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Dedication

For Gregg –
 In this, and everything else.





Epigraph

Ánhaga: a solitary being, one used to dwelling alone.
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PROLOGUE

Jude

Two blackbirds streaked across the sky – a bad omen if Jude had ever seen one. 

Dappled storm clouds gathered where the moors glittered with hoarfrost, the edges already blurred with rain. He checked over his shoulder to ensure he was alone before refocusing on the sky. His breath hitched in the back of his throat, fingers trembling deep in his pockets.

Jude would do anything to see a third bird cutting across the tumultuous horizon.

The winged shadows moved with sinuous fluidity, there one moment and gone the next, whipping black feathers through the mist like hounds seeking blood. The scent of the slender firs lingered in the empty spaces between his ribs and stuck beneath his tongue. The air was quiet. Too quiet. He didn’t realize how much he missed birdsong until winter stretched its fingers and silenced the world around him. 

He’d started this ritual of the birds as a child, alone on a frigid windowsill, staring out at the sea with a weight in his belly. Back when he was still whole. Before exile, before sainthood. Before he’d been unmade and hastily put back together again. The old, clung-to superstition whispered through his mind like a melody he couldn’t escape. 

One for courage. Two for despair. Three for hope. 

Fucking birds. 

Giving up, he trudged back towards the house. Paint chips clung to his fingers as he shoved open the door to the cellar. He wiped them off on his jacket, ignoring the mud staining the once-fine linen. Like all his clothes, the sleeves were too short, the trousers fitting more tightly around his thighs than he would’ve liked. They’d been made for a fifteen-year-old. It was only natural they no longer fitted at twenty-three.

The door closed with a shuddering groan behind him. He winced. In a half-hearted apology to the rotting wood, he locked the bolt gently. He’d need to spend some time mending the patches of wet rot before the temperature dropped entirely for winter. The house existed in a constant state of decay, but he tried his best to keep it comfortable. He needed it to last, down to each spalling brick and squeaky hinge. 

Still, Jude couldn’t help but wonder which of them would crumble first.

A boom of thunder shoved him from his thoughts. He scoured the roll of clouds through the smudged window, weighing up the bruised purple of the sky. It wouldn’t be long until the rain hit. Already, the hills were disappearing into the mist. He could smell it on the air, the dampness of soil and the low hum of lightning. 

He turned away just as a black shape left one of the apple trees, stretching out on feathered wings towards the encroaching storm.

A third blackbird.
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Maeve

The toll of the Abbey’s bells cracked through the silence. Maeve lurched upright. 

Fractal sunlight arched across the basilica’s ceiling like the ribcage of a great leviathan. This late in the morning, she was alone in the colossal room, a fact she was secretly thankful for. Praying was a vulnerable practice, with her knees aching and the nape of her neck prickling with cold. She preferred privacy with the icons to the other acolytes’ whispered requests. 

Her icons.

Her chosen saint, a middle-aged woman called Siobhan, stared down at her with her usual lack of emotion. The wall before her held the Abbey’s hundreds of icons, each neatly framed and hung from long lengths of silken rope stretching from one end of the room to the other. Despite all the options Maeve could kneel in front of, she returned to Siobhan because she liked the colour of her robes. Cadmium yellow was so hard to get lately.

She studied the stone floor under the kneeler, the spot of red beside her left knee. She scraped it with her nail, examining the flakes stuck to her thumb. Oxide red.

The guard stationed at the door to the basilica tutted at her tardiness as he eased open the double doors for her to leave. Maeve dropped her eyes, ignoring the heat in her cheeks and the weight of the guard’s gaze as she passed. She’d overstayed her allotted time. Acolytes could only enter the basilica alone under strict supervision, but her status as an iconographer granted her some level of leeway. Even so, she shouldn’t make a habit of abusing it.

A briny layer of seawater coated the corridor leading to her studio. The room occupied a lonely corner of the Abbey, far from the other acolytes. Maeve liked the seclusion; painting was an act best done alone, in her opinion, but the walk to and from the basilica often felt never-ending.

