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For my spitfire of a little sister, Hallie, and for all the ferocious women in my life—Never forget the power you are.






One


Prudence Merriweather loathed perfume. It always made the space behind her right eye ache, regardless of the circumstance. Add a ballroom brimming with pudgy earls, pinched-faced countesses, and arrogant lords cloaked in peony and lavender, and her head became a swollen beehive. The sickly-sweet cloud was thick enough to cast golden halos around the gas lamps lining the wine-red walls.

Shoulders back. Chin up. Look like a lady now. She couldn’t falter, not tonight. It was her second Provincial Ball and her first as the Duchess of Talonsbury, Leora’s crown jewel of a city. She had to be perfect.

Pressing back into the too-hard mahogany chair, she flinched as her braided twist collided with the headrest. The diamond pins keeping her chestnut hair coiled around the back of her head jabbed into her scalp, murdering what was left of her patience.

In the time between dinner and dancing, she and her husband Frederick, Duke of Talonsbury and master of Leora’s southernmost province, were expected to listen as the leaders of the city’s inner districts and surrounding villages aired their grievances.

Yet in the last half hour or so, Prudence hadn’t heard anything close to an actual grievance. No starving war widows clutching their children tight, begging for heels of bread or root vegetables hardened by months in manor home cellars. No Holy Sisters from the workhouse in Whitefire Square complaining of little girls coughing up their lungs.

Then again, she wasn’t sure why she’d expected anything else. A person didn’t become a leader of a Leoran district or village unless they had wealth. Problems like crop failures or starving babies weren’t welcome in a place as fine as Talonsbury Estate. No, the people privileged enough to ask their province master for help—Silks, as the commonfolk or Groundlings called them—often requested lower import prices or assistance settling a long-held feud over a strip of disputed land. War widows and sick children couldn’t afford gem-studded gowns wide as doorways or tailored velvet suits, and so their problems didn’t matter.

That was the hard, simple fact of life in Leora.

“You all right, my dear?” Frederick’s enunciation was crisp and practiced, a mark of his formal education. Prudence had picked up the same formalities—in Talonsbury whorehouses and brothels an ocean away.

Not that he knew that, of course.

Fine, darling. It should have been an easy, immediate answer. She was wearing the gown of her dreams, emerald brocade detailed in black roses. Throughout her childhood scrounging for scraps on Talonsbury’s sludge-filled streets, she’d dreamed of being a woman people marveled at whenever she walked into a room. This life she’d won for herself—six months as a duchess, Lightbringer’s loins—was a wish come true.

So when, she wondered, would the Silk lifestyle stop feeling so hollow?

And so fucking dull?

“Prudence.” Frederick stomped his cane on the marble floor.

The sound called her back. A prickle of frustration scurried up her spine. “What, dearest? Not smiling enough for you?”

His eyes, dark topaz pools, narrowed, and he smirked in a way that betrayed an underlying … hunger. “Is my Hell Witch getting riled up by all these ridiculous requests?” He leaned in closer. The musk of his cologne thickened in her throat, and the pain behind her eye throbbed. She didn’t like how he’d said my Hell Witch, like she was something to be owned. “Shall we retreat to the bedroom, let you spread those beautiful wings of yours?”

Her cheeks flushed. She glanced around, terrified someone had overheard him. Luckily, most of the guests were clustered around the banquet tables like pigs at their troughs, piling shaved pork and soft Visage cheeses onto provincial crackers as big as their hands.

Gluttons, she thought, and as the embarrassment and fear kindled her temper, the power quickened in her blood. The old hum began its tantalizing trill in her ears, vibrating into her bones, beckoning her: Let go, let go, let go.

Everyone in Leora knew about Hell Witches, women who, in a single, desperate moment, heard a mysterious melody that awakened a transformative magic in their blood. They knew the magic turned them into incredible creatures—banshees, lamias, selkies, and a thousand other beasts.

And with that certainty came another: that the Lightbringer’s Apostles, keepers of Leora’s True Faith, condemned all Hell Witches. A thousand years ago, Leora had been dominated by bands of Druids, wild women who worshipped a goddess called the Dark Mother and, according to the Apostles and their ilk, spent their time making blood sacrifices and stoking discontent amidst the citizens, going so far as to encourage cursed practices such as polygamy and abstaining from childbirth.

Then, a young farm boy named Galahad was visited by a vision from the true God, the Lightbringer, who brandished His flaming silver sword and demanded Galahad rise up against the evils of the Dark Mother and reclaim the land for the people, lest the country—and then the whole of Canto, their Sphere of existence—tilted into Hell.

For nearly two decades, Galahad had waged a holy war, the Non-Believers’ War, against the Dark Mother’s followers, including her “Daughters,” who he and his disciples proclaimed as Hell Witches. Victorious, Galahad declared himself Crown Apostle and head of the one True Faith of Leora—and of Canto as well.

From that point forward, the Apostles had strapped suspected Hell Witches to the pyre to burn alive. The citizens of Leora had watched in awe as the flames stretched toward the heavens, reminding them of their God, the Lightbringer, and His absolute power.

Of course Frederick, a war hero who’d always been more hedonistic than most nobles, knew Prudence was a Hell Witch. It was the primary reason he’d married her, a fact he made abundantly clear each night in the bedroom. But they’d agreed never to talk about it openly, especially not in a den of gossip-obsessed vipers eager to confirm that yes, their mysterious, dark-haired duchess had indeed enchanted her way into the bed of the most powerful man in all of Leora.

The last thing she needed was Countess Fortuna Braithwaite and her ilk gaining useful ammunition. Their barbs and jabs were horrific enough.

“Are you trying to get me killed?” Prudence’s nail beds ached as her talons begged for release.

Frederick chuckled at Prudence’s fear, his cheeks pinking up like starpeaches above his full, black beard. “Dearest, do you think I would let anyone harm you?”

“Do you think that crushed hip of yours could stop them?” She tilted her chin up the way her sister Emmaline had taught her so many years ago and pressed her eyes into a glare. “You want to purr about my power while we’re in bed, fine, but mention it here again and I’ll tear your throat out.”

She didn’t mean it, of course, but she took pleasure in watching his eye twitch. Clearing his throat, he angled his face back toward the door and his duty.

Good. You can still scare him shitless if need be.

“Walter”—Frederick’s voice cracked, and Prudence bit her lip to hold back her grin—“send in the next.”

The manservant opened the door, and Father Sewell, Senior Apostle at Talonsbury Abbey, shuffled into the room, doing his best imitation of a reanimated corpse. His acolyte, a young boy who couldn’t be more than fourteen, did most of the work, propping him up when his steps faltered. The voices skittering along the walls softened as everyone in the hall turned, bowing their heads in respect. When a holy man spoke, everyone in Leora was expected to listen.

Impatient at his approach, Prudence stole a glance around the room.

