

[image: ]



[image: ]



Also by Susannah Appelbaum

The Hollow Bettle
The Poisons of Caux, Book I

The Tasters Guild
The Poisons of Caux, Book II





[image: ]




THIS IS A BORZOI BOOK PUBLISHED BY ALFRED A. KNOPF

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

Text copyright © 2011 by Susannah Appelbaum

Jacket and title page art copyright © 2011 by Jennifer Taylor

All other interior illustrations copyright © 2011 by Andrea Offermann

All rights reserved. Published in the United States by Alfred A. Knopf, an imprint of Random House Children’s Books, a division of Random House, Inc., New York.

Knopf, Borzoi Books, and the colophon are registered trademarks of Random House, Inc.

Visit us on the Web! www.randomhouse.com/kids

Educators and librarians, for a variety of teaching tools,

visit us at www.randomhouse.com/teachers

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Appelbaum, Susannah.

The shepherd of weeds / Susannah Appelbaum; illustrated by Andrea Offermann. — 1st ed.

p. cm. — (The poisons of Caux; bk. 3)

Summary: With an army of scarecrows, a legion of birds, and her friends and uncle by her side, it is up to Ivy Manx to wage war against the evil Vidal Verjouce and the Tasters Guild, defeat her own father, and restore order to the plant world.

eISBN: 978-0-375-89897-6

[1. Poisons—Fiction. 2. Scarecrows—Fiction. 3. Uncles—Fiction. 4. Fantasy.]

I. Offermann, Andrea, ill. II. Title.

PZ7.A6445Sh 2011

[Fic]—dc22

2010051351

Random House Children’s Books supports the First Amendment and celebrates the right to read.

v3.1





For A.M.R.,

who stayed until the Wind changed





Lo, I the man, whose Muse whilom did mask,
As time her taught, in lowly Shepherd’s weeds …

—The Faerie Queene
Spenser
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Previously in

THE POISONS OF CAUX

Times had changed in the ancient land of Caux. The Deadly Nightshades were no longer, and while many in the realm awaited news of the previous ruler, the beloved King Verdigris, a stubborn few hoped for the return of a more dangerous way of life … a way of poison.

The world of botany was a deadly one, but there existed an arguably worse evil—and sadly for Ivy, this was her father. Vidal Verjouce was not only the Director of the secretive Tasters’ Guild but a true specter of destruction. And he now had a masterful ally, the deadly and treacherous plant called scourge bracken, a weed so potent, so perilous, that nearly all who encountered it were annihilated. One needed to be a powerful and mighty king to handle its dark and unpredictable character.

A powerful king—or eleven-year-old Ivy Manx.

Ivy was a poisoner of some skill, and she soon found that her vast knowledge of herbs made her a remarkable healer. But her talents were mysterious and unpredictable, and a cure came with a hefty price: a visit to her father’s terrifying Mind Garden. This was Verjouce’s realm, a dark destination found only in his ruined imagination, where nightmares thrived like weeds.

Ivy and her friend Rowan Truax entered Rocamadour by way of the dank sewers, and were welcomed by the revered Professor Breaux and his granddaughter, Rue. But a wrong turn down a twisted alley delivered Ivy to Irresistible Meals, the dreaded course taught by the subrector Snaith. Before the entire class in the vast lecture hall, Ivy was poisoned with scourge bracken. Risking everything, Rue saved her.

Sickened and feverish—but to Snaith’s utter disappointment, somehow still alive—Ivy arrived in Pimcaux, Caux’s sisterland. There, she recuperated atop the cheery lighthouse of the alewives—the banished companions of Caux’s trestlemen. Rowan was left to explore a nearby village. For his efforts, he was rewarded with a peculiar shop, eerie and abandoned, its inhabitants long gone. A weathered sign announced the place as once being the Four Sisters Tapestries of the Ancients and Royal Haberdashery.

Meanwhile, with the help of the alewife Wilhelmina and a pair of enormous seabirds, Ivy found the ailing King Verdigris. Unfortunately, she also found her wicked former taster, Sorrel Flux, who had adapted quite well to life in Pimcaux. Appallingly, Ivy’s mother, Clothilde, appeared to be under his command. King Verdigris, from his gruesome throne of hawthorns, issued Ivy a command. Giving his great-granddaughter two strange stones—fruit pits—he told her to plant them in Caux.

Dismal, desperate—and pursued by Flux—Ivy and Rowan returned to Underwood, to their first glimmer of happiness. Ivy’s beloved crow, Shoo, had emerged from the enchanted tapestries, where, alongside a mysterious woman in white, he had been imprisoned.