Her boots slipped on the wet stone as she quickened her pace. She needed to return to her studio before the oil paint hardened beyond use. Ezra’s temper might burst if she let more paint go to waste. She’d already begged her mentor for coin to buy more onyx and ochre twice this month.

Besides, Felix might be early, and she couldn’t stomach the idea of the saint waiting for her.

Gaining an audience with Felix was a privilege earned through years of devotion, study, and dedication to her craft. Though she was trained to paint an icon with little more than a vague description, the honour of having a saint sit for her was one she didn’t take lightly. 

Felix was her first in-person sitting, the first saint of his stature she’d put to oil and canvas. 

She couldn’t help the dart of hope shooting through her chest – maybe it was more than an honour. Maybe it was a sign.

Brigid, the lead iconographer, hoped to retire in the next few months. The position would be open. 

It could be Maeve’s … possibly. If she kept her wits about her and proved her devotion, she could move up in station and have her voice heard in the strictly regimented Abbey hierarchy. She would be allowed to form friendships with the other craftsmen, a seat at the monthly conclave of elders and senior craftsmen where every moment of Abbey life was decided. After fifteen years of living in the limestone halls, she would finally see behind the curtain. Her life would no longer be one of questions and sightless trust. Purpose and belonging: two peaks she had long pointed herself towards, finally within reach.

If her icon of Felix met Ezra’s ruthless standards, of course. 

Simple tasks, really.

The stiff set of her shoulders finally relaxed at the sight of her empty studio. No Felix yet.

She lowered the scarf from her hair and toed off her boots, stepping into a pair of soft-soled slippers. The studio was small, barely more than a closet, but it was hers. It was more than many people held claim to, and she was grateful for it.

A draught from the half-closed window slunk through the space, skating down her neck with icy fingers. She crossed the room to close it fully. It was usually open to air out the ever-present smell of turpentine and oil, but as winter sharpened its claws, she’d need to put up with the fumes. That, or freeze.

Would the room be comfortable enough for Felix? Wherever he spent his time when he wasn’t at the Abbey, it was sure to be lavish. 

If he lived at the Goddenwood, she could only dream of the luxury and comfort he was used to. The secluded village where the holiest of saints lived in community with each other was a fabled mystery in its own right. She’d never been tasked with painting it herself – her talents lay more in portraiture – but she’d studied depictions of it enough to picture its gabled, gold-tipped roofs and jewel-toned buildings with perfect clarity. Outside of the Goddenwood, saints lived in isolation, sequestering themselves to better focus on the prayers only they could answer. 

Maeve aspired to their piety, dreamed of it, even, but she found the idea of such a lonely existence hard to grapple with. Maybe that was why only the holiest of saints were allowed to live in the Goddenwood – community truly was the highest reward. 

Monasticism might have been a virtue, but loneliness … 

The Abbey was isolating enough as it was. Hundreds of people lived in the limestone halls – acolytes, craftsmen, elders, guards, household staff – yet interaction between them was kept to a bare minimum. Sometimes, Maeve went days without speaking, longer without touch. Coupled with the Abbey’s strict censorship of information from the outside world, the solitude often felt like a physical weight on her chest. Impossible to breathe around.

The saints were worth every bit of the sacrifice living at the Abbey called for. Maeve was grateful for the life she had been given, the life her parents had chosen for her at seven years old. Always, always grateful for the opportunity to pray and to paint.

The icons she dedicated her life to creating were more than just portraits – they were objects of focus, symbols designed to connect the intercessor to the saint. She didn’t take her role in the sacred practice lightly, nor the prayers sent dutifully to the saints she so carefully depicted. 

Carefully, Maeve traced the edge of Felix’s profile with the tip of her paintbrush. A heady tremor passed through her fingers. A slow-burning peace, undercut by the steady thrum of devotion, not unlike what she felt during prayer or hymns. Warmth, bright and golden and consuming, threaded through her chest.

She’d already completed the underpainting in preparation for Felix’s sitting. Hopefully, the remaining work shouldn’t take more than four or five sessions, though oil painting was a fickle beast and might take longer than she’d mapped out. The detail work could be done without the saint, of course, but a part of her was tempted to extend it as long as she could to keep herself in his presence. 