In the far corner, Fortuna Braithwaite stood with her gaggle of friends, eyeing Prudence with a mixture of disgust and jealousy. She and her wart of a husband had already had their audience, some nonsense about how Madame DuFresne, a talented seamstress with a shop on the border between Talonsbury’s Silk and Sweetbreads Districts, had increased the price of her fine fabrics. Evidently, she was upcharging her Silk customers for their ball gowns and day dresses to account for increased export prices in Belacanto and Visage, courtesy of tariffs imposed by the House of Lords, of which Earl Braithwaite was a member.

“But she hasn’t raised the price of factory smocks for women working in the Stacks,” Fortuna had said, her haughty tone bristling Prudence’s nerves. “It’s reverse classism is what it is.”

“Or perhaps,” Prudence had said, cocking a brow, “it’s that wool doesn’t cost nearly as much as silk or taffeta. Could that be it?”

Now, almost an hour later, Prudence locked eyes with Countess Cockpuss. Fortuna’s lips pursed into a sour pucker. In response, Prudence tucked her hand under her chin and wiggled her fingers in what she intended to be the world’s pettiest wave. She made sure to use the hand marked with her love knot tattoo, the one all Leoran women had to receive within a fortnight of their wedding. Ridiculously, men weren’t required to get one at all. Many believed male love knot tattoos were a weakness, an outward demonstration of a willingness to be possessed and controlled by a woman. Yet the House of Lords and the Apostles had no reservations whatsoever against forcing women to receive one.

“Father Sewell, always a pleasure,” Frederick said once the Senior Apostle finally reached them. The old man kept his arms crossed over his chest, his gnarled hands tucked inside his billowing white robe.

Prudence recognized him from her time at the Whitefire workhouse. When she was eight, half the girls’ dormitory came down with Scarpetta. He’d led a prayer vigil, where he’d laid a pale, shriveled hand on her older sister Emmaline’s sweat-beaded forehead and promised that with prayer, the Lightbringer would revive her.

Prudence had prayed, prayed, and prayed some more for a miracle.

Emmaline had died that night, choking on her own blood. And as Prudence cradled her body, willing her to come back to life, the Hell Witch’s song had thrummed in her ears. A whisper followed in its wake, saying Make a wish, Pru. Anything you want.

That was when the magic had ignited in her veins.

“Your Excellency.” Father Sewell and the acolyte, all bones and sharp angles, bowed in respect. The Father’s jowls quivered as he picked his head up again. “May His Light be with you.”

“And also with you,” Frederick responded.

Prudence forgot the customary reply. It was only when her husband, the Apostle, and the acolyte all gawked at her that she managed a panicked “And-also-with-you.”

“Forgive her, Father, she … isn’t well.” Frederick gave Prudence a scolding look before turning back to Sewell. She dug her nails into the mahogany arms of her chair and tried to smooth the worry out of her face.

It was warranted worry, though. It had been fifty years since the Apostles last burned a Hell Witch in Whitefire Square, but the pyre still stood outside the abbey, a warning to those who maintained belief in the power of the Druidic Dark Mother. The Apostles’ message was clear: The Lightbringer was the only God. Defy Him and face the flame.

But ever since Leora’s embarrassing defeat at the hands of the Spindle Isles, there had been rumblings about corruption within the nobility. Not only that, but common women such as barmaids, schoolmarms, and war widows now outnumbered the Leoran male population two to one—and had started demanding the right to vote for their own representatives.

With the onset of this unbalanced population, fanatics had begun preaching about the downfall of the Lightbringer’s society and the need for a new Righteous Order. That idea had started to take root in the minds of Leora’s noblemen and wealthy merchants. After all, women were the weaker sex—and they couldn’t be allowed to forget that.

“What can we lowly nobles do for the Lightbringer’s most devoted servant?” Frederick asked.

Disgustingly, Father Sewell smacked his lips together, wetting the parched skin with his tongue. “I’ll get straight to it, Your Grace. The Lord in his wisdom appreciates brevity.”

A chuckle escaped Prudence, causing the men to glower at her again. “Apologies, Father.”

“I’m here today, Duke Talonsbury, to speak of the danger of—”

“Father, you will be silent!” a familiar voice boomed through the room.

Prudence’s stomach dropped. Instinctively, she reached for the ruby pendant around her neck. She’d had it for so long, she was surprised it hadn’t melded with her skin.

But the last time she’d seen Paris, Frederick’s younger brother, he’d nearly ripped it away from her. It was just after the wedding. She and Frederick had engaged in a quick tryst in the library between the ceremony and the reception. Stupidly, in the heat of passion, she’d caved to Frederick’s request to unleash her wings—and then, as she’d climaxed, she’d heard the library door slam shut.

Before dinner that night, Paris had cornered her, shoving her up against a shadowed corner of the foyer. He’d accused her then and there of being a Hell Witch, said that she’d bewitched his brother into marrying her, but with no proof and a reputation for zealotry, it was his word against his war hero brother’s.

“I’ll prove it, though,” he’d said, the pendant clutched tight in his hand as though he meant to break the chain. “And you’ll burn for it, you she-devil’s whore.”

Now, as her brother-in-law approached them, Prudence could all but feel the pendant’s chain digging into the back of her neck. He still had that same murderous look etched across his face. He was dressed in the uniform that most followers of General Maximus Hale, a skilled military man and half-crazed zealot, wore out in public to distinguish themselves: white tailored trousers that came up past his waist, a loose-fitting black tunic, and a long black cloak pinned with a glittering white sapphire brooch. His bare feet were pale as marble, his spider-leg fingers clasped in front of him. His hair, as dark as Frederick’s, was parted down the middle and cut in a perfect bowl around his head.

Lightbringer’s loins, he’s surrendered to all of Hale’s teachings, then.

“Lord Paris, with all due respect, no man interrupts a servant of the Lord,” Father Sewell said. Paris ignored him as he stepped up beside him, locking eyes with his brother. “Your Grace, as you can see, Maximus Hale’s influence is spreading throughout the country, infecting—”

“Whatever this man has come to say, it is lies, brother.” Paris spoke loud enough for his voice to carry through the ballroom. Whispers and snickering rippled toward them, but Prudence couldn’t pick out any specific words. She was too lost in the thunder of her own heartbeat. “I am here not only to repudiate this pretender’s words against General Hale but to urge you to see reason. To see truth.” Slowly, his eyes drifted in her direction. “And to throw off the evil that seeks to destroy you.”

A sudden hush fell over the ballroom. Fortuna Braithwaite and her goslings perked their heads up, eager to watch Prudence squirm. She refused to give them the satisfaction—but ice-cold sweat trickled down her spine.

