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Csilla

There was an art to mercy. It was science, measured in the drops of poppy milk to ease pain, the days a child needed in the womb. It was faith, too. Everything was.

Csilla was as competent at tending the ill as anyone raised as a kindly hand of the Church, but faith was where she excelled. Faith that her service made a difference, despite its ceaseless demands.

Despite the fact that, no matter what she did, the Church would never care. Every time she touched a consecrated chalice or the iron mark of virtues worn by the Faithful and left it dull, she revealed the truth of herself: soulless, and darkly singular for it.

‘How are you feeling?’ Csilla asked, waving Elmere to the unsteady firelight of his hearth, hoping as always that her treatments had finally taken root and there would be no more work here, save a prayer of thanks. But dark-edged lesions still bloomed on his face and neck, and the wool over his elbows and knees had rubbed thin against his swollen joints. Bitter winter was hard on everyone in Silgard, but the old, sick and poor always suffered most.

Every day, new smoke carried the ashes of the dead through the air of the Brilliant City, from those delivered to their maker by illness, or hunger, or battlefront injuries that refused to heal as soldiers died cursing an absent god. It had been over three hundred years since They’d answered any prayers, and Their last response to humanity’s transgressions and pain had been to remove Themselves entirely.

Then there were the other bodies dragged out of the city gates before dawn, bloodless corpses swaddled and bound with ink-smeared strips of knotted scripture.

It’s not for you to worry about, dearest, Elder Ágnes had said when Csilla asked why they weren’t being blessed, and washed and burned.

But worry was the only thing that came as easily to her as care.

The lines on Elmere’s face deepened with a grimace. His teeth were loose against his thin lips.

‘Better than I was.’

Csilla poured blessed water onto fresh linen and dabbed at the open wounds. They did look cleaner, free of pus or crusting edges.

‘Surprised you’re working alone,’ Elmere continued, tilting his chin so she could continue her ministrations. ‘They’ve finally accepted your vows? Do I owe you more deference now?’

But they could both see her overdress was a grim stained colour that could charitably be called off-white, not the deep grey worn for mercy work. Even a Curate, the lowest rank of clergy, would wear the colours of their order of virtue.

Csilla held up her palm, pale and unscarred by the Prelate’s holy knife, and offered a smile she hoped looked less pained than it felt.

‘Not yet. The fevers have everyone busy. Ágnes is just next door.’

‘A treat for me, then,’ Elmere laughed, and Csilla’s smile turned more genuine, her cheeks flushing with the simple pleasure of being seen.

Her patients never minded who their care came from as long as it came with gentleness. Or if they did, they were polite enough not to mention it in her presence.

She pulled a bottle of distilled herbs mixed with just enough of their strongest syrup to blunt any pains from her leather sack, the final piece of today’s mercy. The glass picked up the fire’s glow, becoming almost a lantern as it bent light into the corners of the dim and dusty room.

‘Don’t drink it all at once,’ she cautioned as he eyed the bottle and its liquid hope.

The poppy syrup was almost gone. There were too many suffering, too little in the stores, and no way to get more of the precious pods to milk until the warmer months. She’d exhausted every text they had, cut recipes down to the bone and shaved off further shards in hope of extending them, studied miracles and history and come up with nothing better than that people would die.

But fewer of them than otherwise if she kept to her work.

‘I won’t,’ he promised, hands not stirring from his lap. Odd. Usually he poured a cup and they chatted while she boiled water for hot compresses and fixed up what she could to spare him trouble, sweeping rushes or mending oil-paper windows, and wishing she could give him better. It wasn’t like the Church was lacking.

‘You’re feeling that well?’ She grabbed the rough handle of his iron pot with both hands and heaved it up to the hook over the fire, breath short with the exertion. Being used to the work didn’t make the pots any less heavy.

When she glanced back, Elmere’s face was alight with a strange sincerity, rheumy eyes solemn and lips curved up.

‘What?’ Csilla asked, unable to keep the fondness from her voice. Elmere had been her patient since she was twelve, tolerant of gaping bandages and clumsy adolescent fingers as she learned the art of care. Eight years on, and he still sometimes slipped her pieces of rosewater candy on her way out, when he could afford them. ‘You look like you have a secret.’

He touched his lips in acknowledgement, and her skin prickled.

‘I went to see the Izir.’ Elmere’s voice slipped into reverence.

Csilla turned so quickly she bumped the pot, spilled water sizzling to faint mist in the flame. ‘Oh?’

Izir were rare, descendants of the angels who walked the world of salt and blood before the Severing and those humans they had loved. There had been one in town for weeks – not that her endless work gave her leave to gawk. He certainly didn’t come by the cathedral; blooded divinity had no need of intercession.

Elmere nodded, gesturing to his pocked skin. ‘He heals, child.’

The lesions weren’t healed, but if Elmere was feeling better, that was a true blessing.

‘How?’

A hundred litanies crawled through her throat. Where there were blessings, there should be praise, and this was the closest that remained to miracles in the world.

The old man’s laugh was a bark. ‘Through Asten eternal. Virtues and vices, didn’t the Church teach you anything?’ She bit the inside of her cheek at his teasing as he continued. ‘He heals with a touch, and he has the most marvellous voice. Makes one think of how Silgard must have been in its glory.’

There had been a time when the streets glowed with the divinity of those who walked on them, every footstep a benediction. Saints and angels had made this city the locus of the Faith, nestled safely in the centre of the territories of the Immaculate Union, its walls of stone inlaid with prayers to last until the material world fell to dust.

But that was when their god, Asten, still found the world worthy of notice. Now, when the walls cracked, they were repaired with nothing more than earthly mortar, and the only things that watched from on high were vigilant pigeons.

‘One day we’ll be gloried again,’ she said, words tripping off her tongue as easily as song. ‘Once every soul is Brilliant.’

It was the Church’s most important charge. Asten may have left, but perfect obedience would lure Them back and wash the world clean, would allow the angels to return and bring a second golden age. It was only the fact that humans were a corrupted creation in the first place that made obedience so hard.

‘He might get you a miracle too, you know.’

Elmere’s voice was soft, but the words chafed as she bowed her head for a prayer to blessed Arany, an angel whose sacrifice had kept humanity’s hope alive long centuries ago.

It was kind of him to say, but there was no miracle for something like her. Not even in a city built on one.
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Csilla

Csilla’s feet stilled as they approached the city gate and she touched her mark of virtues, measuring the distance between her faith and Mihály’s ideas.