But the reunion was to be a brief one. The Prophecy—the future of Caux—still rested heavily upon Ivy’s small shoulders. She had yet to cure the King, and time was running short—for the trestleman Axle, her wisest friend and the famed author of The Field Guide to the Poisons of Caux, had been captured. His was an existence of woe; the trestleman was being kept for the amusement of the Director in his chambers atop the dreaded spire in Rocamadour. And each day, Vidal Verjouce was growing stronger, his powers greater, and scourge bracken more tempestuous.
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Ink

A good and durable ink may be made by the following directions: 3 drams of clear rainwater, a vessel of powdered galls, and a sizable bath of eau-de-vie. Add gum arabic and rasped logwood. Warm with summer’s sun or winter’s fire for 2 days. Strain.
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WARNING

Under no circumstances should you distill an ink or dye from an unknown weed or untested recipe, for this might very well result in unforeseen and highly unpleasant consequences.

—The Field Guide to the Poisons of Caux
Axlerod D. Roux





Part I

The Well Keeper

What of someone from the darkworlds,

who is returned to the light?

They rejoice as the sun sets,

and find solace in the shadows of the night.

—Prophecy, Sparrowhawk fragment




Chapter One

Mrs. Mulk

[image: ]hrough a gate of jagged iron needles sat a decrepit brick building. At some point in its long life, the fence along the gate had endured a botched repair and was bandaged in places with barbwire, which sat rusting in sharp and dangerous clots. Behind it was a plot of rubble that could never be mistaken for a play yard, but in some sad coincidence was indeed just that. It was littered with stones, bits of broken glass, and scraps of rusting metal. The only visible toy was a small, weathered doll that sat headless and dejected. When there was a thin window in the brick building, long, uneven bars stretched across it. A faded sign announced this destination as a final one.


The Wayward Home for Indigent Orphans and Invalid Hotel



It was, in fact, a picture of perfect misery. But appearances did not matter for the Wayward Home for Indigent Orphans and Invalid Hotel, as there were never any visitors (unless you were unfortunate enough to be an orphan or an invalid).

No visitors, that is, except tonight.

From somewhere up the battered pathway and in the general vicinity of the crippled entry, a blast of impatient knocking shook the old front door. And then, rat-tat-tat-tat, a second. From the stoop, in the silence that followed, there was an irritated complaint, a muffled swear, and the thud of a large package hitting the ground.

Stillness followed.

Above, the worn slate roof was the same color as the cold night sky, except where a yellow incision of moon was carved beside a crumpled weather vane. Dark thornbushes scraped against the old walls, making strange, unsettling whispers. Vines edged over the creaky windows in a tenuous green curtain.

Finally, the peeling wooden door opened just a crack and a slash of weak firelight escaped from the orphanage.

“Who goes there?” accused a falsetto voice, the matronly one of Mrs. Mulk. “We are not due for another delivery.” She attempted to close the door but found a stranger’s shoe to be preventing this. Examining the shoe, she saw it was of unusual quality—possessing an oily sheen—and terminated in a silk stocking that bagged upon a bony ankle. It wriggled, trapped. Mrs. Mulk narrowed her eyes, and contemplated squishing it.

“Wanda,” the visitor murmured.

It was a whisper of a word, and the darkness somehow made it more potent. The name—the softness of the letter W, the gasp of the final da—was a name of broken promises.

“Wanda,” he said again.

The name stayed her hand.

“Who’s there?” the custodian hissed. She brought an eye thick with mascara to the opening and peered out. The tar upon her lashes clumped together rebelliously, and when she blinked, it threatened to seal her eye altogether in a gluey mass. “If you prefer your foot attached to your body, I suggest you remove it at once. Otherwise, it will become the property of the orphans and invalids in my care. They are, it just so happens, in need of a new toy.”

“Wanda. It’s me,” the nasally voice repeated, this time louder. It took on a pout. “Surely you have not forgotten?”

Mrs. Mulk thought for a moment. Few knew her by her given name.

Could it be? While there was something familiar about the voice, there was something quite different, too—and it had been so long.

[image: ]

Times had changed in the kingdom of Caux. The Deadly Nightshades had been deposed, and while many in the land awaited news of their previous ruler, Good King Verdigris, a stubborn few hoped quietly—sinisterly—for the return of a more dangerous way of life.

Mrs. Mulk was one such person. She saw that now there were far fewer poisonings, and fewer poisonings meant fewer orphans. It was bad for business. Wanda Mulk did not like the current state of affairs in the least.

She thought for a moment, a name upon her lips.

“Sorrel?” Mrs. Mulk was suddenly tentative. “Dear Sorrel—Sorrel, is that really you?”

“Yes, Wanda. It’s me.”