Her hand twitched, smearing a line of burnt umber across his jaw. 

Maeve dropped the brush. 

No questions. She needed to stay professional. Only professional. 

Just as she was collecting her brush from where it had dropped on the floor, a knock sounded at the door. With a stern word to her nerves to stay in line, she moved to open it.

Felix stood on the other side. 

The reality of him forced the breath from her lungs. 

A saint. Here, in her studio. 

Felix was tall and imposing, with dark brown skin and a finely boned, carefully blank face. Perhaps five or six years older than her. He stared down at her for a beat before his gaze fixed somewhere over her left shoulder.

Words formed and died on her tongue. She’d seen him at a distance before, but never so close. 

The thick brocade piping on his black robes shone silver as it swirled over his shoulders and down his chest. A swathe of shiny scar tissue ran up the left side of his neck to spider over his cheek and jaw, dragging down the corner of his eye. A medallion hanging at the centre of his chest glinted as he breathed, revealing a hollow centre. It wasn’t a relic, a medallion that signified an elder’s connection to a particular saint, but it resembled one. Enough for her to take an unconscious step forward to examine it closer. 

She was sure she had seen something wrong in the light refracting off the metal.

Felix cleared his throat. 

Maeve flinched, stepping aside to let him into the room. ‘Apologies. Thank you. Welcome.’ She cringed, swallowing another rush of mindless words as Felix moved past her. 

‘Where do you want me to sit?’ he asked. His voice was low, scratchy.

‘There. Please.’ She pointed towards the stool she’d set up by the window.

He complied, angling himself to face almost entirely in profile. The scarred left side of his face wasn’t visible from Maeve’s position by the easel. Usually, saints faced fully forward, one hand raised, the other on their lap. Her preliminary drawing had posed him that way.

She picked up a brush and tried to think around the heavy silence. She needed to ask him to move, but would it offend him? He seemed wholly absorbed in staring out the window. If it weren’t for the stiff set of his shoulders or the subtle movement of his fingers under the cuff of his robe, she’d wonder if he was aware of her at all. She couldn’t paint him as he was. Ezra wouldn’t be pleased, and she needed Felix’s icon to be perfect.

‘Felix?’ Maeve hedged. Her knuckles bleached white around the paintbrush. ‘Could you … I mean, please, could you move to face me?’

His eyes flicked briefly to hers. ‘No.’ 

‘I need to see your entire face for the icon,’ she said, voice petering softer with every word.

His fingers moved faster beneath his cuff – a frenetic rub of his forefinger with his thumb. ‘This will have to do,’ he replied after a bloated pause.

Maeve dipped her brush in the paint. It was doable, she reasoned. She could follow her sketch from the neck down and still keep his face turned away. A thought occurred as she limned the curve where his neck met his shoulder in gold, lining out the halo’s contours surrounding his face – did he want his scar hidden? 

The texture was unlike that of the scars on her own body or ones she’d seen on any of the men she met in the town – though she’d rather not dwell on her secret dalliances right now, worried that Felix might somehow know what thoughts swirled in her head. She was painting his icon, after all, and outside of answering prayers, his saintly abilities were largely a mystery. 

The Abbey didn’t know she liked the occasional night away in someone else’s bed, and she wanted to keep it that way. Some things were a private indulgence just for her, sweetness tinged with shame. A constant teetering between letting the guilt suck her down or pushing back against the Abbey’s rhetoric around chastity. As an iconographer, purity was expected. Her personal feelings didn’t matter under the weight of her title.

Her thoughts spun out the longer she painted, the deeper the silence grew. 

She had a saint in her studio. Would she ever have the honour again, an object of her devotion at such close range? Alone, with no listening ears at the door?

If she gained Brigid’s position, certainly. If not … Maeve didn’t know what shape her life would take. She tried to shove the gnawing thought from her mind. So much of the Abbey was kept from her. If she became lead iconographer, perhaps that would change—

Slowly, her eyes rose to Felix.

A saint in front of her. Questions on her lips.