“If there is evil here, it is Hale’s doing,” Father Sewell barked back. “Maximus Hale may be a war hero, but he spreads lies, not only about the Apostles and our commitment to the Lightbringer’s Word but about the women of Leora, about their ability to—”

“Do not insult the ladies in this room, Father Sewell.” Paris’s lips twitched into a smile. “Countess Braithwaite, Baroness Tillery—these are good, God-fearing women more than welcome in General Hale’s bright world. They are obedient. They are content.” He turned toward the crowd to find them. Prudence saw them blush and place their hands on their hearts, as if they were proud to be called docile lambs by an obvious wolf. Twits. “It is those who exist outside of the Lightbringer’s commands, those who seek to bring back the wicked ways of the Dark Mother, that General Hale seeks to defeat. Women like her.”

Paris’s hand was steady as he pointed at Prudence.

She wanted to shrink herself in front of all these people. But that little girl from all those years ago, the one who had picked through rubbish bins for food, who had fought off stray dogs to survive, stirred beneath her skin.

She stared her enemy square in the face. “What exactly is that supposed to mean, Paris?”

Immediately, she wanted to take it back. Frederick’s fat-fingered hand shifted to her knee and squeezed: a warning come too late.

Oh you stupid, stupid girl.

“What if I told you, Father Sewell, that your duchess was far worse than a strongly opinionated wife?” Paris’s voice rose two octaves, surprisingly powerful for such a waifish-looking man. His beady black eyes stayed fixed on her. “What if I told you she was one of them? One of the Dark Mother’s despicable Daughters, a Hell Witch hiding in plain sight? What would you do then?”

As Father Sewell gawked, every eye in the room settled on Prudence. The glances crawled over her flesh, pricking her nerves. She wasn’t sure if it was her survival instincts kicking in or mere shock that forced the laugh out, but she ran with it.

“Paris, I know you and I haven’t seen eye to eye on most things, but this?” Make it sound ridiculous. Save yourself. “How jealous can one man be? Do you honestly want your brother’s title so badly you’d slander the woman he loves? In front of our friends?”

Beside her, Frederick didn’t move. His grip tightened on the golden wolf’s head atop his cane.

“I have seen her for what she is!” Paris shouted, and this time he played to the crowd, lifting his hands in the air like an Apostle standing on the abbey pulpit. “A winged beast with talons meant for tearing out your children’s hearts! She and her kind gather strength as we lick our wounds from a defeat that should never have happened, that would never have happened if we had heeded the Lightbringer. We were decimated because we turned our backs on Him. We let the wicked thrive rather than rooting them out, and for that, we have been punished!”

Fear pooled in Prudence’s gut. Frederick would protect her, but would he be able to survive this kind of public embarrassment? What if he was forced to turn her out, to annul their marriage and choose another bride? He’d endure a few ugly rumors, some hard months perhaps, but then he’d go right back to being the wealthiest man in the southwest province. Meanwhile, she would be forever barred from Silk society. Labeled a Hell Witch and forced into hiding, and that was if the City Watch didn’t arrest her.

She wouldn’t go back to her life as a thief, and she certainly wouldn’t return to the brothel.

She’d rather die first.

All around her, she could hear the voices knitting into a net meant to snare her. Her flesh burned white hot, and she wanted to peel her skin away. Inside, her magic woke once more, ready to defend her if necessary, to carry her through the skies, away from this place.

“Cast her out, Frederick.” Paris turned back to his brother, who sat like stone in the seat beside her. Do something, she pleaded with her eyes. Anything. “Deliver her to me, and I shall bring her to General Hale for punishment and purification. We, the Order of the Zeraphel, seek not only to restore Leora to her former glory but to purge her of the filth that has laid her so low.”

Zeraphel. Every citizen in Leora knew that word. In history and in the Apostle’s holy book, the Epistle of Light, they were the Lightbringer’s winged warriors, masculine angels who sent the Dark Mother and her black magic spinning into the pits of a Hell built on the porous bones of non-believers. Galahad had summoned them during the Non-Believers’ War, and the Zeraphel had descended upon the Hell Witches, smiting the wicked with swords dressed in purifying white flames.

Prudence stiffened, imagining different flames, the flames that had claimed the lives of so many Hell Witches before her. She envisioned them licking up her legs, her flesh charring as she screamed.

“Join us. Join him. Give us your wealth and I swear to you, you will be welcomed back into the Light.” He stretched out his hand as if to grasp Frederick’s, make a deal with him in front of all these people. “We can be brothers again.”

Prudence willed her husband to rise from his chair. Say something. Do something.

“Can I ask,” came yet another familiar voice from just beyond the crowd, and this time Prudence was certain her heart was going to give out, “do you find this kind of pitch actually works on folks? Or are you as big a nutter as that general of yours?”

Some of the ladies gasped and the gentlemen huffed as a man with a mop of auburn waves, a jaw sharp as a blade’s edge, and a slightly crooked nose split through them like a ship splitting the sea.

Seeing him there in her ballroom, hearing his voice echo inside the estate walls, was like stepping into a winter’s night naked as a newborn. Gooseflesh erupted along her spine. Safely tucked within the confines of her shoulder blades, the shock ruffled the feathers adorning her wings, reminding her once again that she could run if she wanted.

I just want to fly away. Far, far away from here. That was her wish the night her sister died, the wish that had remade her.

That same wish struck the backs of her ribs as she beheld the man and his entourage circling Paris in a horseshoe formation. She knew that maneuver. She’d learned it years ago as a clever way to trap a mark in an alleyway.

“Sorry to interrupt you there, mate,” the man said to Paris as he approached him, wearing a grin that kindled a flame she’d sworn she’d snuffed out long ago. “But we the people have got some real problems to discuss with the duke here. So you, the old man, and the kid”—he gestured to Father Sewell and his acolyte—“best piss off, yeah?”

“How dare you speak to a nobleman this way,” Paris growled at him, all but lunging at him. “Depraved thief.”

The man met his lunge with that same confident smile. He went so far as to press a hand to Paris’s shoulder, earning him an audible gasp from the whole of the ballroom. “Depraved as I might be, I don’t like it when people get so close to my face. Now, if you don’t mind …”

It was hard to tell exactly what happened, since Paris had his back to Prudence. But one moment her brother-in-law’s cloak was clasped securely around his shoulders, and the next it was on the floor, collapsed around Paris’s feet like a beheaded snake.

Her laugh—and the laughter of everyone in the ballroom—caught her by surprise. Paris’s shoulders tensed, pulling toward his ears in obvious embarrassment.

Meanwhile, the man strutted past him, letting the sapphire brooch clatter to the marble floor as he approached Prudence and Frederick. He bowed his head in their direction. “This thief’s got business with the actual Duke of Talonsbury.”

It had been two years since Prudence had last seen Puck Reed, and twelve years since a single word had passed between them.

So why in the Lightbringer’s loins is it so hard to breathe?






Two


Puck was no longer the bag of bones who’d found her in a storm drain, nor the scrawny thief who’d run with her down alleyways and across rooftops in the life she’d tried so hard to scrub from her skin. His shoulders filled out his tweed vest and cotton shirt, and his neck was thicker, the veins forming a sort of triangle at the base of his throat. New wrinkles creased around his eyes and above his dark brows, and specks of white salted his otherwise auburn hair.