The door was flung open and the generous form of the orphanage’s lone custodian filled the frame. Wanda Mulk greeted her old friend and cohort with a look of genuine pleasure. Theirs was a friendship born from great misfortune—not their own, but that of others.

“Oh, Sorrel!” Mrs. Mulk’s hands met at her bosom and her fingers laced and unlaced themselves in nervous expectation. Between them on the ground was a large and unwieldy package, wrapped tightly in an old rug and finished with rope.

“And, as usual, Wanda,” Sorrel Flux continued, “I come bearing gifts.”


Chapter Two

The Package

[image: ]n the parlor the orphan maker and orphan minder conversed in low tones while the package lay unopened at the bottom of the cellar stairs, beside a few crusted barrels of saltpeter in the tallow room. The reunion was punctuated with Mrs. Mulk’s muffled trills, Sorrel Flux’s nasal tones threading between. Soon the tinkling of glasses grew more boisterous, while—perhaps in a trick of the candlelight—the woven carpet that haphazardly wrapped Sorrel Flux’s gift seemed to pulse and swirl. It possessed a weave that was at once complex and captivating, and dark and discouraging, and, above all, ancient. But the years had not been kind, and the carpet was threadbare in places, and matted and overgrown in others—and the entire thing possessed an overwhelming odor of rotting vegetation.

While Sorrel Flux allowed himself the attentions of Mrs. Mulk, and liberal cupfuls of her sherry, he plotted the package’s demise. This came quite easily to the miserable taster, as his dislike of anyone other than himself was what commanded the weak pulse in his sallow wrists. He talked long into the night, quite happy to hear his own voice—dripping with vainglory and tinged with conceit.

The package, he explained, contained a child.

“An orphan?” Mrs. Mulk asked hopefully. They were so much easier than invalids.

“No. Not yet,” Flux allowed.

And then he opened his pasty mouth, a slit in his yellowed face, and told Mrs. Mulk the reason for his visit.

Indeed, Flux was right in that the package did not contain an orphan. But, in an interesting coincidence, the package, when it awoke, would wish to be one. It was, in fact, a bitter coincidence that the package should find itself within the walls of an orphanage, for the package most definitely possessed two parents—each more treacherous than the other. The package’s mother had seemingly slipped it a very potent sleeping potion, resulting in this current situation. And its father, well, the package’s father was bent on world destruction.

So, in the hands of its former, fiendish taster, the package slept—and dreamed.
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The basement was composed of walls of bare rock, and dotting the various crannies were dingy candles, dripping molten wax upon everything beneath them. Many more had burned themselves out, nothing but greasy stumps, but the smell of the rendered fat remained.

To look on the bright side, the room was well lit. Sadly, the view was one perhaps better relegated to the dark.

Above a far door to the laundry room was an embroidered sign.

[image: ]


Chapter Three

The Boil Pile

[image: ]t was the laundry room where all these bad things happened.

As awful as the basement was, the laundry room was far worse. It could be found, beneath the embroidered sign, through a small, riveted steel door. Inside, industrial-sized machines clugged and sloshed the sheets and tattered uniforms in a syrup of gray suds. Next, a large cylinder with a hand crank would squeeze out most of the dreary water, preparing the laundry—normally—for the drying process. But since Mrs. Mulk’s clothes dryer had long ago expired, the washing was then unceremoniously returned to the various cots and shoulders whence it came, damp and discouraging. And then Mrs. Mulk would turn her attentions to what she found to be a far more agreeable project: the Boil Pile.

In one corner of the laundry room, a boiler sprouted many crooked pipes and occasionally belched a cloud of steam. Beside it was a vat—indeed, a cauldron of sorts—which was heated from a vast, glowing orange coil of wire beneath. From a broken metal hatch below it all, tangles of frayed cords and bulging tubes spilled forth along with the occasional spark. There was no off switch. There were no windows. A thin vent pipe threaded through the damp foundation and led to the orphanage’s exterior, and was the only clue of the room’s existence to the outside world.

For it was here Mrs. Mulk practiced her pursuit of perpetual youth.

Because Mrs. Mulk had it in her mind that there was nothing as precious as youth, she had long ago concocted a way to get herself some. With youth came the promise of longevity and vitality, both in short supply in Caux. But this obsession of Mrs. Mulk’s did not translate into perhaps a more healthful lifestyle—the occasional enjoyment of the outdoors and an appreciation of fresh air and good deeds. No, Mrs. Mulk intended to steal herself some youth. And from whom better than the youngsters in her care?