Long-fermenting wonders about sainthood, his holy magic, the mystery surrounding his very existence. Her own prayers cast doggedly into the world. Forbidden questions and even more insidious doubts. 

But she couldn’t ask him. She couldn’t. 

Not Felix, not Ezra … no one. There was no one she could ask, no one who would reassure her.

She forced her eyes back to the painting. Lifted her brush. Pressure built just behind her eyes.

Waves drummed outside her window, urging a comfortable looseness to Maeve’s limbs. The action of sliding her brush across the canvas rode on instinct. The weak sun shifted into shadow, shadow into dusky blackness. Her gaze strained to focus only on what the bristles touched. An ear. The fold of a cloak. The arch of his cheekbone highlighted in raw sienna.

Minutes, maybe hours, ticked by. 

Her breathing grew shallow, muscles tensing in her shoulders and wrist. Nothing else remained but him. Nothing could exist but what she formed by paint and brush. Gold-tinged candlelight flickered at the furthest reaches of her vision. Perhaps it was a mistake keeping the window shut as paint fumes filled her lungs.

A deep hum trickled into her ears. 

With it, a voice. A whispered suggestion.

Maybe she could ask him whatever she wanted. Maybe she could beg him to answer her prayers, to call upon his glorious abilities and grant her every petition. If she could paint an icon worthy of him, an icon that would propel her into lead iconographer, she could have the security she wanted so desperately. All Maeve wanted was to belong. To be acknowledged. To be trusted with the Abbey’s secrets. She wanted to be carved into their history as securely as the icons she depicted. All she had to do was her best, and everything she wanted could be hers.

Everything.

She sat at the cusp, the precipice just before the fall. Wind beat at her back. Never before had she stepped so close to the edge. How would it feel to jump? To break all the rules and ask, ask, ask. To shatter the mirror and open the door. To fully see the glory of the Abbey she’d so readily given every particle of unflinching faith she had to offer.

A shivering wash of pain coasted down her arm to the fingers clamped tight around the brush, skating up to linger behind her eyes. Her vision began to blur.

In the space between breaths, Maeve tipped backwards on her stool.

She blinked slowly, slowly. 

High above, the ceiling swam and dipped as the world shifted to glimmering, gauzy metallic. Reality unspooled like yarn. Warmth moved up her arms, down her shoulders and ribboned around her spine. A soft space of welcoming nothingness. Dreaming without sleeping. 

A push on her shoulder. Fingers on her pulse—

Maeve returned to herself with a choked gasp.

Felix stood above her, an unmoving and spectral figure. She lurched upright from where she’d been lying flat on the floor. Nausea surged as her vision continued to spin. A fine layer of dust covered everything in the room, soft and shimmering like powdered gold. 

How long?

How long had she been passed out on the floor? The dryness of her eyes and the pain at the small of her back told her it had been a while. Her stomach curled in, clenching at nothing. She pushed clumsily to her feet. 

‘Felix?’ Maeve’s voice was a choked rasp in the heavy silence. 

He didn’t reply, only stared. But not at her – at his icon. 

She turned. 

Staring down at them from her easel with an imperious curl to his mouth was Felix in oil, fully formed. Slowly, she reached towards the fine streaks of white daubed in the corner of the canvas – her signature, an M, the edges curling to circle around the letter. The oil paint was hard to the touch. It should have taken days to finish and weeks for the oil paint to fully dry. 

She was dreaming. She had to be.

She pressed her fingers harder against the dry paint to prove she wasn’t imagining it. Gold dust gilded her hand. She had painted the shadow under Felix’s jaw less than an hour ago, keeping the time from the track of the shadows across her lap. The thick coats of oil paint peaking like meringue on the canvas. 

Yet, it was dry.

Impossible.

Maeve turned to Felix. The same gold dust that coated her skimmed across his shoulders and the high points of his face. A holy figure, demanding her unflinching respect. 

But yet, but still—

‘Did you do this?’ she asked, voice hoarse.

Felix’s throat bobbed. ‘Not me.’

She stared at him in disbelief. ‘You didn’t?’

‘No,’ he replied, just as short, almost dismissive.