And yet his smile, with its single line on the left and its double line on the right, was still the same, along with his cornflower eyes, wide as the Spheres themselves. In his vest and herringbone trousers, he could almost pass for a gentleman. Except where gentlemen were buttoned up and freshly pressed, Puck was disheveled, a bit wild, as if he’d jumped into his clothes, dashed up Silk Hill, and only just skidded to a stop.

Paris immediately dropped to the floor, swiping the brooch back into his hands and clasping his cloak around his shoulders. “You … you would shame a lord and an Apostle like this?” Father Sewell frowned at the insinuation that he and Paris were suddenly allies, as did his mute, useless acolyte. “Do you have any idea who we are?”

“Oh, did I not make that clear?” Puck smirked, and the sludge settling in Prudence’s stomach shifted a little. “You’re Paris Talonsbury, second-born son of Edmund Talonsbury and heir to … what was it? Oh yes. Nothing at all. And that there is Father Sewell, who I believe whipped my bottom at the boys’ home back when I was six, am I right, Father?”

“I … well, I wouldn’t say …” Father Sewell pinched his eyes shut and sighed. “Yes. Hello, Mr. Reed.” He gave Puck a strangely kind smile before turning to the people behind him. “Mr. and Mrs. Keats.”

What? Prudence squinted at the faces behind Puck. Arthur and Marney Keats stood arm in arm, their faces weathered by the last twelve years. When she’d met them at seventeen, they were a young married couple scraping to get by on Arthur’s four lyran a week at the steel factory. Standish, the thiefmaster who took Prudence in and molded Puck into a gifted thief, had been happy to bring the Keats couple into his operation given their knowledge of the Silk District and their connections to factory workers.

Marlowe. Her nerves fizzed as she searched the other faces, hoping to find her childhood best friend somewhere among them, but he wasn’t there. Perhaps he’d finally chased his own dream, headed across the Marrow Sea to Visage.

Perhaps he hadn’t made the mistake of coming back.

A woman with lustrous brown skin and silver hoop earrings posed on Puck’s right. For a Groundling, she was impeccably well dressed, with a violet bowler hat decorated with a peacock feather and a matching evening gown that shimmered when she moved. Her penetrating topaz eyes tugged at Prudence’s memory, but she couldn’t place her face.

The wink she gave Pru made her that much more confused. Did she know her? How did she know her?

“Paris.” Frederick finally broke his silence, rising out of his chair. The people gathered in the hall shifted backward a step. He frowned at all of them, and they turned their backs as if they weren’t interested at all in what was about to happen—but their voices stayed low so they could hear. “While I do not condone the embarrassment you have endured here tonight, I must say it is nothing short of what you deserve. I have tried to make you see reason these last few years, but you won’t accept my help. Elixirs, shock treatments—these things could all give you peace, joy even, but you refuse them. And tonight you’ve gone and let your illness embarrass my wife and interrupt the important business of offering counsel and gaining insight into the needs of the people of our city. Hornsby!”

Boots clicked across the marble floors. From the outer doors, William Hornsby and the other three Watchmen hired for security marched into the room. They wore freshly oiled maroon leather armor that glistened in the lamplight. Paris stiffened, all too aware of what their presence meant.

“See my brother makes it back to his carriage safely, will you?” Frederick said, his shoulders a single, hard line, his jaw clenched tight. Prudence had never seen him so obviously enraged before. “Paris, you are no longer welcome here in our father’s house.”

Paris sneered at him. “As if I would want to come back here with you and that beast rutting in our parents’ marriage bed.” Hornsby grabbed one of his arms, but Paris threw him off, jabbing another finger at his brother’s face. “But mark me, you will pay for this, Frederick! General Hale is building an army, one worthy of the Lightbringer’s glory, and those who stand in his way will die screaming, do you hear me?”

“Get him out of here,” Frederick commanded.

Hornsby and his men latched on to Paris and began to drag him toward the door.

“The Lightbringer shall smite those who defy Him and His Order!” Paris shouted at the crowd, all shrinking away from him as though he were infected with some terrible disease. “Mark my words! And you!” He brandished an arm toward Puck. “I will see you brought as low as the worm you are.”

“I’m quaking in my boots!” Puck bellowed as Hornsby muscled Paris out of the room, to the obvious amusement of every single one of their guests.

Father Sewell smiled at Frederick and bowed his head. “I thank you, Your Grace.”

“Why?” Puck cocked a sarcastic brow. “He do something worthy of thanks?”

The Apostle—and Frederick, for that matter—ignored him.

But Prudence, uncertain of how she could still be capable of clear thought, knocked herself out of shock enough to ask the question burning in her mind. “General Hale. Where is he, do you know?”

Father Sewell shook his head. “We cannot be sure. But given that some of our more … impressionable acolytes have disappeared to join him, we believe he may be somewhere nearby. Perhaps at one of the estates just north of here. It appears he has won over those nobles who fought with him in Visage and gains more support by the day.”

Wonder how many of these dunderheads he’s actually charmed. Every eye in the room was suddenly a dagger eager to twist into her heart.

“I shall keep my ear to the ground, Your Grace,” Father Sewell said. “We must not let such extremism take over our country. Women, of course, should be content with the lot that’s been given them.”

“Oh yeah, subservience and obedience, who doesn’t love that?” the woman with the brown skin quipped. Prudence almost laughed with her.

Father Sewell turned his nose up at that, then kept going. “But we must not forget that it was women who kept Leora turning while our men were away at war, and they proved themselves worthy of certain choices. I will not see them subjugated, nor will I see fear destroy us. Now, Brother Orwell.” The Apostle took his acolyte’s arm. “If you will escort me from the hall, I do believe Mr. Reed has something to say before the festivities begin again.”

“Thanks, Father. Keep slapping those babes’ asses; definitely keeps them from becoming scoundrels!” Puck called after him before stepping up to take his place.

“Mr. Reed.” Frederick’s face shifted into a look of confusion as he addressed Puck.

“Your Grace. Duchess Talonsbury.” Puck’s gaze snagged on Prudence’s necklace before pointedly fixing to her forehead. “Quite the impressive house you’ve got here. Lots of columns. Big vases everywhere.”

“Rare to see the Hodgepodge District represented at such events.” The tips of Frederick’s ears burned red. “I wasn’t aware you lot were organized enough to even have an official leader.”

“Well, when people start calling you Thief Lord, you’ve got to take that as a sign they want you to do something for them, don’t you?” Puck hooked his thumbs through his belt loops, and Prudence didn’t know why she needed him to look at her, but she did. Just one glance. Come on. “Look, I know you don’t want us mangy River Rats spoiling all your elegant fun, so I’ll get straight to it.” He clapped his hands together, and a few of the guests in one of the corners jumped. “You’ve gotta pull back the Watch in the Podge.”