The custodian of the Wayward Home for Indigent Orphans and Invalid Hotel found herself thinking that youthfulness could be extracted—quite simply, albeit horribly—from cherished objects belonging to her children. Upon arrival, the orphans (already parentless and destitute) were forced to relinquish their only beloved objects—their last possessions, filled with the sweat, kisses, tears, joys, and fears of their miserable lives.

A short list of things upon the Boil Pile:


	One teddy bear, left eye missing, lovingly replaced with a battered button

	A child’s blanket, silken edge rubbed raw from cuddling

	A broken locket

	An odd doll’s shoe

	A thick book, titled The Field Guide to the Poisons of Caux, by Axlerod D. Roux



Mrs. Mulk would carefully boil down each of these treasures and, from the burnt dregs at the bottom of the vat, produce a mass of creams, powders, and lotions that would—she hoped—imbue her with eternal life.


Chapter Four

“It Is Done.”

[image: ]orrel Flux’s eventual departure from the orphanage brought with it an uncheery moment of silence.

He pattered down the creaky steps. He skulked through what was once a small rose garden, which now grew nothing but vicious thorns. He made his way along the dark hedgerows that lined the walk, covered in a stingy winter’s snow, past a few tattered scarecrows made from the cast-off clothes of abject orphans. The scarecrows were silent. A slight wind moved through their straw arms, causing a few to sway worryingly, but Sorrel Flux paid them no mind. His was a nature not to be troubled by nightmarish things—he preferred, instead, to cause them.

The grounds that surrounded the orphanage were, if possible, even more dire than the place itself. Much of the countryside was riddled with wetlands, and in the warmer months, the impassable earth was thick with deadwood and slime-covered puddles. Round hills rose from marsh, and fell back again into field. Tonight, everything was frozen and unwelcoming, even beneath a blanket of snow.

The moon was high now, a sulfurous wedge of yellow in the dark pool of Cauvian night. It easily illuminated the dented pipe from Mrs. Mulk’s laundry room, and Flux made a beeline to it. He unwound the silken ascot from his yellowish neck and balled the fine fabric into a small clump, which he then stuffed satisfactorily into the ductwork before him. It was thoroughly jammed. Satisfied at his handiwork, he turned his back on the orphanage.

Sorrel Flux then found his way cautiously in the low light to an old crab apple tree, where he stopped and shifted his weight from one foot to the other. He shook off some of the snow from his polished shoes and waited. He coughed once, and then thought better of it. He stifled a yawn.

Finally, from the deep recesses of the winter night, another figure emerged. It was a grand one, tall and glorious, especially beside the insignificant silhouette of the taster. The moon shone down, revealing a dress of such spectacular fabric as to mimic the celestial heavens above. A deep, night blue—devoid of all stars.

This was Clothilde. She appeared, as if stepping down from the ether, hands upon her hips. Her long hair—once fiercely black—was now a wintry silver, icy. The moonlight coursed through it like a waterfall. With an elegant sweep, she pulled it back into a tidy bun, securing it with a flash of a silver hairpin.

Sorrel Flux, his eyes narrowed, regarded his companion. But he was distracted not by his companion’s utter resemblance to the child he had just delivered into Mrs. Mulk’s questionable care. No, instead, he was preoccupied with a fantasy. It surged within his scrawny ribs, a dream of his future, one to which he was now one step closer.

“It is done,” Flux smirked.

The unlikely pair then turned, bound for Templar.


Damp Idyll No. I

In the gloaming—before the light falls away completely in the evening—a trio was gathered in an overgrown garden. They were sisters, these three, from a time in Caux’s history when great feats of magic were performed by cherished kings and hands wove spectacular tapestries made from silken ribbon and strong enchantments.

But these ladies, like Caux, had seen better days.

The first sister had long ago succumbed to a fungus, and her face was lumpy and porous with hundreds of small mushrooms. The next was wrapped in a cloak of moss so old and formfitting it was hard to distinguish where it began and her flesh left off—if indeed there was such a place. And the last of the sisters was like a very ripe cheese—mold had converged within her veins, and her skin was aged and crumbly. Hers was not a skin but a rind.

These were the Mildew Sisters, and they were gathered together for a spot of tea. A weak fire had been lit beside the garden’s stricken scarecrow, and a dented kettle warmed between them.

“We are too late,” the aged-cheese sister muttered. “The tea leaves do not lie.”

The other two nodded, thoughtfully appraising the soggy pile of brewed nettles on the ground between them. They leaned in, divining.

“You are right, as always, Lola. The girl has returned to Caux, a failure. The Prophecy is unfulfilled. The King has not been cured.”

All three nodded, agreeing.

They took a moment to look about the garden. At one time, a young girl’s hand had tended the rows—growing with great skill deadly poisons right beside their antidotes. Not far from the crumbling walls, an old millhouse stood abandoned. A sign for a tavern swung from a single nail.

