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      They found the girl on the back doorstep an hour before dawn. Gentian might have mistaken her for a pile of rags in the dim glow of the streetlamps but for the hair spilling like dark water down the steps and the pale hand curling against icy stones.

      He drew up sharply, breath catching; Val stumbled into his back. Stories of a dozen murdered women crowded his head, driving away his pleasant drunken abstraction.

      “What is it?” Val muttered. “Oh—“ His hand tightened on Gentian’s elbow.

      Gentian scanned the empty street behind them: shops closed, windows shuttered, frost-slick cobbles glazed with lamplight. Laughter and voices carried from the next block, but the alley behind the Orpheum Rhodon was silent.

      He and Val exchanged a glance. They’d had a crowd a few hours ago, all their friends and as many strangers staggering through the Garden to celebrate the Rhodon’s smash opening of Mirror of Dreams. But time and wine felled their companions one by one, till they were left to wander back to the theatre by themselves.

      If not a murder, it might be a trap, but they stood and gaped like idiots and no one emerged from the shadows to rob them. The girl didn’t move.

      “Is she—“ Val swallowed, his fingers still digging into Gentian’s arm. He made no move to find out.

      Gentian sighed, his breath a shimmering plume in the darkness, and knelt to check her pulse; his own beat sharp in his throat. He hadn’t touched a corpse since he’d been the one to find his grandmother. Bile rose with the memory and he swallowed them both. The girl’s wrist was icy and fragile, but her blood throbbed steadily beneath his fingers. Relief nearly cost him his dinner and subsequent bottles of wine. He sat down hard on the steps.

      But if she wasn’t dead, why was she here? She was too tattered and threadbare for the usual clientele. He couldn’t smell alcohol or opium on her, nor find any wound. The bones in her hands were sharp as the sticks of a fan.

      Cold stone leeched the warmth out of him, leaving tired sobriety in its place. “We can’t leave her here,” he said, rubbing his face. Stage makeup he never got around to washing off left pale residue on his fingers. “Elisa would have a fit.” And besides, it was snowing again, fat flakes drifting past his nose to snag and melt in the girl’s tangled hair.

      Val unlocked the door and crouched beside them, sorting through the mess of skirts and scarves until Gentian had his hands under her arms and Val had her legs. Too thin, but long-boned and limp; they cursed and stumbled over the threshold and into the warmer darkness of the hall. As quiet inside as out—plenty of other actors and crew lived in the Rhodon, waiting for money or patronage to find rooms of their own, but they were still carousing or passed out drunk.

      “What are we doing with her, anyway?” Val asked.

      With a few awkward turns, they maneuvered her into one of the backstage waiting rooms. The kind where over-eager patrons might claim a tryst—a lock on the door and worn velvet upholstery, flaking gilt candelabras and stained-glass lamps. Like everywhere backstage, the air smelled of sawdust and face-paint, sweat and perfume and mineral oil. Gentian barked his shin against a chair as they set their burden down and cursed, while Val fumbled his way across the room to strike a light. Tugging his scarves away from his throat—ever since the first bite of winter, Elisa wouldn’t let any of her singers out of the building with bare necks—Gentian knelt to examine his charge in the amber spill of lamplight.

      Her skin was as fair as his instead of Selafaïn brown or bronze, her face a long oval beneath tangled winter-brown hair. Familiarity nagged at him, but perhaps it was only the coloring. Hundreds of Rosian refugees had come to Erisín in the last ten years, maybe thousands by now.

      Dozens had died since autumn, more than the usual toll of hunger and disease. At least five young women had been murdered by a bloodthirsty slasher—a demon, rumor claimed—and more were killed in the riots that sprang up in the wake of those murders. It wasn’t a good time to be Rosian in Oldtown. Or anywhere.