Frederick’s chortle cut through the ballroom. The guests turned, their gasps bounding through the room as they beheld five River Rats standing in their space. The horror.

With each snide comment she could make out, Prudence shrank a little more, until she felt all of two feet tall.

“You’re not serious,” Frederick said to Puck’s request.

“Think I’d hike up Silk Hill with a storm coming on if I wasn’t serious?” Puck’s smirk didn’t falter.

“Mr. Reed, the Hodgepodge District sees more crime in an hour than the rest of the city sees in a day.”

“Actually, most pickpockets score in the Silk District or in the Stacks when the merchants take their lunches.”

“Yes, but pickpockets who live in the—”

“And when’s the last time you found a stiff on our side of the River Whip?” Puck cut in, sending his crew into self-satisfied chuckles. “Couple years at least, right?”

“Yeah, ’cause we take care of each other.” Marney Keats didn’t seem to have a problem looking at Prudence. She stared right at her as she said it.

It was a strange kind of agony, sitting there as the Silk she was, looking out at who she used to be. She wasn’t quite sure why. Once the four of them left, she’d go upstairs, slip between her satin sheets, then wake the next morning to a breakfast fit for royalty.

And yet …

Puck’s face brightened at her obvious discomfort, the way it used to whenever he was trying to energize their little thief troupe before a particularly difficult job. He should have been born a duke or an earl, someone who could have real influence in Leora.

But babies found on the steps of the Apostle’s abbey rarely grew up to be anything at all.

“The Watch has busted into three homes in the last week without a warrant,” Puck continued. “Nearly arrested Marney back there ’cause she wouldn’t turn her eleven-year-old grandson in for gambling in the alley behind her tenement. Wanna know what he was really doing? Playing Kettle with his mates for a few lyran.”

“Pissants!” Marney and Arthur chorused.

“There’s easily six Watchmen for every one in the Silk, Fred.” Puck’s voice was night-sky smooth. “Mind if I call you Fred?”

“Your Grace,” Frederick corrected him with a snarl.

“I’m not asking for extra blankets or extra food or anything that’s gonna force you to go to the Apostles for some big donation, all right? Just get the boots off our necks, mate.”

“That sounds an awful lot like a command, Thief Lord.” Frederick propped his elbows up on the armrests of his chair and steepled his fingers, his frustration palpable.

Maybe it was the fact that her legs had gone numb. Maybe it was her thoughts, unable to congeal into anything resembling sense. But before she could gain control of her body, Prudence stood up far too quickly. Her head swam, and as she stumbled back, Frederick reached for her while Puck lunged. Somehow, it was Puck’s hand she caught.

A marriage knot peeked out from beneath his shirt sleeve, the indigo ink snaking once around his thumb before coiling into his palm.

He is married, then. And proud enough to show the world. The jealousy knifed her in the lung.

“You all right, Pru?” he asked.

They both tensed at the old nickname, and her eyes went wide, pleading with him to find a way out of it. As far as Frederick was concerned, she was the daughter of a textile merchant killed as Visage set up its embargo lanes. That was the lie she’d sold. “Uh … Prim? Primrose? What was your name again, Duchess?”

“Prudence,” she mumbled.

“Oh, Prudence. Sorry, I’m shit with names.” He winked at her, and she desperately wanted to read it as forgiveness, but she knew him too well for that. No, that wink translated to Saved your skin twice tonight. Your turn, Spitfire. “Beautiful necklace you got there. Wedding present?”

“You know, I think we’re all a little tired, what with the drama of the last half hour.” Forcing a breath, she yanked her hand out of Puck’s grasp and turned to her husband. “Darling, why don’t we start the dances?”

“What a wonderful idea. Mr. Reed, I’ll mull your request over, shall I?” Frederick stiffly rose from his seat, massaging his sore hip. Once recovered, he clapped his hands, summoning the room’s attention. “My friends! If we could have the servants clear the banquet tables, my wife requests we dance!”

The guests cheered and partnered off, the rustling of skirts and clicking of shoes growing that much more pronounced. Crisp air rushed in as the servants threw open the patio doors, the bite signaling the first gasps of autumn, the damp a coming storm. The kitchen staff cleared the tables away, and to Frederick’s obvious horror, Puck’s entourage scattered, blending in with the crowd. He’d likely hoped the dancing would drive them back to their life of squalor.

“I … Mr. Reed, are you …” He began the sentence three times but never managed to finish it.

“Oh, my lot love a good party,” Puck told him. “And it’s not like you’d turn away your constituents, would you?”

“I …” Frederick adjusted the cravat at his throat and flashed Puck a vacant smile. “Of course not.”

The quartet struck up the first dance of the night—the Thrill, a combination of the elegant Belacans Trellio and a jig danced in most of the taverns and pubs around Leora.

“Darling, why don’t I give Mr. Reed the first dance tonight and we can finish this business about the Watch, hmm?” Prudence asked, unsure why she wanted to place herself so close to Puck, to give them the opportunity to speak alone. Closure, perhaps. Maybe the chance to explain. She had so much to explain. “Trust me.”

Before Frederick could tell her no, forbid her from following her own mind, she whisked Puck out onto the dance floor, more than a little proud of her pluck. Across the room, Fortuna Braithwaite’s mouth fell open, an added bonus.

Puck went rigid as a statue as she placed one hand in his and rested the other between his shoulders. This close, it was easier to spot the changes the last twelve years had wrought. A scar curved around the outside of his right eye, a half-moon that skirted the top of his cheekbone. The furrows in his brow were more pronounced, but she saw the laugh lines around his eyes too. Her throat threatened to close.

“Wrap your arm around my waist.” It sounded like an order, and she hated herself for it.

His cheeky grin faltered. “You gonna give me what I want?”

“Take me for a spin around the room, and I’ll think about it.”

Huffing, he folded his arm around her and shuffled out into the throng.

His footwork was clumsy, like that of a colt fresh from its mother’s womb. She took the lead, counting “One, two, three” to get him into the rhythm. More than once she stepped on his toes, but he never flinched. He still wouldn’t look at her, though. Not completely.

“Glad to see your time away was so enriching,” he said. “Learning dances, how to stand up straight.”

“If you’d give me a second, maybe I could tell you—”

He shook his head, cutting her off. “I don’t care about your reasons, Pru. Trust me, if I didn’t have to come talk to your lump of a husband, I’d never even think of you.”

“Oh.” The blade sank deeper, calling up tears she refused to let him see. Bowing her head, she stared at her jeweled ballet shoes, which sparkled with actual emeralds. “Well, I’d … practically forgotten as it was.”

“Yeah. That pendant definitely says as much.”

“This?” She glanced down at the ruby, the golden back suddenly burning into her breastbone. “I found it in one of my trunks when I came back to Leora. No idea where it came from.”

He knows when you lie. He always knows.

“Right.” His eyes, usually bright as an autumn sky, went murky as the River Whip. “So. Back to the Watch.”

Business. Focus on business.