The Hollow Bettle

“And see, Lola”—a weedy hand pointed again at the tea leaves—“it says here she is in grave danger.” This was Gigi, and Gigi wrapped her moss shroud about her shoulders tighter, disturbing a nesting spider in one of the folds. “They call her a false prophet.”

“Deceitful. A fraud,” agreed Lola.

“She must harness the power of the forest to succeed,” continued Gigi.

Again they nodded agreeably.

Lola and Gigi looked at the third sister, the fungus-strewn one, a bit hesitantly. This was Fifi. Fifi, realizing something was currently expected of her, leaned in to the soggy pile, squinting.

“Er—” She looked up at the expectant faces of her sisters and then quickly back at the pile of tea leaves. She tentatively gave the mound a nudge with a worn boot.

“It says …” She tried again, resolute. “The tea leaves are telling me …” A look of frustration settled upon her porous features and then renounced itself.

“It’s no use!” Fifi squeaked. “I think I need another cup.”

Gigi and Lola scowled at their youngest sister, and then with a resigned sigh, Lola turned to the drooping scarecrow and plucked a generous handful of its stuffing from a fraying hole in its side. From this, more tea was made—the cup finally shoved indelicately in Fifi’s direction.

“Now, divine,” they ordered.

Surrendering, Fifi sloshed the contents around the dented cup and threw them to the ground. Staring intently, she avoided her sisters.

An uninspired moment passed. Then suddenly, to both Lola and Gigi’s great astonishment, Fifi was seized with a rolling shudder—followed by another, more powerful one, after which she appeared frozen in place. The shock of this fit caused her mouth to drop open, a dark hole among the erupting mushrooms upon her face, her knees locked in an indelicate squat where she had bent to examine the earth.

For a stunned moment, the only sound was the hiss of the fire. Then, at once, Lola and Gigi overcame their surprise and rushed to their ailing sister’s side.

“Fifi!” they called. “Fifi—what has happened?”

“Awaken! Blink, dear, if you can hear us!”

There was no response.

After a minute of continued quiet from Fifi, a different tone from Lola—a suspicious one. “Fifi! Stop this charade at once! When I suggested you apply yourself more diligently to your tea-leaf readings, I hardly had this in mind.…”

The small walled garden in which they had settled was silent, which made the slap delivered by Lola to her sister’s lumpy cheek that much louder. Lola lowered her blue-veined arm.

Progress!

Fifi did blink now—her puff face roiled, producing a contorted scowl.

But before the other two could react, she sputtered. And spoke.

From Fifi’s misshapen mouth came a single name in a deep baritone.

She spoke not of Ivy Manx—nor the ancient Prophecy on which they were now called to action—but instead another. A name the three had not dared utter in many, many years. One that, for the Mildew Sisters, was a reminder of their unspeakable past. An unpleasant reminder.

“Babette!” Fifi whispered, her voice raspy and dry, and not at all her own. “Babette is here, and she is coming for us—”

But before she could finish, her other pitiable cheek was met with a forceful slap—this time from Gigi.

The darkness around them pressed in.


Chapter Five

Orphan’d

[image: ]ost of the putrid candles in the cellar had guttered, and a pungent smoke was all that remained in the unusual half darkness. Thick snores punctuated the parlor room above, as Mrs. Mulk succumbed to the effects of her sherry, while below, a pair of hands worked quietly, feverishly, on the hemp rope of the oblong package. The binds were erratic and thoughtless—redundant in their loops and often reversing themselves maddeningly. But the small hands were patient, and after nearly an hour the rope lay in a cluttered pile and the strange carpet was all that remained between the contents of the package and the rank basement air.

A crooked seam joined the edges of the textile, and large stretches of knotted thread crisscrossed the closure—the work of a maniac with a fishhook. With a loud rip, these parted, and, along with a large waft of concentrated mildew, the sleeping contents of the package were revealed. Inside: a girl with strands of golden hair, skin abnormally pale even in this low light. She wore a tragic dress made of the blackest soot.

“Ivy!” the owner of the hands called softly, and then again—this time shaking her sleeping form. “Wake up!” the voice pleaded.

After a moment, Ivy’s eyes did flutter open, but with a blank stare, unrecognizing. A frown. Then nothing, as her heavy eyelids fell closed.

“Ivy Manx,” the girl’s voice whispered. “Listen to me. You have been betrayed. Poisoned! You were given a sleeping potion and brought here—to this awful place. You must wake up! And quickly—Mrs. Mulk will be here soon!” The hands carefully smoothed Ivy’s untidy hair.

It was useless. Ivy’s sleep was deep and profound.