‘Why so pale?’ Mihály said, an amused glint in his eyes. ‘The gates of Silgard don’t open directly into oblivion, regardless of what the self-righteous here think.’

She wasn’t naive enough to think so. The land outside the city was still under the banner of the Immaculate Union, bound to the same practices and laws. But people were only there because they weren’t good enough to be here. And surely Mihály would realise what he was asking of her.

‘If I go, they won’t let me back in.’ That was what she’d been told and what the finality in Elder Abe’s eyes had promised. She was no demon, but anyone let into the city had to be proven pure. She was nothing, pure or otherwise.

‘Then it’s very lucky you’ll be travelling with me.’

He gave a smile that would be impossible to argue with, and it lit a flicker of confidence in her, even as the iron gate swung closed behind them with a crash. She should have taken some holy water or dirt from the cathedral grounds, a small physical token of where she belonged.

Csilla turned her head one way and then the other, drinking in the frightening expanse of land unshadowed by walls. There was almost nowhere inside the gates you could run full out and not risk hitting brick or body or both. Even the indulgent gardens kept by those wealthy enough to devote space to nothing more productive than beauty weren’t so large.

‘How far is it?’ she asked, eyeing the dark woods in front of them, breathing deep of the unpolluted scents of dirt and dry grass.

The area directly around the city was cleared to make it easy for farmers and loggers to move in their goods, but the bare trees ahead had stripped silver branches with peeling bark that clawed what light there was out of the sky. It wasn’t all grim, however. On the branches that stretched towards the clouds there were buds that promised spring, same as there were on the weeds that forced their way through cracks in city stone.

It didn’t feel any different, standing on ground that wasn’t blessed.

But the knowledge of it made all the difference in the world.

‘Not far. Maybe an hour?’

An hour? An hour with his long legs was far more with hers. Her feet pre-emptively ached.

She hummed, sang, and answered Mihály’s questions about growing up in the Church to pass the time. She kept her own questions to herself lest he take offence and leave her in the woods. There was no sign of travellers or any bandits, but every twig snap and rustle made her start until she relaxed to the beauty in the winter-ravaged wood. The vast, cool peace was how she had always imagined the eternal to be, and a part of her wanted to step off the road and sink into the quiet tangle of the briars.

If it weren’t for the wheel-rutted road that spoke of pilgrims and trade, it would have been as if they were the only two people to exist. She’d always been surrounded by voices and steps; the whispers of the other children in mercy care, the comings and goings of clergy doing both the sacred and mundane work of life, the never-empty streets of Silgard. But here the woods swallowed everything. Even the birds’ calls came and fell away as quickly as a breeze.

She paused to sweep her eyes up a tangle of dried vines, some thicker than her wrist, so entwined around the trunk and branches of a tree it looked to be choking it. Similar vines tried to climb the belltower, only to be pulled down year after year before they could spread past the reach of the gardeners. These had been allowed to embrace their cycle of dormancy and rebirth, and she hadn’t known they could grow so large.

‘You’ll catch flies in your mouth if you keep staring like that,’ Mihály teased, and she scowled, which did at least close her mouth. ‘You really haven’t been outside before? You’ve never seen a tree?’

‘You know we have trees in Silgard.’ But not many, and not tall.

Csilla had always been told how lucky she was to have been born – and given a graced childhood – in the holy city. The words had been a comfort when she was sharing a bed with two other girls and their sharp elbows or when she was last in line for what was left of breakfast. But the forest had its charms, and the unplanned lines and curves of leaves and trunks were softer on the eyes than angled stone. Even the birds seemed happier than the fat crows and ever-moulting pigeons who had thrown their lots in with civilisation, and their rosy breasts and warm brown wings in the bare trees were as pretty as any festival decor. The world hadn’t been made in brick and mortar but wood and earth and flesh. This was as close to paradise as one could visit – nature before the creation of humanity soured it.

She was so busy with her gaping that she nearly walked into the dark slash on the road. A black scorch marked the dirt, angry like bubbling tar.

‘What’s that?’

Mihály walked over it like it wasn’t even there. She blinked for a half-second, wondering if she was hallucinating.

He turned, eyebrow raised. ‘A tarry prison. You haven’t seen a sealed demon before? Of course not, blessed thing that you are. Take a look. That was Asten’s will, after all, when They left us.’

Csilla flinched at the mention of the Severing. The world had gone dark for three days, and then no more angels or demons walked among them.

‘There’s a demon in there?’

The damaged surface of the road was glassy, but as she peered over, she couldn’t see her reflection. The black sucked in every hint of light and colour that touched it. It wasn’t so much looking into darkness as it was looking into a hollow nothing, and a deep, animal terror crawled up in her.

It was said that the birth of humanity was a crisis that became the world. That when the angels urged Asten to make just a little more, to make companions so they could be to this new creation as Asten was to them, that the selfish seed in that urge brought forth creatures of hungry Shadow along with humanity, equal parts dark and divine. That somewhere in the north was a burning garden that was never extinguished, that was the childbed of evil. Here was proof. Not burning, but dark enough to take her breath away.

‘It’s perfectly safe. The Servants of the Road take care of them, and if one popped out right now, I’d banish it for you.’ He tapped it with his foot, and she cringed, imagining Shadow-born flesh reaching through, inhuman hands grasping his ankle.

There were hundreds of years between her and the creature trapped in there, and it suddenly didn’t seem enough.

‘You could do that? Banish a demon?’ The notes she carried and what she’d seen Ilan researching burned hot in her mind.

He tilted his head and looked thoughtful, scratching at his beard.

‘Maybe? I’ve never tried, but I suppose I’m holy enough.’

That was an endorsement she had no desire to test. Csilla stepped carefully around the edge of the tainted ground, but as they made their way further down the road, she kept glancing back over her shoulder. No matter how far they walked, the black spot lingered on the horizon.

‘Here we are,’ he said as they approached an old logger’s stead, the trees around it stunted and young compared to the greater forest.

There was a solid-looking, if small, house with broken windows covered in faded and drooping cloth, a wide and sagging porch and a thick-planked barn much larger than the living space. The well was covered, but freshly split logs in the woodshed showed the lot hadn’t been abandoned. Everything else was dire. The roof had a recent patch that was just a board laid across at an awkward angle. A gust would send it careening.

‘Who lived here before?’

The porch boards looked so worn Csilla was sure her foot would plunge through. Winter damp had left them spongy in places, and it was a wonder Mihály hadn’t broken the whole thing with his weight.