“Frederick’s never going to pull them back from the Podge.” She twirled once under his arm, then spun in close once more. A single breath and her chest would kiss his. “The Silks think it’s a cesspool for crime.”

“By Silks, you mean you too?”

Breathing around the stone lodged between her lungs, she cleared her throat. “Let me work him a bit. He’s not as malleable in front of crowds this big, but once I get him alone …”

“And show him those wings he loves so much?”

Her heart skipped a beat. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Come on, Pru.” He scoffed as the music slowed and the first dance came to an end. “The whole country knows the man has a Hell Witch fetish. His brother just announced it in front of the entire room. And I know how good you are at using people, making them think you care so you can get exactly what you want. You’re using him, just like you used—”

The seam where the wings usually split through her skin bubbled like acid. That part of the fury she could counter, but her mind was so focused on keeping the Vultress locked away, she couldn’t stop herself from seizing the collar of Puck’s shirt. He threw his hands up in what looked like surrender, though the smirk on his face was meant as another slap. The gossips around them clapped their hands to their mouths. It was yet another display, a crack in Prudence’s otherwise immaculate mask. The rumored commoner, the supposed beast, stood blustering before them.

Pull back, Prudence. You have to pull back. She couldn’t give them any sign that Paris’s accusations were true.

Sucking in breath after breath, she let go of him.

“Hornsby!” Frederick’s voice boomed through the manor for a second time, and in seconds, the Watchmen marched back into the room. Their hands clapped down on Puck’s shoulders as Frederick’s closed over hers. “Did he hurt you, my darling?”

She glared at Puck. His throat bobbed in a swallow, and while she knew this wasn’t his first, second, or even third run-in with the City Watch, she spied something in his face that never used to be there.

Puck Reed was afraid.

She did owe him something. And while she’d intended to talk Frederick into kicking the Watch out of the Podge, this seemed more important. He wanted—no, he needed—to get home. Back to his wife and the life he’s made with her.

“He didn’t hurt me,” she said. “But it’s time he and his friends leave.”

“Hear, hear!” a gentleman shouted behind her.

Puck’s body relaxed as Marney, Arthur, and the beautiful woman rushed up to meet him. He shirked off the Watchman’s grip, and the entire ballroom held its breath as he stepped toward Frederick.

“You take my concern to the House of Lords,” he said. “And remember, Duke Talonsbury. The people of the Podge are the backbone of this city. Be a real shame if they decided they didn’t wanna be mistreated no more.”

It was the first slipup he’d had all night, the once-illiterate street rat breaking through.

“Take them out,” Frederick commanded.

Hornsby and his men herded Puck and his group out of the ballroom, toward the foyer and the front door. But before he disappeared completely, Puck finally looked straight at her.

This time, when he winked, her knees almost buckled.

Frederick massaged the tension out of her shoulders as the guests returned to the dance floor, acting as though nothing had happened at all.

“You didn’t know him, did you?” Frederick asked her.

She kept her eyes fixed on the door frame. Her mind was a kaleidoscope of memories. Puck, dancing with her atop the Sweetbreads Brothel long before she’d worked there, both of them howling at the Druid Moon because they could. Puck, sprinting toward her and Marlowe with two bottles of lemon wine clutched in his hands, screaming “Go, go, go!” as they booked it toward the Rusted Gate on the northern side of the city, making a break for Kingston Wood.

Puck that very first night he found her starving and shivering and not entirely human anymore, how he was kind when he could have been scared.

“No,” she said. “No, I don’t know him.” It came out flat and dead.

It was also the truth.

“Come.” Frederick pulled her back out onto the floor. “Dance with me.”

“Your hip.”

“One dance.”

She didn’t notice it as they stepped out onto the dance floor. She wouldn’t notice for quite some time.

Her ruby pendant was gone.






Three


In general, Puck Reed believed he’d become more patient in the last eight years. Where he used to jump headfirst into situations without thinking them through, he now breathed through his impulses. All he had to do was imagine Bea’s face and boom. Rash decision quashed.

But if this cockpuss Watchman jabbed him with his stick one more time …

“Listen, mate, we’re leaving!” Puck whipped around, baring his fists, at which point the Watchman flung his spear around, blade pointed at his sternum. Marigold shrieked beside him, her boots stuttering along the white cobblestone drive. Fuck, fuck, fuck. He dug deep, found the silver-tongued salesman he’d become in the last few years. Flash the smile. Shrug the shoulders. “What I’m saying is, you don’t have to be such a prick about it, you know?”

“Your name’s Hornsby, right?” Marigold stepped between Puck and the guard, adopting what she referred to as her honeybee voice.

The Watchman grunted, obviously a little confused by Mari, the depth of her voice, how her shoulders were a bit fuller than the average woman’s. Puck, Arthur, and Marney all tensed, ready to defend her if need be.

“Yes. William.”

Puck breathed easier as William set the spear down by his side.

“William. Lovely name,” Marigold cooed. “Listen, William, you have my word. We’re headed straight down to the Podge, absolutely no side ventures, not even to smell those beautiful roses out in the front gardens. Really, they’re gorgeous. Did you plant those?”

Hornsby shook his extremely bulbous head. “Duke Talonsbury has a gaffer for them. But … they’re pretty, yeah? Bit like you.”

“Oh.” Marigold twirled one of her black curls between her fingers. Shameless. She was absolutely shameless. Puck stifled a laugh. “You’re too kind. Go on, go back to your party and keep all those lovely people safe.”

“You.” Hornsby pointed at Puck. “We’ve been ordered to shoot you on sight if you ever come ’round here again. Stay down there in your little rat kingdom, all right?”

If he had a gun, half the muscles this oaf had, and about four more inches, Puck definitely would’ve taken a swing at him. It probably would have been the last punch he ever threw, but at least he’d die knowing he gave the shithead a good fight.

He opted for a sarcastic bow instead. “Come grab a pint at the Twisted Turtle sometime. Got some people there who’d love to knock your teeth out, big man.”

Hornsby growled in reply before turning his back, loafing up the manor’s marble steps. Puck took one last look at the magnificent house, its rows of windows like spider eyes staring into his soul. Part of him wondered which of the rooms belonged to Prudence, though he was pretty sure he could guess. She’d always wanted a balcony, a place where she could welcome the rain, and there was one centered on the third floor, secured by an iron railing. He pictured her with her arms spread wide, tilting her face up to the clouds. She’d told him once why she loved rainstorms so much, but he’d forgotten the reason, scrubbed it from his mind along with all the rest.

Almost all the rest. Sticking his hands into the pockets of his trousers, he clasped her pendant tight.

“Boss.”

Arthur always sounded like he had gravel in his throat, a consequence of inhaling fumes and smoke and Hell itself during his time in the steel factory. He liked to tease the rest of them, tell them all he’d be dead in a few years.

But Puck knew firsthand what Storm Lung looked like. He knew he wasn’t teasing.

“We walking?” Arthur rasped.