And in it, she dreamed.

Currently, Ivy was hearing distant chatter. Bird chatter—annoying and insistent. She scowled. Her mind rolled over, and to escape the intrusion, she burrowed farther into the dark and springy loam that cradled her in her deep sleep. She pulled a dreamy cloak of woven grass and dried leaves over her head and sighed. The earth was her domain! She had found a restful place finally, no heavy expectations upon her shoulders here, no Prophecies, no voices.

Except the one.

When it arrived, peaceful slumber became a nightmare.

Where are you, my child? came the harsh whisper. A rolling hot wind accompanied it—sickening, poisonous. Ivy held her breath, hiding in her resting spot.

You cannot stray, you know. You and I are one—you shall see. I will find you. There is no escape—no escape from me. From Kingmaker!

The voice. It was her father’s. She knew it at once. He had found her—here even, beneath the earth! She knew something else, too. He was right. There was nowhere she could go that he would not find her.

But in the distance, that bird.

A chatty bird—it refused to hush. In fact, it was louder now, and it was drowning out her father’s despicable rant. And the creature’s song! Persistent and vital, it sang of strange things, of broken enchantments and drifting ash.

The bird was singing her name, over and over.

“Ivy Manx,” it crowed. “Ivy Manx! Wake up!”

Suddenly Ivy was overwhelmed with the vision of her old friend Axlerod—an awful image of the trestleman locked away in a cage, forgotten. Dying.

Ivy struggled to open her eyes, battling furiously against the deep desire to sleep. She forced her mind to retreat from its earthy hole, the deep blanket of crumbling leaves and soil it had fashioned for her nest of artificial slumber. She moved endless piles of earth and her breath felt stale.

With a gasp, she sat up—awake.

But where was the bird? It was not here. Someone else was calling her name softly, shaking her shoulders, chasing the poisoned sleep away. It was a girl—a pale and sickly girl wearing a filthy robe.

Ivy blinked. Where she was, she had no idea. But she knew one thing: the girl before her was completely and utterly familiar.

“Rue!” Ivy gasped. Rue had saved her life at the Tasters’ Guild, leading her to the safety of her grandfather’s compound after Ivy had been publicly poisoned in the infamous class of Irresistible Meals. Ivy never saw her again, having escaped her father’s clutches into Pimcaux. Judging by appearances, Rue had not fared well. She was thin and drawn, her smooth skin a host to blooms of some sort of angry red rash.

“Rue—what’s happened to you?”

Rue shook her head, looking over her shoulder in a panic. “Not now. Listen to me carefully. You are in an orphanage—”

“An orphanage?” Ivy allowed herself a moment of pleasant contemplation of a world without her parents.

“Not just any orphanage,” Rue growled. “The Wayward Home for Indigent Orphans and Invalid Hotel. The oldest and worst orphanage ever built!”

“That’s quite a distinction!” Ivy smiled.

From upstairs an unsteady clatter of heels upon the thin floorboards, and Rue’s whisper abruptly stopped. A creaking as the door to the basement was thrown open, and a stretch of anemic light hit the stairs.

“Rue?” Ivy looked for her friend, but she was suddenly alone.

Mrs. Mulk was not long on the uneven steps—this was a trip she made often, and in any variety of the teetering footwear that she favored. Something was most certainly amiss with her delivery. As her eyes adjusted to the dimness, she heard a voice from the floor.

“Oh, hello,” Ivy said sweetly. “May I trouble you for a glass of water?”


Chapter Six

The Dress

[image: ]rs. Mulk spun around to the package, which was now unwrapped and transformed into her newest charge.

“What did you say?” Her voice was that of an opera singer’s after a strenuous performance, high and wavery. Her lips, from where the voice emerged, were penciled dramatically and smothered in a savage pink.

“I’m parched!” Ivy explained. Indeed, whatever potion she had been given had made her mouth dry and stale, and left behind the taste of bog. “Is there any water around here?” she repeated.

“You little savage!” Mrs. Mulk drew herself up to full size. “Where are your manners?”

“Sorry. May I please have some water?” Ivy smiled her most endearing smile—one that charmed nearly everyone—but it faded quickly when she saw the look upon the woman’s plump face.

Mrs. Mulk inspected this new, pitiful creature before her with interest. Flux had told her the child was a special one. But if looks were anything (and to Mrs. Mulk they were everything), there was some mistake. The orphan’s hair was wild and uncombed, her fingernails ragged and dirty. But the carpet she came in was salvageable. Wrinkling her nose at the stench of mildew, Mrs. Mulk decided it would make a fine blanket for one of the children in her care.

The caretaker drew herself up.