His tone rankled something deep inside her, a part that stretched its limbs every time an elder ignored her when she spoke or Ezra denied her request for more supplies. The note of condescension wasn’t an unfamiliar one, but that didn’t make it any easier to swallow. 

His gaze dropped to the floor. Maeve’s frustration sparked higher, shifting steadily towards anger. Who else could have done it? He was the one with magic flowing through his veins. He was the saint. Somehow, he’d dried her painting, taking hours of her life in the process, and dared to try to convince her he wasn’t behind it?

‘Felix,’ Maeve began steadily. She needed to confront him somehow. He’d involved her in his act of magic, involved her work, and that surely warranted answers, but finding the words to do so without offending his position proved difficult. ‘I think I—’

‘Ezra,’ Felix interrupted. ‘We need to find Ezra.’

She shut her eyes briefly, trying to swallow the thorns in her throat before turning towards the door. A hand on her wrist stopped her. ‘No. I’ll do it,’ Felix said with a shake of his head. ‘I’ll find him. You stay here.’

Something surged in Maeve as he moved to leave, stronger than any impulse she’d ever harboured. A blistering, phantom heat upon her skin. A question on her tongue that she couldn’t remember placing. Her mouth gasped open like it searched for air after drowning. 

‘Your scar,’ she croaked. ‘It’s from a fire, isn’t it?’

Felix froze with his back towards her. Slowly, he turned. His eyes met hers.

Before he could reply, a knock sounded at the door. 

A wall-mounted oil lamp haloed Ezra from the shoulders up. His dark brown habit was wet with seawater at the hem. ‘Felix. Maeve,’ he said. ‘I was finishing my evening round and heard your voices. Is everything all right?’

Before either of them could reply, his eyes widened at the state of the room, the gold powder covering every surface. Felix’s icon watched from the corner. Ezra stepped past them to approach the painting. He ran his fingers lightly over the dried peaks, tracing her signature in the corner. ‘It’s finished already?’ He turned to Maeve, confusion in his pale blue gaze. ‘Didn’t you just start this?’

Maeve opened her mouth to respond when her gaze caught Felix’s.

His eyes levelled hers with a maddening intensity. Every moment he had previously refused eye contact coalesced into his stare now – something so fervent she felt like he was trying to speak directly into her mind. 

Indignation and something like confusion rolled in her stomach. How could Felix put her in this position? What was she meant to say to Ezra? As much as she couldn’t allow whatever magic Felix had deployed to finish his icon to compromise her career, equally, she couldn’t be seen disrespecting, doubting, the saint in front of her.

The truth, then. Her only option.

She turned to Ezra. ‘I started with the oils today. I was working, and there was this gold light, and the dust—’ 

Felix stepped closer. Maeve glanced at him. Something like panic crested his expression. Was it her imagination, or did he shake his head at her? 

Abruptly, fear surged within her. Why was he nervous? What had he done?

And was she about to be blamed for it?

‘Maeve?’ Ezra prodded. She tore her eyes back to her mentor. To his placid, encouraging expression. He laid his hand on her shoulder, squeezing gently. ‘Whatever happened, you can tell me.’ 

Maeve sucked in an unsteady breath. ‘Well … My head started swimming. I think I fainted, and when—’

‘Sounds like you might have been unwell,’ Felix cut in. ‘A spell. Women have that sometimes. Hysteria.’

‘I don’t think so,’ Maeve forced out through the anger limning her throat. ‘How would that explain the paint drying? Besides—’ she paused, weighing her words. ‘You were here. What did you see?’

Felix shut his eyes briefly, breathing out hard through his nose.

‘What, indeed, Felix?’ Ezra murmured. 

She wanted to ask more, demand that Felix tell Ezra the full story. It was her career on the line, after all. But what did she have to gain by angering a saint? 

The gravity of her thoughts hit her full in the face – maybe she was the one in the wrong. 

Who was she to question a saint?

Maeve ducked her head under Felix’s pressing stare. Guilt surged in her chest.