“Probably the safer decision, walking.” Marney, who didn’t sound much better than her husband, peered up at the sky. “But it sure as shit looks like rain. And a cold rain at that.”

Puck weighed his options. It was a good two-hour hike back down to Talonsbury proper. Two hours for the rain to soak them all through and curse Marney and Arthur with dangerous colds. Two more hours for Puck to be away from Bea.

Or …

He studied the drive, bone white in the moonlight. Along the manicured hedges, the carriages and their horses were unsupervised, the leather reins fastened to iron posts. In his infinite compassion, the Duke of Talonsbury had invited all the drivers to dine with the household servants, play a few rounds of Kettle and dice before they took their respective Silks home.

As a very young boy with minimal prospects, Puck had wanted to be a carriage driver. He thought he’d look important in the top hat and the stiff-collared coat.

Follow your bliss, eh?

Marigold sauntered over to him. “I see those cogs turning. What’re you thinking?”

“I’m thinking it’s a real shame to leave a bunch of horses abandoned like this. We should probably let one of them stretch their legs, yeah? And if the carriage happens to end up in Crow’s Head Plaza, who’s to say the horse didn’t just take itself for a little ride?”

“Feeling the old thief stir tonight, eh?”

He let out a small laugh. “Maybe a bit.”

“Don’t suppose it’s got anything to do with—”

Here we fucking go. “Shut your mouth and come on.”

Arthur and Marney followed behind them as they bolted toward the carriage at the front of the line. With its massive black horse and dark lanterns, it felt more like a vessel meant to shepherd the Dark Mother out of Hell, but it blended with the night, the perfect advantage.

“Hey, boy.” Puck clicked at the stallion, patting his nose. Ever since Beatrice was born, his heart had beat a little faster, eternally panicked whenever she was more than two feet away from him. The only time that panic settled was when he was close to another living thing that reminded him of his little girl’s innocence: stray puppies, feral kittens, and horses tied to posts outside estate homes.

The stallion snorted as Arthur helped Marney up into the carriage. Meanwhile, Puck and Marigold clambered up onto the driver’s seat, the cracked black leather rough in Puck’s callused hands.

A familiar hummingjay giddiness took flight inside him. There had been a time when stealing a carriage was small potatoes, a take so easy he could’ve done it half asleep. It had always been rewarding, plucking a bit of shine out of the Silks’ glimmering lives.

But then he’d met Jocelyn, and Jocelyn had had Beatrice. And his world and his life and what mattered had all changed. For the last decade, he’d been perfectly happy selling secondhand and stolen goods at the Curiosity Shop on Groundrow Bridge.

Still, the thrill of the take, that first burst of energy as he pitched headlong into danger, was lightning in his blood.

He reminded himself not to shout with glee as he snapped the reins and the carriage wheels rattled along the cobblestones.

For the first half of the journey, Mari sang one of the lullabies Jocelyn used to sing to Bea when she couldn’t sleep. It was about a Hell Witch with the power to turn into a mermaid. Lonely in her life at sea, she gathered the dolphins and the whales and even the sea monsters together, and they all created their own unique language so they could be each other’s family.

More than once in the last year, Puck had tried singing the same song to Bea, but she always grabbed his wrist and squeezed, telling him to stop. It was fair, he supposed. He didn’t know all the words, and he couldn’t hold a tune to save his own life.

“Could you … uh …” He hacked up a cough. “You mind finding a different song?”

“Or we could talk about Pru.”

He exhaled a long, tired breath. “No.”

“Think we should.”

“No …”

“Hey, Puck!” Marney’s voice echoed behind him. He didn’t turn around. “Weren’t that Pru back there? That the first time you’ve seen her since—”

“He doesn’t want to talk about it, Marney, thank you!” Mari shouted. The old woman muttered something, then ducked back inside the carriage. “No, really, how are you feeling, is it more like your heart’s fallen out of your ass, or is it—”

“Mare, I will shove you off this seat.” He wrenched the reins back. Mist fell around them, clinging to his face like a cobweb. “I’m fine, all right? I just wanna get home, get to Bea, make sure she’s not … having another fit.”

The crease between Marigold’s brows deepened. “You told me those stopped a few months back.”

“Yeah, well, they started again.” The worry hit him like a battering ram, sending his lungs into spasm. He took little breaths so Mari wouldn’t notice. “Helena knows what to do; that’s why she’s watching her. Her son Gareth has seizures, and these are nothing compared to that. They’re more like nightmares. Sweating spells. The occasional …” He thought about her choked screams last night, how she’d reached out to empty air, like she was reaching for her mother. “Hallucination.”

Mari pressed a hand to her chest, probably trying to keep her own breathing under control. “Okay, it’s settled. I’m not going to Visage.”

“Yes, you are.” He remembered now why he hadn’t told her. “You’ve got, what, three auditions lined up at music academies in Luciole? You’re not wasting another second of your life in this backwards-ass country. You deserve to go somewhere you’re gonna be respected. Allowed on stage as you.”

“Puck, she’s …”

He took her hand and squeezed. “We’ll be fine.”

He knew how scared Mari was to leave behind the only life she’d ever known and venture to a country where people thought Leorans were a bunch of close-minded zealots clinging to a dying way of life. And he was scared, too, of what his life would look like without her. She’d been there for twenty-five of his thirty years. Imagining himself without her was like imagining himself split in two.

But they both knew it was for the best. The moment she’d finally killed the lie that was Marlowe and become Marigold, she’d all but decided Leora couldn’t be her home anymore. The beliefs were too strict, the Apostles too unwavering in their condemnation of “deviants” and “sinners,” words they used for people they refused to understand. Now, as General Hale’s extremist ideas about purifying the country gained more ground, there was no choice. She had to leave. And he had to let her.

They passed through the ring of merchant mansions littered around the center of Silk Hill. They were smaller than the duke’s estate but just as elegant, with green ivy spiraling up the front columns and ghost wisteria blooming along the trellises. Finally, the cobblestones collected into Crow’s Head Plaza, an outpost for the City Watch.

During the day, a whole set of Watchmen patrolled the plaza, urging the Silks to take Merchant’s Walk, the covered bridge that offered a direct route to the port and their fancy warehouse offices. But most of the patrol was up at the manor, making sure no one snuck in and stole anything.

What a travesty that would be.

Puck banged his fist against the carriage, signaling to Marney and Arthur it was time to get out. The four of them took the tunnel to the right of the plaza, which came out in the middle of the Sweetbreads District, a stone’s throw from the Curiosity Shop and Puck’s flat. No one brought up Pru again.

It had been strange, seeing her after so many years. The second he’d laid eyes on her, he was back at the dock, boots pounding against the wooden planks as he ran after the ship that was already bearing her out with the tide. How different she looked now, with fuller cheeks, rounder hips.