“Well, orphan,” Mrs. Mulk said. (She addressed all her charges thusly—even the invalids.) “Which is it?”

“Which is what?” Ivy wondered.

“Don’t take that tone with me, orphan! Do you have the power to heal? Or, is it like I said, that all children are born liars?” Mrs. Mulk challenged.

Ivy blinked.

The custodian noticed that the creature’s face had a strange pallor and her eyes were flecked with glittering gold.

“All of Caux is clamoring about your supposed healing powers. ‘Child of the Prophecy,’ ” Mrs. Mulk scoffed. “You’ve got everyone fooled—but me. Those who expect the return of the old King will soon be disappointed, if I have anything to do about it.”

“I am not an orphan.” Ivy narrowed her eyes at Mrs. Mulk.

“Indeed?” She’d heard that one before.

Mrs. Mulk turned to go, but as she did, a strange look passed over the woman’s face—a niggling thought of a lost opportunity.

“Although … I am nothing if not fair.”

“I can see that,” Ivy lied.

Mrs. Mulk leaned in then, her ravaged skin and rouged cheeks aflame with desire. “I will give you one chance.”

“For what?”

Mrs. Mulk’s words were coming quickly now. “I’ll give you one chance to prove yourself. Make me young again. Use your powers and restore my youth. Do it—and I’ll free you. You, and that bag of bones that’s hiding behind the stairs.” Mrs. Mulk wheeled about, pointing at Rue’s hiding place. Rue stood, frozen and panicked, and Ivy’s heart sank.

“I’m afraid I can’t do that,” Ivy whispered. Even if she wanted to, she could not chance a cure—for every time she did, she found herself in her father’s Mind Garden. The risk was too great.

“Just as I thought.”

Satisfied that she had proven yet again that children were nothing if not worthless, the custodian stepped nearer to Ivy. Mrs. Mulk brushed her hands together briskly as if the entire matter was dismissed, and peered closer at the tedious, conniving creature.

The child was wearing a tattered dress the color of a gravestone’s shadow. Mrs. Mulk could tell that at one time it had been a desirable, expensive frock, the product of fancy tailoring and unique lace, and this realization caused a deep surge of envy to bound about her insides. Yet the dress had seen better days and appeared to be falling apart at the seams—the girl could obviously not be relied upon to maintain it. One of the girl’s shoulders was exposed where the dress had failed. An old family heirloom, she decided. Perfect for the Boil Pile.

“You will tender that dress to me, young lady,” Mrs. Mulk informed Ivy. “The orphans in my home wear this.” She produced a gray flannel rag with a pair of armholes.

“But I’m not an—”

“Hand it over. It’s going to the Boil Pile.”

The history of Ivy’s dress now bears a moment of reflection.

The unusual fabric from which it was sewn is unknown, but its origins are not. Ivy received this dress in an encounter with her father, Vidal Verjouce, in his abominable Mind Garden. His carefully manicured retreat had been laid waste by his appalling desire for a potent and despicable weed, once thought extinct. To consult The Field Guide to the Poisons of Caux for a further explanation, a careful reader would soon realize this weed was known by two names. Kingmaker—for those who had fallen under its spell. And scourge bracken—for those who had yet to. Furthermore, Axle wrote, it was just a matter of time before you would fall—succumbing to parched dreams of brutal domination—for scourge bracken would stop at nothing, calling to it ever more power for its evil designs, until all of Caux was laid waste.

Ivy’s Mind Garden dress was tight enough to restrict her breathing and made from an unusual lace with a chaotic, menacing pattern—jagged teeth and eerie shapes, not some pretty doily. It was made, too, by the ruined imaginings of her wicked father. She was happy to see it was decomposing here, back in Caux. The dress came off her in clumps like dried moss.

“Water, you say?” Mrs. Mulk wanted very badly to punish the offending orphans before her, but a greater desire coursed through her now. She wanted to throw Ivy’s dress into her despicable vat. She turned to Rue, who stood shaking in the shadows beneath the stairs. “What are you waiting for, you wretched brat? Show her where the well is.”


Chapter Seven

The Well

[image: ]he parlor streamed with welcome light, after the dim and smoky cellar. The barred windows were decorated with a faded calico—a pattern of which women of a certain age seem fond—and the flooring was a worn and stained carpet of similar taste. There was an overabundance of cozies, normally little lace coverlets sewn to shroud a teapot, but here, in the parlor, they protected Mrs. Mulk’s large collection of miniatures.

The room, despite the light, possessed an inexplicable repellency. The few orphans still in residence were reluctant to enter it, and the invalids—well, upon this subject they would all agree their mite-infested beds were preferable to Mrs. Mulk’s parlor. If forced to conclude just what the nature of the unpleasantness was within these four walls, the task would not be easy. Perhaps you might point to the smell—the whiff of decay, a pinch of desperation—but this would be explained away easily, since the room was directly above the molten vat bubbling in the laundry room. The place was a threshold of loneliness.