‘It’s getting late,’ Ezra continued. ‘Perhaps you ought to go to your room, Maeve. I need to speak with Felix. We’ll discuss this first thing in the morning.’ He pulled her around by the shoulder, a smile on his face. ‘A good night’s rest will surely offer clarity.’

Felix disappeared down the opposite hall as Ezra guided her from the room. His footsteps echoed like bells in her sluggish mind. 

‘Maeve,’ Ezra said quietly. She dragged her gaze back to his.

Torchlight flickered, licking long stripes of flame up the Abbey’s limestone walls. The weight on her shoulder increased. Ezra’s smile seemed to grow softer in response. Warmth filled her chest. An early summer berry, sour on her tongue. When he spoke, his voice sounded muffled and far away. She’d expected anger for her questions, her impertinence. Not … this – the gentle smile, the guiding hand.

‘Let me walk you to your room,’ he said.

Soon, Maeve sat on the edge of her bed, worrying the edge of her skirt between her thumb and forefinger. Shadows trailed Ezra as he moved around the room. The darkness undulated in the liminal space between her slippers and the doorframe. Thicker than air, thinner than water. When she lay back against her pillows, the light behind her eyes faded into night-pressed blackness. She covered her face with the crook of her elbow.

Ezra closed the door behind him. The lock slid home with a metallic click.
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Maeve

The vicious beast of worry struck as soon as Maeve awoke the following day.

Her questioning was concerning. She’d entertained the odd doubt over the years – who wouldn’t? The Abbey was all she’d ever known. Her parents had chosen to give her up and offer her life and talents to the saints. It was an honour and a privilege she’d do well not to squander. There was no room for questions, not when the saints had given her so much. Besides, once she was made lead iconographer, she’d have no need for questions. 

The nausea grew teeth, guilt biting down. 

Questioning showed a lack of devotion, and Maeve was nothing if not devout.

She’d spent years bundling up her questions into neat parcels and shoving them into the furthest recesses of her mind, hoping to forget the truth that underneath the surface she presented as an acolyte, as a believer, she was cracked. Crumbling and drying out. 

Soon, her questions would ruin her.

If she attained lead iconographer, it might allow her to pick at the secrets that shrouded the Abbey, like the saints’ ability to answer prayers or why their community needed to remain separate from the outside world. Maybe she could even convince them to loosen their rules around friendships between the acolytes. Unpicking their rigid confines wouldn’t be easy, nor could she do it alone, but as lead iconographer, she could encourage the process.

But not yet. 

She couldn’t question yet.

Maeve shifted off her bed to kneel. She pictured Felix as he’d looked in his icon. Paint and canvas and not flesh and blood. Someone who couldn’t see her in her entirety. Someone safer at a distance. The prayer for forgiveness came easily to her lips.

All too soon, the bells for the morning meal split the air. 

Ezra was an early riser. Why hadn’t he come to see her yet? He had said a good night’s sleep might offer clarity, that he’d talk to her tomorrow, now today.

Yet … nothing. 

She pushed up to her feet and rubbed the ache in her back as the bells finished their chiming. She kept her space neat and orderly. Jumpers, coats, and dresses in the wardrobe. Shoes under the desk, laces tucked inside. Freshly cleaned brushes in a glass jar she had salvaged from the sea. Coins stacked in a neat pile, one on top of the other. 

Sitting in front of the small mirror, she smoothed her pale, thick hair with a boar bristle hairbrush before braiding it down her back. She leaned closer to the mirror, touching her fingertip to where the thin skin under her eyes shifted to a bruised purple. Another mark of a sleepless night and too little sunlight.

She tried the door, finding it unlocked. Maybe she’d imagined the metallic echo of Ezra bolting it shut last night, or maybe he’d told her to meet him in his study and she’d forgotten. Either way, if she didn’t hurry, she was going to miss breakfast. She stepped into the hall, casting a final look at her bedroom. Water beaded on the iron-webbed window like pearls, tracking down the glass in slick rivulets. Sunlight illuminated swirling dust motes. 

For a moment, the dust flashed gold. 