Her eyes were the same, though, sparkling obsidian, and for the first time in months, the shard that had pierced him through the night his wife died wriggled within the sinews of his heart. He cracked his knuckles against the ache and watched the four shadows skulking along the brick walls like solid creatures, growing and shrinking in the torchlight.

“Did you know there’s a whole system of tunnels under the city?” Arthur’s gruff voice echoed through the hollow space.

Puck snorted out a chuckle. “’Course I know about the tunnels, Arthur. I’m a fucking thief. Never used them, though.”

“Well, apparently, there’s loads of Hell Witch skulls lining the walls down there, left over from the Non-Believers’ War all those centuries ago.”

“Please.” Marigold stepped up onto the metaphorical platform Arthur had placed at her feet. “As if a measly male army would stand a chance against a coven of Hell Witches.”

Hell Witches were Mari’s obsession. When she was still living as Marlowe, she’d told everyone it stemmed from her love of stories, that she was simply fascinated by their power. But once she was more comfortable with who she really was, she’d told Puck the truth: She didn’t just find Hell Witches fascinating. She wanted to be one herself. That was why she’d memorized Father Rubeus Frick’s The Wicked and the Damned, an encyclopedia documenting each type of Hell Witch he’d observed some four or five hundred years ago.

“Yeah, well, they certainly didn’t win the war, did they?” Arthur pushed back as they continued on their way. “The bodies had to go somewhere.” He kicked at a stone on the ground, and the sound echoed through the stone chamber. “You ask me, they got a better fate than our boy. Lost forever to the Marrow Sea.”

Marney’s shoulders hitched toward her ears at the mention of Robert. Thousands of mothers had lost their sons in Leora’s foolish war against Visage, a battle over border islands seeking to join Visage’s Republic so they could vote for their own leaders. In the end, the Spindle Isles took their independence and Leora returned with its tail between its legs, nearly a third of its male population lost amidst the salt and the waves.

The Silks had sold a ton of River Rats on the lie that joining up could lead to more money, more prospects. Meanwhile, Puck and Mari had burned their draft cards plus half the cards in the Podge too—and landed themselves in jail for the last six months of the war.

“Better to rot in a cell and come home to you than die out there in the swell,” he’d told Jocelyn when she hounded him about it. “Besides, it’s not like I haven’t done jail time before.”

The sound of fiddles and raucous laughter greeted them as they stepped out of the tunnel, accompanied by the smell of pork fat and fresh-baked rolls. Even at midnight, the Sweetbreads District was bustling, the tavern doors flung open to invite in nighttime stragglers. Happy drunks sat on barstools and in booths, shouting songs to absolutely no one at all.

Puck thanked Arthur and Marney for helping him show Frederick some muscle. They invited him and Mari for a drink at the Twisted Turtle, but Puck refused them flat out.

“Got the little one to get back to.”

“Bring her down with you!” Marney said. “Tom would love to see her. It’s been a long time since he and Bumblebee spent any time together.”

He winced. It had been a long time. Because the last time Beatrice had left the flat, she could talk and sing and tell stories and jokes that made most adults feel like complete dunderheads. But she was struggling with more than just fever and fits.

In the past six months, his daughter hadn’t said a single word.

“Next time.” Puck faked a grin. “I’m knackered.”

“As Puck goes, so go I.” Mari tipped her hat to them. “Have a good night.”

She slung her arm around him as they slouched toward the shop. “Can I say something that might upset you?”

“If it’s about—”

“It’s not about Pru.” She shrieked when a raindrop hit her cheek, then bowed her head, going all grave and serious. “It’s Bea, actually.”

The exhaustion suddenly left his body. He jolted up, ready for either an answer or an argument. “You think you know what’s wrong?”

“Not exactly, no, but …” She sighed. “The fits she’s having. Are they like the ones she had after Jocelyn died? After she saw you—”

“Yeah.” He cut her off before she could echo the horrible truth he’d locked deep inside his own heart. As he tried to divert his mind elsewhere, he realized where she was going with this. “No.”

“You know what Frick says! It only takes a single terrible moment to turn a girl into a monster. Calls it an ember in the blood or some hogwash like that, right? Never mind it’s a song they hear before transforming or that the rhythm braids into their blood, which would, you know, indicate it’s a sort of blessing, a natural thing—no, the man’s gotta paint it as fire and brimstone and all that—”

“Mari.”

“But what if that is what’s wrong with her?”

“It’s been a year since Jocelyn died. A year. Pru …” Her dark eyes flashed before him again, cleaving him in two. “Pru said her change happened fast. Within minutes of her sister dying.”

“Yes, but that’s not always how it works! Sometimes it takes a bit for it all to sink in. Sometimes, there’s … um …” She choked on whatever she was about to say.

“Sometimes what?” His heartbeat spiked. Why did she look so scared all of a sudden? “Mari, what—”

The shouting cut him off, and before he could figure out exactly where it was coming from, Arabella Thorne tore out of the bakery on the right side of the bridge, stumbling over her skirts and falling, face-first, onto the wet cobbles.

“Hey!” Mari sprinted toward Bella, her gown catching on the wind. Meanwhile, Puck darted for the bakery door, sliding into a fighter’s stance when he got there. He knew what came next.

Everyone along this stretch of street knew what came next.

Thatcher Thorne, with a head like a potato and a chest as wide as a barrel, stormed out of the bakery, his knuckles bruised from the beating he’d just given his wife. Fury gleamed in his eyes, his bottom jaw jutting forward in a rage Puck could all but taste, and he knew. He and Mari and the eyes keeping watch in tenement windows were the only things keeping the man from killing her.

“Thatcher!” Puck shouted over the strengthening downpour. “Thatcher, listen to me!”

“Bitch!” Thatcher bellowed at Bella, his breath reeking of ale. “You killed our son! Our only son! Don’t you fucking tell me I can’t drink when you’re a bloody murderer!”

The bundle. A few days ago, Puck had seen Bella hobbling down to the river, a blood-soaked bundle in her arms. He’d thought it was rags from her cycle, the kind Jocelyn had used, the kind she’d showed him how to prepare for when Beatrice’s time came. But he should’ve known better. There’d been so much blood.

A miscarriage. Thatcher was beating her for a miscarriage, which many of the zealot groups within the country had begun to label as a consequence of a defiant womb, the result of a woman’s spiritual failings.

Fucking monster.

More neighbors peeked out of their doorways. Across the street, Fae Braswell, one of Bella’s oldest friends, caught Puck’s eye. He nodded at her, and Fae took off, reading his order loud and clear: Go get Teddy Dickens. Teddy was one of Standish’s River Rat street thieves turned City Watchman, the only one who might help them.

“Thatcher.” Puck tried seizing the man by the shoulders—and the punch smashed into his cheekbone. Stars burst at him in the black and he stumbled back, the pain stealing his breath. It took him a while to come back into his body.

“Get out of here, Reed,” Thatcher growled, a rabid wolf looking to sink his maw into something. “She’s my wife. I’ll do with her what I like.”

“You’re not gonna hit her
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