And it held one occupant. A small one.

It, too, had a cozy.

The door to the basement creaked as Rue and Ivy entered the parlor, and the creaking seemed to have some sort of effect upon a creature beneath a splash of lace suspended from the stained ceiling.

It emitted a frightened cheep.

This, after a moment, was followed by the most mournful of songs Ivy had ever heard. The two girls paused beside the cage.

“Is that … a bird?” Ivy asked incredulously. The song stopped abruptly.

Rue nodded dismally.

Ivy lifted the cage’s cover enough to see two things. It was a small warbler—nearly featherless. And, like the residents of the orphanage, it lived in squalor.

“This is unacceptable!” Ivy shook her head in dismay. The wood warbler was her uncle Cecil’s favorite, and she had grown up with many of them beside the Hollow Bettle, the tavern that was her home. Together, Ivy and Cecil had made small houses for them out of worn brandy casks, which they nailed to posts beside her garden and the nearby river. The tiny warblers belonged in the field, flitting about at dusk near the orchard with their tiny wings cutting through the air and feasting on insects, not moldy scrapings.

“We shouldn’t—” Rue looked behind her, worried. “We’re not supposed to go near it.”

[image: ]

Ivy shifted her decomposing carpet to her far shoulder—she would not leave anything further for the Boil Pile—and flung off the lace cover of the birdcage. She pried open the little door.

“For shame!” Ivy scowled. “How dare she keep a wild bird caged like this!” She bent close to the opening. “Hello,” she coaxed. As Ivy reached her hand in, the bird began flapping madly, disturbing its litter and upending a small tin of dreary seeds.

“Ivy—”

“It’s okay,” Ivy cooed. “I’m not going to hurt you. Here—I’ll leave the door open. Stretch those wings! But don’t take too long—you-know-who’s likely to return!”

Ivy turned to Rue, grabbing her hand. “What is it with this place?” she whispered. “He looks nearly as bad as you.”

The well was not far from the orphanage and bordered the encroaching marshes. But it was in an appalling state. The stand of bricks teetered, and in one very worrying place appeared to be missing entirely. An old bucket was discarded beside it, a length of decaying rope attached. The well bespoke weariness and caution—not a cheery spot to put down a picnic and pass a pleasant afternoon. Winter’s grim light left the slight hill bleak and frozen. Ivy dumped the appalling carpet upon the frozen turf and Rue set herself wearily down upon it, and then Ivy approached the stand of bricks.

“This is the place?” she asked with some trepidation. Rue nodded.

Inching forward, Ivy peered in. A familiar smell hit her nose—of swamp and disuse—and she was reminded at once of Rocamadour’s deepest tunnels and crypts. Her stomach lurched. She peered down the long hole—several dead mice floated on the water’s dull surface. Pulling back quickly, Ivy looked at Rue.

“Surely she can’t expect us to drink this?”

“Mrs. Mulk says this is just fine for the orphans.” Rue nodded.

“Well, I’m not an orphan.” Ivy frowned. She pondered for a moment. “Where does she get her water?”

Rue paused. She shivered, and pulled the carpet around her.

Then she told Ivy about the other well.


Chapter Eight

The Other Well

[image: ]rs. Mulk drew her water from a well found at the end of a walk over rolling hills and down a long, rough path, said Rue. Once a week, she would saddle up an orphan or two in harnesses that held a yoke and secured two wooden pails, one on each side, and they would journey to the spot. The well was clear and pure, and it was rumored that something very special—but long forgotten—was buried deep beneath it.

It was hard and drenching work to collect Mrs. Mulk’s water, made worse—much worse—by the fact that the orphans were under strict orders not to drink it lest they contaminate Mrs. Mulk’s personal supply with their orphanness.

“Ah,” said Ivy. “That’s more like it! Show me where this well is, Rue.”

The well at her childhood home was prized for its taste—and made the brandy of the Hollow Bettle famous. But Ivy’s memories of clear, fresh water drawn by her millhouse were shattered as Rue slumped against a small, ruined tree, crooked and charred from a lightning strike.

“Rue?”

Ivy could hear that Rue was crying quietly.

“How awful of me! You’re tired, of course. We’ll just rest until you feel more like yourself—”

But Rue’s sobs grew louder and more miserable.

“Rue?” Hesitating, Ivy finally sat down beside her, smoothing the mildewed rug. “What is it? Don’t worry about her—I’ve seen worse, much worse! Why
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