‘The family here had plague, I think,’ Mihály said without the slightest hint of concern. ‘I found it on my way to the city last year, thought it might be useful. Space is quite the commodity in Silgard.’

Csilla shuddered, remembering the last outbreak. Mothers with aprons dotted with bloody phlegm begging sanctuary for fevered children, delirious victims claiming to see angels with hundreds of eyes or demons with the foaming-mouthed heads of rabid animals. The cracks left in the Faith made the city ripe for a preacher like Mihály who could offer hope. With the Incarnate away for longer and longer stretches, people were starved for a connection to the divine.

‘Don’t be afraid,’ he continued. ‘I’m here all the time, and I’ve never gotten sick.’

Mihály’s nonchalant tone made her skin tighten. He hadn’t been through the worst of it. The miasma of illness could be stirred with the dust at their feet, or soaked into the wood like mould spores, or carried in her clothes to people who might not be blessed with her health. He should know that.

He led her to the barn. Inside was dim, even with the doors open. A few lamps hung from rafters – clearly salvaged, no two matching – carefully positioned away from anything that could catch fire. Mihály lit the oil with a long starter stick.

As the fire flicked, doves flew from their roost, and Csilla startled at the grey storm of wings and the dust they cast down.

The light revealed a long table covered in tarp cloth that looked like it had once served as part of the barn floor. Brown could have been the original colour of the cloth or just as easily manure residue. He paused, hand light and hesitant on the wood.

‘I’m sorry, this isn’t the kind of thing a delicate girl should see.’

Csilla gave a little huff. He didn’t know the work the mercy crews did if he thought her delicate. And she was still the girl who’d at least considered killing him.

But when he pulled back the cloth, her hands flew to her mouth to prevent a scream.

The table was covered in animal corpses.

There were squirrels, their bushy tails frozen in unmoving question marks, a few with open stomachs revealing lines of dried intestines, looking like draped paper cutouts. Little chipmunks lined up in a row, black eyes shrivelled in their balding heads and sinking into the sockets. Tufts of brown fur were scattered around their paws, some of it with skin still attached.

A fox with one mangled leg stood with the limb drawn up as if his black-tipped paw still caused him pain, and the white bone and tendon poked through black congealed clots around the wound of whatever trap had felled him. At least a dozen doves with wrung necks were laid out like game in a butcher shop. No wonder the roosting birds had panicked.

His grotesque collection wasn’t limited to warm-blooded creatures. There was a blacksnake, a dried-out toad, and even a handful of small river fish with brown and flaking scales. Perhaps the flies lying around were part of the design and not eager opportunists drawn by the gore.

‘You . . .’ She had to pause for a breath. ‘You killed all these?’

A small voice in the back of her mind began to murmur. What would his followers say if they knew the man offering them so much hope of life spent his time like this?

Her feet tensed in her boots, ready to run.

Mihály stared at the bleak menagerie, his expression unreadable. ‘I find those that are already sick or hurt. I don’t go around killing things for death’s own sake. In most cases, it’s a mercy.’

Csilla grimaced. ‘What do you do with them?’ She forced herself to walk over. The creatures were beyond help, but they deserved the respect of being seen.

Oh, there were kittens. Tiny, with brown and white patches, looking so much like her Erzsébet it cracked the centre of her heart and sent the pieces to her lurching stomach. She longed to be back in bed with her cat snuggled close, timing her breath to the rhythmic purrs. Enjoying what life she had, not staring at this panoply of death. She missed the cathedral with a seizing homesickness, and she grabbed her mark of virtues. When she’d had a question, she only had to ask Ágnes and be given the correct answer. She didn’t have to confront so much awfulness on her own.

‘I study them,’ Mihály said. ‘I study the bodies. And I study their souls.’

‘Study their . . . How?’ She reached out and stroked the head of one of the kittens with a fingertip, the fur now dry and patchy. They couldn’t have lived long. She had to believe they hadn’t lived long, that they hadn’t suffered.

Mihály’s cheek twitched, and for a moment it looked like he wanted to stop the words.

‘I can see souls when they leave the body. Hear them, if they stay around. Call them, direct them, if they want to come back.’

Direct them? Did his heresy have some truth to it? She tried to quiet her thoughts with recitations of Faith. People were born with split souls, theirs to do with what they liked. If they obeyed the tenets of the Church and remembered the Brilliance within them, they would rejoin Asten’s peace after their mortal trial ended. And if they followed the corruption of the Shadow, their soul would never join Asten eternal. They would spend eternity knowing nothing but loneliness and all the sorrow that came with regret.

There were ghosts, but they were said to be born of trauma, souls that refused to let themselves be escorted beyond the ether. They weren’t anything to speak of gently, and some didn’t even believe they were real. They couldn’t, shouldn’t, be created on purpose.

‘That’s the province of Asten.’ She could hear Ágnes’s own instructional sharpness in her tone, and she straightened from muscle memory. Though, if Ágnes had been here, she would have no doubt been dragging Csilla away.

‘And They gave me this gift.’ Mihály raised his hand in oath. ‘The purest way to worship is to fully understand creation, to never stop trying to see what They have truly given us. That’s why Knowledge is counted among the virtues. And our souls are Their most perfect creation, as eternal as They are.’

‘Yet They corrupted Themselves in the making of them.’ Shadow had only come about in the creation of humankind. Even an Izir shouldn’t forget that.

A sad, sick meow echoed from somewhere in a dusty corner, pulling her from the argument. A thin cat shook against the clapboard wall. She was so dark, knotted and thin, she nearly blended in with the shadows.

‘That’s the mother of those dead kittens,’ Mihály sighed. ‘Skittish thing.’

Csilla scowled and walked diagonally towards the wall, giving the cat a wide berth. Then she crouched, held out her hand, and waited. She tried not to think about the man staring at her, watching as if she were another experiment.

Gingerly, the cat stepped forward. She was a skeleton – not many mice around this time of year, and she was clearly too weak to hop on the table and fight the tarp for what Mihály had laid out. She might not even be able to chew bones.

The pink nose touched Csilla’s fingertips, and Csilla stroked the ridges of her spine, trying not to even breathe. When she got close, Csilla snatched her up in her cloak. The cat yowled but didn’t fight. She didn’t have the strength to.

‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry, sweet thing. I’m going to help you.’ Her own breath quickened with the cat’s panicked panting.