Her steps faltered. She blinked once, twice, as a shudder coursed through her body. Emptying her thoughts, Maeve kept moving. A cold rush of sea air swept through the corridor as she approached the stairs leading to the courtyard below. Despite the early hour, the courtyard was half-full of acolytes milling about. Though each acolyte kept to a schedule of meals, prayers, and hours designated for study or craft, interaction between each other was minimal in the extreme. Even after over a decade at the Abbey, Maeve wasn’t sure if she could count any of her fellow acolytes as true friends – exactly as the elders wished it to be.

She scanned the courtyard for Ezra, instead spotting Brigid heading towards the open doors of the dining hall. She let out a relieved breath. Just the person she ought to speak to. If there was anyone who might know what strange phenomenon had completed the icon, it was the lead iconographer.

The stairway down the courtyard was crowded this time in the morning with the youngest acolytes leaving the basilica. Maeve gazed over their heads as she reached the ground floor, searching for Ezra’s familiar cap of thick grey hair. Had he taken the early prayers, maybe?

A bright wash of light cut from the gap between the massive doors leading to the basilica, momentarily flooding her vision. She blinked. The sound of the acolytes pattering feet disappeared up the stairs behind her.

Suddenly, a shout cut the air.

Two elders wrestled a young boy from the basilica before throwing him bodily onto the rough flagstone. One knelt, wagging a finger in the boy’s face. Maeve was too far to see what was being said but close enough to see how his face paled as he gazed up. His mess of blond curls flung back from his face. A tear, vivid against the bright blue of his eyes.

She started forward, to intervene or to watch closer, she wasn’t yet sure. 

She’d also been thrown from the basilica in her younger years for gossiping, picking at the pews, lagging behind on the prayers. Still – he didn’t deserve the rough treatment. Her heart clenched at the startlingly red blood streaking down his temple.

Maeve froze mid-stride. 

Something was strange about the boy’s habit.

His collar flapped in wide points that covered his shoulders, the edges intricate with embroidery. She hadn’t seen that style in years, and maybe only in icons. It had to be at least twenty years old. Perhaps older. They were given new habits each year, some subtle differences marking the year’s style. Always in dark grey for acolytes. As the previous years were taken to be remade … there was no reason for the boy to wear something so markedly old-fashioned.

The boy reached out, clasping his hand on one of the elder’s shoulder. The elder jerked back, his hand flying towards the boy’s face in an open-palmed slap.

‘Maeve! Maeve.’

Maeve whipped around. Her legs were shaking, a stitch in her lungs like she’d been running.

No one was there. 

An ink-black raven sprang off the arched cloisters above. Wingbeats filled the air as it ascended towards the pearl-grey sky, disappearing amongst the clouds.

Her pulse pounded unsteadily in her throat.

Slowly, she turned back to the basilica’s firmly latched doors. There was something she’d been watching, a reason she had stopped … wasn’t there? A finely pointed headache throbbed behind her eyes as though she’d been staring at the sun. Maeve closed her eyes, pressing her fingertips to her lids. Her ears echoed with a phantom scream. 

Suddenly, the pain left as quickly as it had come. 

She opened her eyes. Her back was pressed tight to the wall, the jut of a stonework digging into her spine. The Abbey was still and silent around her. It was breakfast. She was here to meet someone, wasn’t she? Brigid. She’d seen the other woman making her way to the dining hall. 

Slowly, Maeve peeled off the wall, giving her head a rough shake. Pushing past the strange uneasiness swirling in her stomach, she stepped inside the hall. The room was half full, the platters set up in the middle of the long tables almost empty. 

Brigid’s hand trembled slightly around a piece of charcoal as Maeve sat beside her and picked up a piece of toast. She was midway through some kind of still life – of what, Maeve wasn’t sure. An empty breadbasket, maybe, though it looked like blankets were trailing from the lip. 

Maeve cocked her head and looked closer. She choked on her toast, hurriedly washing it down with a sip of lukewarm tea. Not a breadbasket. A bassinet.

Brigid dropped her charcoal. ‘My goodness, Maeve. Must you cough so loudly?’

‘Sorry,’ Maeve managed. She forced her gaze from the bassinet and took a moment to collect herself. 

