents, despite my affinity to the skulls. I wouldn’t want to choose someone too close to me in age, as they’d end up stifled in an assistant role that lasts longer than typical, but neither could I choose a child.

The role is physically and mentally grueling, and I’ll need someone strong, intuitive, and responsible to assist me.

I have no idea whom to name, and take another gulp of tea. I cannot get this wrong. They expect leadership and confidence from their matcher, not a breakdown. But I am frozen with both rage and shame.

“Beadda might be a good choice?” Cecelia offers softly.

Her voice startles me. But of course her younger sister is a great choice, and I’m mad for not thinking of her immediately. She’s just sixteen, so neither a child nor too close to me in age. She’s steadfast, hardworking, and clever without being overly ambitious.

Plus, she hates her current position in the kitchen. Being suddenly promoted to assistant matcher would be a welcome status change for her. And not having to listen to her whine about how long it takes bread to rise would make Cecelia happy.

I hardly have to give it a thought when I agree. “Beadda is perfect.”

John gives me a look that clearly says I have no idea what I’m doing. I agree with him, for once. But I can’t show fear. I must be strong. That is what they expect of a matcher.

Petra says the words to make it official, and they all assent—even John in the end—and she dismisses us to our tasks.

And so I walk out of the hall and into the deep blue of a midnight sky, officially a matcher.

Dad leads us home, his steps heavy. Beside me, Cecelia follows, talking nervously through the preparation I will need to do, and where she can find the scrolls that discuss the herbs and oils I’ll need to bathe in and apply, and the ones that demonstrate how a matcher must braid their hair and also when I’ll be able to squeeze in at least one fitting with her mother, the valley’s best seamstress.

Now that I’m no longer in front of the elders, something inside me crumples. I follow along, numbly agreeing, letting her lead as she chatters about how much impact I will have on our community and the wider world in my new role.

One touch of a cheek to a long-dead creature skull led to three deaths in the span of one night. If that’s the path of my impact, no one deserves it.





Chapter Three [image: ] KIAN

Guarding the body of a recently deceased priest as part of asinine Huntress death rituals is as ridiculous as it is dull, especially when you have the overnight shift. There aren’t even any histrionic mourners to hustle through as they gawk at his flaccid body, already stinking beneath its jewel-encrusted vestments.

But of course, that’s why I volunteered for this shift. Fewer potential witnesses. Unfortunately, there’s a snag I hadn’t anticipated.

I sit on the shined-up parquet floor of the apse with a sigh that echoes down the cavernous nave. Abundant candlelight, placed for maximum effect rather than efficient lighting, glints off the gilded ceiling and leaded windows, throwing the majority of the main sanctuary into dramatic shadow.

When I first joined the order as a scrawny fifteen-year-old, raw from the pain of my parents’ recent murders and bent on unclear but resolute vengeance, the Huntress’s temple terrified me at night, with its brutal and beautiful decor and haunting echoes. Fifteen years later, I just find it dull. I lean back against Brother Victor’s black-and-gold marble dais.

“Novitiate Kian,” my snag hisses, appalled by me as usual. A rule follower, ass kisser, and my ex, Ulric loves to try to bring me in line. Unfortunately for him, nothing brings me more pleasure than watching him squirm. Maybe that’s why we didn’t work out? “Get. Up.”

“No thanks,” I say with a wry smirk I know he’ll hate. I fake a yawn that turns real halfway through and stretch. “Thought I’d just take a small catnap here. You don’t mind guarding solo, do you?”

While I’m never one to pass up a nap, sitting with my eyes closed is a ruse like most of what I do as a novitiate in the Order of the Huntress.

The skull and robes that Brother Victor wears are encrusted with the rubies, diamonds, sapphires, emeralds, and pearls he’s earned through a lifetime of serving various high priestesses. Even the gold filigree decorating the gaps between gems would fetch enough coin to feed a neighborhood of Insborough for an entire winter. And it is all about to be torched in a funeral pyre.

I’ve got to get rid of Ulric so I can pop some of those precious jewels off Brother Victor’s decaying body. Stealing from the order is dangerous. If I’m caught, it will derail the goals I’ve spent a lifetime chasing, and just as I’m about to achieve them.

But I’ve been stealing the occasional gem or six from the skulls for a decade. I haven’t been caught yet. And the good my family can do with extra resources is worth the risk.

“You will give Brother Victor the honor and respect he deserves and do your duty as his guard,” Ulric growls, looming over me.

Too bad his growls don’t work on me anymore. “He’s dead. He’s not going to care if I watch him rot from my feet or my ass.”