She turned back to Mihály, revulsion churning. She thought she could still help the Church by finding the killer, or at least help herself to Mihály’s knowledge. But this was more than she could stand. She wasn’t lying when she said she wasn’t delicate; she’d treated festering wounds and wrung chicken necks, walked hours in freezing sleet delivering medicines. The difference was, that was all in the service of life. There was no life here.

‘I’m going back now.’ Her shoulders shook with anger, but it was all directed at herself for daring to expect something better. ‘Forget I ever came to you.’

He arched an eyebrow. ‘You came looking for me. You believed I could help you.’

She cringed at the reminder as he continued.

‘And I can do more for you than you even know if you stay with me.’ The sweetness was back in his voice, softening her again despite her instincts. ‘The Church has turned its back on its own tenant – I have knowledge they wouldn’t ever admit to. That is why I preach. It’s a light, meant to uncover. Not darkness.’

‘What do you mean?’ Csilla looked back at the table, all the stiff and dried-out corpses, their frozen yawns uncomfortably close to screams. ‘You said your powers don’t create souls, and you hardly seem inclined to help me help the Church.’

‘Create? No. But with the right vessel, I can move one.’ He stepped in close and drew a finger across her cheek. ‘Do you know what that would mean for people? How much hope there is in the idea of rebirth?’

She jerked back, the sudden familiarity a jolt.

‘I wasn’t prepared before, and animals have a fragile essence. No Shadow, of course, but not quite Brilliance either. And moving a soul into a creature that already has one never ends well. But you, empty but not dead—’

‘Do it, then.’ Her heart hammered, and the cat squirmed. ‘If you can prove you’re right using me, you can leave them alone.’

He took a deep breath, closing his eyes for a moment. ‘First, we need the soul. And a lot of blood to carry it.’

Her throat seized, dry and closing. ‘Whose blood?’

‘And that is where our interests align. I agree the killer needs to be caught.’

Her heartbeat thudded in her throat as pieces slid together. ‘You want to give me the murderer’s soul?’

Mihály shook his head. ‘We could, if it comes to that, but what we need is his blood. Trust me, it’s better if we use someone else’s. It’s hard to work miracles with an open vein.’

‘You know something about it, then?’ Her voice was so quiet she wasn’t sure he could hear her. But his lips thinned, and he rolled up his sleeve. Along the river of his vein was the raised pale flesh of a scar at his wrist. By the thickness, the cut that had made it had been deep, and she instinctively reached for it even though it was long healed.

Magic that came from the body was powerful. There was a reason the Church used it in vows, and spilled blood was prayed over and cut hair was burned. That power made it easy to turn dark.

‘But you’re an Izir.’

‘Which is why I can’t work Shadow magic.’ His tone was even, and the Brilliance of his soul showed in his smile, melting her doubt. ‘Asten intended for us to have these physical forms, no matter what went wrong in the making of them. Let me help you. And you will help me.’

Her entire being curled with want at his promises, rich with power and more than she’d ever dared hope for. ‘But we still need a human soul.’ Her voice was nothing but a whisper.

‘I have one in mind. A kind one, don’t worry.’ His eyes were lit with a look she recognised. Hope, undercut with desperation.

He talks to ghosts. He said he calls them.

The idea of rebirth.

‘What—’

‘You’ll still be you,’ he promised, eyes earnest. ‘Just . . . just more. I know I can do it.’

She looked again at the scar visible from under his shirtsleeves, a stark warning on his skin. She believed him. That didn’t mean it was safe.

‘What if you can’t?’

Offence flashed over his face, and then he softened.

‘Then at least we’ve caught the killer. You can stay, the faithful girl who delivered them from a monster. I’m no worse off. I’ve failed before. I can handle it.’

She could save everyone and be saved in turn. She wanted so badly for it to be true, even as her eyes flicked back to the corpses. Graced Rozalia, her mind whispered, conjuring images of the miracle of preservation, the perfect corpse said to still rest somewhere in the deep passages of the cathedral, the knowledge of her lost but the miracle never forgotten. There was precedent for miracles requiring death.

Mihály placed his hands over her free one, pressing her palm as if praying through her skin.

‘Asten brought us together for a reason. I’m the only person who can help you. And you are the only one who can prove I’m no heretic. This is real.’

She swallowed. Their meeting did have an uncomfortable ring of fate. The Church taught there was nothing without purpose.

‘If you can’t trust me,’ Mihály continued. ‘Trust Them. You made the right choice in coming here.’

‘I have faith in Them,’ she answered. But she’d never had a reason to spare much faith on herself, and doubt was a worm gnawing at the hope trying to root.

‘And me?’

He brushed his fingers over the mark on her cloak, and a starry silver glitter danced on the surface. He was right – he was chosen. Trusting in one meant trusting in the other and that’s what she had been raised to do. She closed her eyes, blocking out the dim and stinking barn, the ruined creatures, everything but the warmth of the man in front of her.

‘Yes.’
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Ilan

Nothing good ever came of sudden meetings. He’d been planning to track down Csilla and question her about her little act of theft, but the muster bells ringing urgent summons stopped his feet, and the eyes of the other priests forced him to follow into the chapter house. There wouldn’t be a way to explain where he was going without the galling admission that a combination of exhaustion and misguided pity had resulted in what could be the largest leak in their investigation.

There were far too many clergy gathered in the dim room. Ordinarily the chapter house held a half-dozen members or so as their committees debated the daily workings of keeping order: food, supplies, sanitation, changes to service. All necessary tasks, but none requiring so many hands for approval.

Prelate Abe stood before them with a broad, dark-haired man dressed in the cream and silver cassock of the Incarnate’s service, though the hem hung above his ankles and black soil crumbled from beneath his boots with each step. Ilan frowned at the little clumps dotting the stone floor. The roads were damp this fickle time of year, but a wiser servant would have changed shoes before creating more work for his fellow Faithful. They didn’t wear road boots to service.

‘Sandor has come to us at a fortunate time,’ the Prelate said.

The stranger nodded at his name, raising a heavy hand in greeting. A gold and ivory signet ring with the Incarnate’s mark decorated his small finger, oddly delicate in contrast to the thick joint.

‘He has been sent by the Incarnate in response to the troubles.’

So this was their stand-in. Ilan let out a sharp breath as others raised their voices in praise. He, the Prelate, and others had all written to the Incarnate, urging him to hasten his return to the Brilliant City. War and taxes and council would mean little if the Church lost its power.

But the Incarnate didn’t come, and the stranger looked to be a poor substitute.