      Looking closer, he frowned—blood streaked the girl’s cheeks like tears, crusted rust-red in dark lashes. He touched her head lightly, searching again for a wound, but found nothing. Gentian swallowed: it was the mark of an oracle amongst his people. He doubted anyone else in the theatre would recognize it, but he licked the edge of a scarf and hastily scrubbed the blood away. Oracles weren’t demons, but it was hard to explain the difference. Her blue fingertips were a more pressing concern, anyway.

      Val leaned over his shoulder—stumbled and leaned on it; the smell of wine clung to him thick as perfume. “Now what?”

      “Either she wakes up and we find out what happened, or…” Gentian rubbed his face again, contemplating the nuisance of charity. “I suppose she can have my bed, otherwise. I’ll sleep with you.”

      Val snorted. “You snore and take all the covers. Sleep with her instead.”

      “Maybe I can steal a jacket from costumes,” Gentian said, frowning at her threadbare coat. Her shoes were cracked, stockings too thin for the weather; if nothing else he could give her a better pair of socks.

      And why, he asked himself, did he care? He could find a carriage and have her taken to a shelter for less trouble. She was Rosian, clearly a refugee—everything he had distanced himself from. But so familiar. He brushed her hair away from her face. Thick arching brows, a long hooked nose, cheekbones very like his own. A solitary pox-scar dented her brow, in the center where temples marked the faithful. Gentian’s breath caught as familiarity deepened into recognition. Taller and thinner than the girl he remembered, but….

      She stirred, eyes opening deep and dark. The bottom fell out of his stomach. Chapped lips cracked as she smiled. Her chest swelled with breath, and before he could stop her, she spoke.

      “Kostya!”

      He winced at the name he hadn’t used in years. “Sonya.” His hand shook as he reached for her, half expecting her to be insubstantial as a phantom now, a vengeful spectre sent to remind him of his sins. The stark chill of her flesh didn’t reassure him.

      Behind them, Val made a curious noise. Sonya glanced up and stiffened, wary as an animal.

      “This is Valerian. He’s a friend. Val, this is Sonya—my cousin.”

      [image: ]

      “What are you doing here?” Gentian asked after Val had gone to bed and he’d dragged Sonya into a warm bath. Steam fogged the narrow window and the faint metallic smell of tap water filled the room. Her clothes lay in a heap on the tiles—better off in the furnace than the laundry. “It’s not safe out there alone.”

      “Safe as anywhere. I was waiting for you.” Still too pale, but at least she wasn’t blue anymore. She sorted through soaps and bath salts, opening a bottle and sniffing before replacing the stopper. The next she sprinkled into the water. “I missed you after the show.”

      “You were here?”

      “Of course. It was wonderful.” She selected another soap and began scrubbing her hair. “The costumes, the songs… The moving statues were very clever. But Lucretia’s maid needs to work on her timing.”

      “We’ve told her.” Shame warmed his neck, and not for Silvia’s timing. He hadn’t thought to invite Sonya. Hadn’t thought of her at all in so long. Had tried so hard to wipe away the past, while she and the rest of their family clung to it.

      “I’m sorry,” he said softly.

      She raised her eyebrows, soapsuds dripping down one cheek. “She wasn’t that bad.” Her lips curled, and he knew she understood him. Of course she did—his best friend since they could walk, as close as any sister. Closer still, perhaps, if not for clan consanguinity laws.

      He remembered the blood on her face and swallowed. “Sonya—“ He knelt beside the lacquered wooden tub, soaking the knees of his trousers. The smell of sea salt and citrus drifted off the water, off her skin. “When I found you”—he lowered his voice, glancing over his shoulder to double-check the latch—“you had the ašara.” The red tears.

      Her face greyed. She sank into the water without answering, hair snaking around her like kelp and a cloud of suds spreading across the surface. Like Ophelia in Undine, frozen in her lake. He wished he knew how

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/bonegardencoverxlg.jpg
MANDA DOWNUM

Ve,






OEBPS/images/vellum-created-fixed.png





OEBPS/images/break-section-side-fixed.png