Ulric splutters, then tries to force me up by looping his arms under mine. Not many people can manhandle me, but Ulric has size to his advantage, being easily as broad as I am but significantly taller. He leverages me to my feet and begins a tirade of admonishment. “What if we were attacked? What if we were robbed? What if someone came in to deface the temple? You cannot defend Brother Victor from your bottom.”

I raise an eyebrow and lower my voice barely above a whisper. “You of all people know I can accomplish quite a lot from my bottom.”

Instantly, a violet-red flush spreads up his neck and onto his cheeks, visible despite his dark complexion and the low, flickering candlelight. He’s just so, so easy to rile. I lean in to say something more, but then I see movement behind him. Or think I do. I stiffen, trying to squint past him into the dark, shadowy recesses of the sanctuary.

He begins to turn, but I put a hand on his chest. He freezes instantly. “Relax, Ulric.”

He shoves away from me, glaring.

What I want to say is that I can guard him from the floor or my feet because who would risk the Huntress’s ire to steal from the decaying corpse of an ancient, mid-level holy?

No one besides me.

But I have a part to play. While some irreverence is tolerated in a Huntress novitiate of my standing, outright derision for the order would not be. So instead, I just say, “Have faith. The Huntress will protect us from thieves and vandals.”

Or at least, the threat of her retaliation will.

As soon as I think the words, a figure steps out of the shadows. She wears a dark tunic tucked into dark breeches and a black coat with a flared skirt and black embroidery. A waistcoat or something fitted and short for warmth might suit her tasks better, but my aunt has always loved drama. At least her waist-length hair is braided tightly to her head, the salt-and-pepper strands shining in the candlelight.

Aunt Ujvala’s smirk matches my own as she steps fully into the light.

I suppress my smile, hiding any reaction from Ulric, who has not seen or heard her. He’s pacing across the marble floor of the apse, the echoes from his hard-soled boots ringing through the vaulted ceiling.

He lectures me on the importance of guarding the dead priest; how High Priestess Sarai would be so disappointed in me; how I can’t mess up our positions in the order now, after over a dozen years of grunt work and servitude, just days away from the matching ceremony where we will finally pair with skulls of our own and be inducted as full-fledged priests; how I probably got my white novitiate robes dirty on the floor and they will be a pain to wash.

But I hear little of it. It’s boringly familiar.

“Ulric, will you get me some ale?”

He gapes.

I don’t blame him. It’s a ridiculous request. He is not a servant to fetch my things, nor do I even like the bitter, bubbly alcohol, but I can think of nothing else to get him to leave the sanctuary, and Ulric is a natural caregiver. There’s a small chance he’ll agree.

“You fetch the best ale,” I say honestly. He always chooses the best options for my palate, somehow knowing better than me what I might actually like.

“I… choose good ale?” he splutters. “You want me to leave my holy post guarding our brother, to get you ale?”

Rolling her eyes at me, Aunt Ujvala takes a step, her black cane softly clicking on the stone floor.

Ulric hears the step and startles. Before he can turn, Aunt Ujvala quickly closes the gap between them and wallops him over the head with her cane. He collapses, his face hitting the floor with a moist smack. The sound echoes through the cavernous room, and I wince on his behalf.

“So much for subtlety, Aunt.”

Aunt Ujvala steps over Ulric’s prone body, moving straight to the high dais where Brother Victor is displayed. She takes in his deep-red vestments—the color of blood, the color of death—but her focus is on his jackalope mask.

“When I was a girl, the dragon-wearers used to burn the priests in public. Right in the center of the city.” She makes the sign of the triune goddess over the priest’s body. “People would come and watch, sing songs of praise to the Spinner, petition the Pupil, offer sacrifices to the Huntress.”

Her tone is strange, almost wistful. She sighs and turns back to face me. Gone is the mischievous smirk of earlier. The worry on her face makes my blood run cold. She looks old. Or perhaps just her age. I still think of her as she was twenty years ago, when she took me in after my parents died.

She hands me a small pouch, and I open it, finding the small red stones my family uses to mark paths. I try not to think about how similar in color they are to Brother Victor’s death robes.

“Will you come home?” she asks. “After?”

Home. I’ve spent fifteen years here in the order, fifteen years of plotting and planning, figuring out how to infiltrate and then ruin the most powerful religious order in the world. It started as revenge for my parents’ deaths at their hands, but it’s grown into so much more than that. A fight for change, for equality.

And while I have every confidence in my impending success, not once have I thought about the after.

Going home had never crossed my mind.

“Or perhaps you want to stay?” She looks down at Ulric. She has never met
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