‘Indeed. He apologises for his delay; one man can travel more quickly than his convoy, and there has been far more . . . trouble than anticipated.’ The man addressed them in a rolling voice that carried easily through the murmurs. ‘I would like for the High Inquisitor to come and tell me what we know so far.’

‘You’ve gotten my letters, no doubt?’ This man should already know everything. Everything Ilan had been allowed to write, anyway.

‘Things get missed. The further out you go, the worse the roads are. And what has arrived is still with His Divinity.’

Ilan hoped there were letters missed, waylaid by a lame horse or a late-season freeze. If the Incarnate didn’t know how bad it was, his absence could be excused. Even the Incarnate couldn’t always count on the voice of Asten to speak clearly.

He scratched his tongue against clenched teeth as he walked past the muttering servants to the front of the room, their eyes like poking sticks.

‘There have been four deaths, all marked with demonic symbols.’ Ilan kept his tone neutral, but the quiet voices grew into a buzz like flies that needed swatting. ‘I asked for a script expert. Would I be right in assuming that’s you?’

Someone in the back made a noise of dismissal. A knifepoint of a headache began to form over his right eye.

‘Unfortunately, no. Have you had any leads that aren’t speculation?’ Sandor said the word like it was blasphemy.

The blade dug deeper.

‘None that have gone anywhere. The killer . . .’ The killer was smoke or spirit, fading in an instant and impossible to grasp. ‘No one has confessed to seeing him. I believe we might be dealing with something that slipped past the wards.’

If this man were meant to stand in for the Incarnate, he had little to lose from speaking plainly. Dancing around the issue had only left them leadless and sore.

The Prelate turned.

‘Ilan.’

Ilan stiffened at the plainness of his name here in front of the gathered clergy. It was a mark of the equality of the Faithful to make no distinction between each other aside from that earned through service. Inquisitor was a role he’d earned with every sin he’d scourged. The Prelate should acknowledge it.

‘Perhaps either you’ve been working too hard, or we’ve lost more of our power than we thought, but you’ve yet to come up with anything useful.’ Prelate Abe clasped his arm, as if worried about a strike. He wasn’t wrong to be. ‘Either way, Sandor will take charge of judicial matters for the time being. Ilan, you are hereby relieved of your duties as High Inquisitor and will act under Sandor, who will report directly to the Incarnate.’

Ilan’s mouth fell open soundlessly. He would have rather taken two hundred lashes.

‘Prelate, with respect—’

‘With respect, you will hold your tongue. This is more important than your pride.’ He gestured to the tiled floor, glazed red echoing the fading blood and power rolling below. ‘You have done your best, but we need fresh eyes. You know what’s at stake.’

Ilan swallowed hard, an unfamiliar fear skittering down his back. Arany’s sacrifice was what let the Church still see Asten’s hope for his creation made manifest, reflected in consecrated glass and water and stone. The weak would never keep faith without visible proof of sin or power, and Asten would stay beyond their reach.

If Sandor had been sent by the Incarnate, it was Their divine will. Ilan’s place was not to doubt, certainly not resent, even if forcing his temper to heel made his shoulders shake.

Sandor smiled and clapped him companionably on the back, and it took all Ilan’s willpower not to return the gesture with a blow.

‘Come now, won’t it be a relief to have the responsibility lifted from your shoulders? I will still be relying on you.’

Ilan gave the smallest possible nod. He would bear the humiliation for the sake of his city, acrid as the flavour was.

Abe nodded. ‘Now, Ilan, go with Sandor and show him what there is to see thus far.’

None of the seated servants would meet Ilan’s gaze as he passed, and his hard steps echoed in the rounded chamber.

‘I’m surprised you haven’t yet brought the man in to hang,’ Sandor said when they were alone in the corridor. Though they had plenty of space and Ilan took up far less of it, the larger man insisted on walking right beside him, occasionally jostling his arm. ‘You have quite a reputation for keeping the city spotless. Hard to believe you’ve only been at it, what, three years?’

There was a needling note to the question, though when Ilan glanced at the man, his eyes were still straight ahead.

‘A little more than four now, I believe.’

He’d been twenty-one when he entered the great city for the first time and had been granted his rank two years later. The results had quieted even the loudest tongues wagging that he hadn’t truly earned it.

‘Humans crave order as much as they resist it. I simply put things right. I’m blessed to have such a calling.’ He moved to the side and was followed, sped up and was matched. They danced step in step as his irritation rose. ‘And how fares the Incarnate?’

‘Things are progressing well. Asten’s return is closer each day.’ Sandor emphasised the words with another bump, and Ilan watched his steps, thinking how easy it would be to jut out his foot just so, and send the man sprawling to the floor in the dapple of stained-glass light. Just another accident, as Sandor would surely say all his ridiculous goat-like butting was. ‘No doubt the broken territories will be welcomed back to our fold by the end of the year.’

That was a far more generous assessment than the rumours said. The plan to bring the entirety of the continent back into the Union was on its second generation and seemed more of a drudge than holy war. Seda had decided Asten’s decision to abandon the world was enough reason to abandon Their Church, and in Ilan’s opinion, good riddance. The Church and governing classes alike were bleeding money into the campaign. If an entire region wished to declare themselves damned, so be it.

‘I’ll pray for his success,’ is what he said instead. It would serve everyone for the whole matter to end, one way or the other. ‘He can only do so much from afar. Like send orders for murder.’

It was a sharp and graceless stab, but would show him how much the Incarnate trusted the man he had sent.

Sandor’s steps didn’t falter. ‘The matter of the heretic, I take it? The one who didn’t die?’

So he did know.

‘Who wasn’t killed,’ Ilan corrected. ‘The girl they sent failed.’ Refused. ‘I offered to handle the matter myself, but the Prelate thought it best to wait for the Incarnate’s direction. He was worried about retaliation from the Izir’s followers.’

The other man made a small hmm. ‘He was right to. And as I rode through the city, it was quiet. Has the heretic spoken since the attempt?’

He’d spoken to Ilan, which had been unwelcome and extremely annoying, but not what Sandor meant. There’d been no gatherings last night that he’d been made aware of. ‘No.’

‘Then he was silenced, as Asten willed him to be. The Incarnate’s order was wise, and the result was achieved without sin. If he stops speaking, the people will have to have something – they’ll come back, whether it be from fear or for nourishment. We do not always know why Asten orders what They do, but this was clearly what was meant to be.’

‘Clearly.’

Hopefully his rolled eyes would be mistaken for heavenward praise. Something about the easy dismissal still didn’t sit well with him, even when he tried to push it away as his own desires being thwarted.

Sandor made a sound of assent that ignored Ilan’s tone. ‘If it becomes a problem again, we will address it again, but for now I would love to see where the more passionate side of your work takes place. I suppose now those duties will be mine, too.’

Ilan inclined his head. If the man had the stomach for torture, at least he might be useful.

‘Of course.’

The main inquisitorial room was dim, even with the door propped to steal a little of the hall’s window light, but every hook, table and instrument had been laid out to Ilan’s specifications. Something Ilan couldn’t read flashed over Sandor’s face as he took in the sight of the ropes and stretched leather straps that hung expectantly along the wall, waiting for wrists and necks.

‘They say you’ve been zealous in your punishments,’ Sandor said, reaching out to shake the knotted rope tails of a cat whip. ‘The Church allows redemption through coin and service. Why choose this?’

Ilan shrugged. It was a common question, though people rarely liked his answer.

‘We have the same rich sinners paying off indiscretions every week. Write something on a man’s flesh, and he will remember it long enough to save his soul.’

As the words left his mouth, he remembered Lili and the weeping marks on the bodies before her. A momentary revulsion climbed his throat, and he quieted it with a prayer. When scars were made here, they were redemption.

‘Noble of you to take on the sacrifice of such disturbing work.’

‘Holy work,’ corrected Ilan. There was no reason to defend the rest. No one sniped when a knowledge priest enjoyed teaching or a mercy priest found peace in comforting the dying. A talent for pain was an equally useful blessing. There were even those who crawled to him voluntarily, submitting to purging before they were consumed by sin.

Ilan ran a finger down the soft leather strap of a flogger. All gifts had their uses to the Faith.

Sandor picked up a small pair of iron shears, the kind heated to neatly sever fingers and tongues, and Ilan smiled. That tool had stopped many a heresy from entering the world.

‘They cauterise as they cut. Quick and far less bloody.’

Sandor dropped them with a dull clank that did nothing for Ilan’s headache. ‘You praise the blades’ mercy?’

‘Mercy is one of the prime virtues.’ He took private victory in Sandor’s grimace. ‘If not the tools, maybe the paperwork is one of your strengths?’

Ilan gestured to the back of the room, where a sheave of paper sat, fresh-drawn victim portraits and older references. Beneath lay the ruined sheets, paper dark and rippled with dry ink.

‘It’s not my strength you need to worry about, it’s the Seal’s.’ Sandor’s gaze fell on one of the smudged sheets. ‘A compendium of demons?’ He scratched a long fingernail down the list of unholy names and the places that marked their banishment. ‘You really think the city is so far gone we’ve let a demon in.’

Ilan swallowed. ‘The victims have all been marked with Shadow script. The Seal is reacting. There’s clearly an evil presence.’

Sandor paused and looked him over – a long, appraising stare. The kind Ilan was used to giving, and loathed being on the other side of. ‘The problem is sin. An abundance of mortal evil, here in our most holy city.’

Something in the man’s posture, the slant of his gaze as it darted off the paper again, rubbed at Ilan with a niggling friction. He wasn’t saying everything.

But when he raised his hand to wipe at his brow, Ilan saw the ring again. Sandor didn’t need to say everything. He had spoken to the Incarnate more recently, accepted a direct charge for the Faith. Ilan could ask him question after question, and he would never be required to answer.

‘So put all thoughts of the script aside.’ Sandor set a heavy hand on Ilan’s carefully illustrated work. ‘The killer clearly means it as a distraction, and it’s working. Their tactic has you wrapped up in stores of Knowledge, ignoring Justice. You were led astray from your purview, Ilan.’

He smiled then, though there was nothing kind in it. ‘That is why I am here.’

The irritating smirk of the Izir flickered in Ilan’s mind. ‘No. But a demon or Sotir . . .’

‘No Sotir have been born in a century and any child of the Union can tell you why.’

Because they and every soul who shared dark blood were slaughtered. There were murals devoted to the holy sacrifice of those dying so there was no chance the curse could spring up in future generations.

‘If demons can enter Silgard, the city is already lost,’ Sandor continued.

The truth of that stung like the kiss of a lash.

Sandor continued. ‘This is someone who knows of Shadow work, but only that. I’m shocked the faith of the former High Inquisitor is so weak.’

He slapped his hand down on the stack, dislodging the buried papers. ‘Even the records are trash. If you thought this so important, you would have been more careful, no?’

Ilan’s frown deepened, the indignance of being rightly chastised fading with suspicion. He recognised something in that tone. The swagger of someone bluffing their way around doubts so they wouldn’t be questioned.

It was how he became who he was, from when he was eleven and informed his parents he would no longer be answering to the name they’d given him, to seven years later, when he offered back his title to join the priesthood. He’d learned to speak like he was comfortable long before he was, claiming the words for what he wanted until experience gave them confidence and weight.

Sandor spoke with authority, but there was a quickness, a weakness behind it that a man serving the Incarnate should have been purged of long ago.

‘My faith in the Church remains,’ Ilan said, pushing the papers away from Sandor. ‘You, I don’t know yet. Where in the front were you serving?’

If Sandor would push, Ilan could push back. They would see whose footing was secure.

‘Banksa. Would you like our list of stops? The names of the men who died in our convoy so you can check them against service records?’ Sandor’s gaze purposefully fell back on the pile of notes.

‘I respect that an inquisitor is meant to be suspicious,’ he continued, ‘but if you don’t want to work with me, perhaps you’d like to join the congregational priests? There is always other work for the Faithful.’

Leading sermons and taking confession, endless talking and administrative counsel . . . It was important work, but Ilan never had been one for tedium. Or talking.

‘That won’t be necessary, Sandor.’

‘Inquisitor,’ the man corrected. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll give you time to get used to it.’

Ilan bowed, but his skin prickled with anger and lingering shame. There was no denying that he hadn’t caught the killer. Underneath his quick-flaring anger was that unavoidable truth.

‘I’m even going to give you a present, Ilan,’ Sandor continued in a jovial tone. ‘We are going to have to take stricter measures. You wait for evidence of sin before bringing people in – I think they’ll be more encouraged to confess if we act first. We have some changes to make; we’ll set a curfew and stricter watches and begin working our way through the city. You can handle the interrogations as you like.’

The man genuinely looked as if he thought this would be welcome news. Ilan frowned. ‘The Prelate and I have had this discussion and decided against it. Not everyone here is a sinner.’

Silgard’s citizens were still his to protect, and even the pain he gave was a part of that protection.

‘No, but anyone could be,’ Sandor said, gravel in his tone. ‘That’s why Asten left. Bring them all in.’
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Csilla

That night Mihály had talked, and she’d listened until his words made sense through the pounding of her head and the heaviness in her bones. She nodded and dozed until the blanched moonlight over the trees was replaced by the shell pink of morning and the unfamiliar sounds of woodland creatures rousing.

He showed her more of his talents, including healing the blisters on her heels with a ticklish touch, laughing as she cringed at the sensation even as she was awed by the power. Twinned Brilliant and Shadow natures warred within every person, though she had neither. And when Asten’s wisdom refracted to create the flawed creatures that were humans, perhaps there was something of Their grace present in even her flesh. In the blood. In Mihály’s ability to heal.

A soul didn’t make you alive – she was proof enough of that – but surely something in her would change when she had one. Mihály promised the dark spaces within her would become golden when Asten heard her. With a tangible connection to all of creation and him by her side, she’d never be lonely again. She’d be beloved by the city when she saved both it and the Seal.

He spun wondrous things, and what’s more, he clearly believed them. Any doubts she had in him were her own weakness, not his.

‘What if the Church won’t let you back in the city? Or me?’ She touched her mark at the memory of the poison. At least the sin of almost murdering him wouldn’t stain her new soul. ‘I’m sure they’re being careful.’

He kept one hand on her back as he locked the door behind them.

‘And admit they wanted me gone? The people would protest. I won’t say a word of fresh heresy inside the gates, and you’re going to help me prove I had nothing to do with it.’ He smiled at her with such devoted attention she wanted to pull her headscarf further over her face with fresh embarrassment. ‘You’ll be safe with me.’

With Asten’s grace on him, that should be true.

Mihály hummed to himself, off-key, as they walked the long road towards the city. Csilla scowled at his back. Weren’t angels supposed to be good at music?

‘Hurry up, Csilla,’ he called and she sighed, doubling her pace.

‘Do you really walk this way every day?’ She wasn’t used to walking so far or on wagon-rutted ground. Fresh blisters were starting to form where he’d just finished healing them.

‘Not every day,’ he conceded. ‘I do sleep in town after preaching. But I like the walk. It clears my head.’

Maybe that was what he needed. She’d heard glass clinking and liquids being poured long after she’d laid down to try to catch scant hours of sleep. The only damage it seemed to have done, though, was a little puffiness around his eyes. He looked irritatingly rested and pleasant for someone who’d had less sleep and more drink than she had.

‘Do you need me to carry you?’ He paused, offering an arm, and she had a sudden and terrible vision of him slinging her over his broad shoulder like a sack of potatoes, humming all the while. ‘Or we can wait for a wagon. Lately there’s always someone coming along who will let me catch a ride.’

Of course. Did he not realise his very existence was charmed? She stomped back in step with him.

Ahead was the arching stone of the gates, with all the relief and dread they signified. She was going back to what she knew.

What she thought she’d known. She glanced at Mihály.

‘Halt there,’ the guard said, approaching. ‘Izir, good morning.’

The man saluted, and Mihály nodded in return. The guard didn’t look suspicious at all, his smile genuine, and after a moment, Csilla recognised him. He’d been in the crowd that night she’d brought the wine that had started this. No wonder Mihály didn’t have trouble getting in and out of the city.

‘Must we?’ he said as the man presented a small, polished piece of glass, smooth as a tumbled river stone. She still smiled to see the little piece, one of thousands of shards taken from the miracle forest of Gellért. When he was lost, Asten turned all the trees to glass so he might find his way. Now that same glass, shattered and dispersed, was a signpost directing every sinner back to the light. In the old days, miracles were tangible – the creative force of the divine, momentarily held in human hands.

Just like her healed hand and feet.

‘If you would, Izir.’

Mihály shrugged and held out his hand.

Why was the man closing his eyes?

Mihály touched the glass, and Csilla winced as it flared white, then settled to a silvery sheen that faded as he removed his hand.

‘And you, miss?’

Csilla kept her hands at her sides, though her curled fingers tapped against her palms.

‘You let me out yesterday morning, don’t you remember? I live here.’

The man gave a little laugh. ‘And who knows what you were up to while you were away. No offence.’ His smile was much warmer than Csilla’s strained one.

She reached out and pressed her index finger to the glass, a divot worn down by the fingerprints of thousands.

No reaction.

The guard frowned. ‘I’ve never seen that before. Try the other one, and I’ll turn it over.’

Csilla hesitated. He would see her cut palm, and know her shame.

‘It won’t help,’ Mihály said, gently moving in front of Csilla in a protective gesture that warmed her. ‘But she’s no demon. She’s working with me.’

‘I’m not supposed to . . . I mean, we have to be careful.’ The man’s lips were pressed white-thin. ‘We have rules. Especially now.’

Csilla’s heart lodged in her throat as anger bloomed in her chest. She’d told Mihály this would happen. This was her home. She could see the spires of the cathedral from where they were standing, smell the muck of the river on the breeze. It was choking after the crisp pine of the forest, but it was hers, and though she’d never voiced it, in her bones she’d thought the city knew it, too.

That bit of hope fizzled, the blackened end of a snuffed match.

‘You’re not supposed to let anyone with a Shadowed soul through. And did the glass turn black?’

‘Well, no . . .’ The guard removed his glove and touched the glass himself, brow furrowing all the more as it glowed pale gold, with a hint of greying around the bottom, like wisps of incense smoke. He needed to say a few prayers and perhaps make a confession, but the problem wasn’t the glass.

‘Then let us pass. Helping me is a blessing to you. Look for yourself.’

Mihály walked through the gate, beckoning for Csilla to follow. As she stepped over the rune-marked entrance, the dim spots in the glass on the guard’s hand vanished, his kindness to Mihály instantly reflected in the state of his soul.

They were back in Silgard. The clack of her steps on the cobblestone hadn’t changed, but somehow everything else had.

⟡

They were swiftly turned away from every type of lodging. Being an Izir didn’t stop the raised eyebrows and suspicious eyes when it became clear Mihály was asking for himself and a woman not sworn to him, and Csilla refused to play along and pretend to be his wife to get a room. He may have felt secure enough to ignore custom and talk his way around rites and lie, but there had to be some kind of propriety in all this. Every time he got too close or turned those sincere eyes onto her, it was like the thin squeeze of apron strings being tightened and she wasn’t sure how many ‘no’s she had left in her.

‘Let’s say you’re my ward, then,’ he sighed as they stood outside of the fifth building that had refused them. ‘You’re short enough to pass for a child if no one looks too closely, and you’re already an orphan. I’ll tell them you’re . . .’ He paused and looked her up and down, and she crossed her arms over her chest, not that there was much to cover. ‘Fourteen?’

‘That is just going to make you look worse.’

The blisters were back to full-on wounds now, Csilla’s stomach was protesting the lack of lunch and her bladder was aching. Her miserable body begged her to give in and make it easy. The city wasn’t so large that there were endless options. If they couldn’t rent somewhere legitimate, they were going to end up in that tomb Mihály was so fond of, snuggling with the ashes of the dead.

‘Can’t we go back to the place you were leasing before? We’re wasting time.’

He snorted. ‘You were up there – there was barely room for me. We need at least room for three of us.’

‘Three . . . ?’ Her voice trailed off as she caught his meaning. Somewhere large enough for slaughter and magic.

‘I do know someone who would help,’ he conceded. ‘But you’ll absolutely have to pretend to be my ward.’ He sighed. ‘Maybe we should look somewhere further downriver. The rooms are cheaper, though I hate the smells by the pig yards.’

‘Mihály,’ Csilla groaned. ‘If you know someone, why aren’t we there already?’

He scratched at his chin and shifted their bags. ‘I don’t mind being seen,’ he conceded, ‘but there’s a world between that and having one’s presence flaunted.’

⟡

The house was not as large as the cathedral sanctuary, but that was the only mark one could say against its grandeur. Csilla couldn’t keep her lips together as she stared at the carved flowers and doves over the lintel, grace and movement etched in flecked granite.

Mihály rapped on the door twice, and a servant in a starched green frock, a world cleaner than they were, answered. Csilla drew herself up, but since she was still only chest-height to Mihály, it barely made a difference. From over the servant’s shoulder, the sparkle of the lamps in the entryway set the dark wood of the banisters aglow, as polished as the golden holder of the Eye of Asten itself.

Mihály gave the man a charming smile. ‘Is the lady in? Tell her it’s Mihály.’

The servant looked them over for a moment; a quick scan of Csilla, a longer look at Mihály.

‘One moment,’ he said, shutting the door.

‘This is your friend?’ Csilla said, voice still half-hushed in awe. The widow Varga was well known across the city for both her wealth and tragedy, losing both her husband and daughter in the span of a month not even a year prior. ‘Mercies, why were you living in an attic when you could be here?’

Mihály was about to speak when the door opened again to reveal an older woman, her shoulders draped in silver fur from foxes that were rare everywhere but the farthest North and the heady scent of rosewater cream radiating from her skin. Despite the lines on her face and the thinness of her greying hair, she was a handsome woman, even more so up close than when parading into the cathedral on service days.

Csilla’s mind flitted back to Ágnes, her ashen skin and cough. This is what she should look like – with years of life still ahead.

‘Misi, oh my dear, do come in. You don’t even need to knock, you know.’ She reached over to brush overgrown strands of hair out of his eyes, letting her palm linger on his cheek before her eyes slid to Csilla. ‘Who is this?’

‘Csilla, a ward I’ve taken in as a new assistant. She’s very bright.’

Csilla smiled faintly at the compliment, though she knew it was a lie to make her presence go down more easily. It was at least better than wife.

The woman’s expression pinched, taking Csilla in feet to crown.

‘A very self-serving sort of charity.’

They were going to be turned away again, and Csilla would scream. She clasped her hands politely instead, squeezing until her fingers numbed.

Mihály waved his hand.

‘She’s my student. Please don’t misunderstand. Everyone else in the city seems to.’

Csilla dipped forward, smiling through her worry, putting on the face any orphan learned to give in front of prospective homes. A look that asked to be taken in and promised no trouble at all.

‘It’s a pleasure to meet you, Madame Varga.’ She tried to make it sound like it truly was.

‘Well, I suppose you can both come in.’ The widow glanced at what Mihály was carrying. ‘And your bags?’

‘I’m afraid I have to ask a favour. We are lacking in accommodation at the moment.’ There was a slight catch as each word left Mihály’s lips.

The woman’s eyes lit, a pink flush coming to her cheeks that took ten years off her face.

‘Of course, Misi, of course. You should have come when I asked you the first time. It’s not a favour to help your family.’

Family? Csilla mouthed, but the woman pulled a string that sent a brassy chime echoing through the house. The noise only punctuated the draughty silence in which it rang.

The servant appeared again, and Madame Varga raised a ringed hand.

‘Set them up in suites. Misi, would you like to stay in—’

‘A guest room will be more than enough.’ His voice cut so quickly that Csilla jumped. ‘I’ve no wish to disturb anything. But if you could provide something for Csilla?’

Her eyes softened, and she touched his cheek again. ‘Fine. It’s been too long since I’ve had guests. No one visits this cursed house.’ Her tone was light to the point of cracking.

Csilla shifted her eyes away even as curiosity gnawed at her. There were clearly threads between them, but she couldn’t gauge how tightly they were woven.

They were placed in suites at the opposite end of a wing that had been disused for some time, judging by the marks that their feet left in the dust. A pang of sympathy twinged in her. As large as it was, the cathedral had never felt as empty as this.

‘I’ll send my girl over to clean up while we have tea,’ Madame Varga had said, and Csilla looked around the spacious room she’d been placed in. If they failed and she had to leave the city, perhaps she could find work in a grand house like this, polishing the silver flowers that held up thick ribbon-tied curtains and floorboards of dark mahogany that gleamed like cut stones.

A knock on the door drew her up short. She opened it to see a young woman with a pale blue dress draped over one arm, gauzy fabric trailing, and a pitcher in the other.

‘The Izir asked me to find you something. This belonged to the mistress’s daughter when she was younger. It might fit with a bit of adjusting.’

Csilla bit her lip and took the dress. She’d never touched material so fine, with gold embroidery along the neckline and hem, the waist apron tied with a girlish sash of white.

She’d also never dreamed she’d be having someone else help her get dressed, and she was sure she was red from hairline to toes as the maid began removing her clothing.

‘I’ll do it myself,’ she said as she slipped off the rest of her outer dress down to her chemise, thin enough to see the skin beneath. For an instant she was back in the dusty Church hall, young and naked and cold. The click of the door as the girl left barely registered.

She picked up the pitcher for a
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