‘Did you need something?’ Brigid prodded. She glanced over her shoulder. ‘You shouldn’t be sitting so close.’

‘Yes. I … well,’ Maeve paused. She didn’t want to be too hasty with her questions. Or too revealing. ‘Did you know Felix is here?’

Brigid replaced the charcoal in its tin and snapped the lid shut. ‘Of course.’

‘I’m surprised you weren’t the one to paint his icon.’ 

‘I declined the offer,’ Brigid said. Watery daylight streamed in from the window across from them, sinking into the creases of her face. ‘My time as iconographer is coming to an end, as I’m sure you know.’

Maeve took another sip of tea to hide her awkwardness. ‘Have you painted him before?’

Brigid’s lips twitched downwards. ‘Yes.’

Saints. It was like drawing blood from a stone. ‘What do you think of him?’

‘Why do you ask?’

‘He’s the first saint I’ve met with, just the two of us,’ Maeve replied. ‘I wasn’t sure what to expect. About him or his abilities. I’ve never considered that he could—’

‘That’s enough,’ Brigid interrupted, harsh enough to make Maeve jump. She looked around, lowering her voice to a whisper. ‘Have you no sense, Maeve?’

Brigid’s dark eyes were wide under their hooded lids. Fearful.

Maeve swallowed. ‘I’m sorry,’ she replied convulsively. 

Doubting, even voicing questions aloud, was strictly forbidden. Every acolyte knew to search for answers from prayer and study alone. Never from each other. Brigid was afforded more freedom as the lead iconographer … but not Maeve. Not yet. 

But she had to ask someone.

‘I know it’s not my place to ask, and certainly not of you,’ Maeve whispered. Brigid’s eyes narrowed. ‘But something happened, and I think … I think Felix lied to me about it.’

As quickly as she could, and before Brigid could protest, she told her about the strange buzzing that had suffused her body, how she’d passed out and woken to find the painting finished and the room cast in gold. How Felix had denied it.

Brigid made a rapid motion with her hand, an urge for Maeve to stop speaking, but now that she’d started, she couldn’t quite seem to stop. ‘Felix wanted to leave immediately to get Ezra, but he arrived before he could and saw the icon. Felix tried to convince him I had a hysterical fit or something. But Felix did it, whatever it was that finished the icon.’ She took a breath. ‘Can a saint’s abilities work that way? Do you know if—’

‘Maeve,’ Brigid interrupted. ‘Please. Please stop talking. Now.’

Pain sprang up her jaw from how tightly she clamped her teeth together.

Slowly, the other woman shifted to face forward once more. She stared out the window. In the distance, the chimneys and gables of Whitebury blurred with morning haze. Maeve continued to try to breathe. Panic tied knots in her chest.

‘Did you tell Ezra about the gold?’ Brigid asked carefully.

‘He saw it. The room was covered.’

Brigid nodded. Opened her mouth. Closed it. Nodded again. ‘Some things aren’t for us to know,’ she said, a note of finality in her voice. ‘Or to tell.’

Maeve’s heart sank deeper as Brigid opened her charcoal tin and drew out a stick. She sketched a symbol on the crisp white paper. Maeve knew what it was going to be even before she started.

A half-circle with three lines fanning from the top. A pared-back version of the Abbey’s insignia of two hands holding a cupped sun. One of the first symbols every new acolyte was taught. 

Each ray held a meaning. Piety. Belief. Devotion.

The symbol of the sacred distance between saint and intercessor. The glorious magic of the Abbey; an unknowable force for them to believe in. Not to doubt. Not to question. Even if Brigid knew more than she was letting on, she wouldn’t tell Maeve. She needed to believe. To trust fully, even without answers.

Maeve straightened her fingers on her thighs, wincing at the stiffness. 

‘Do you understand?’ Brigid asked. ‘You might be taking my place soon. I need you to tell me you understand what I’m saying.’

‘Yes,’ Maeve whispered. ‘I understand.’

Brigid closed the notebook and moved to her feet. She bent to collect her bag pushed under the bench, dust swirling through the buttery sunlight. Maeve kept her eyes dutifully forward, breathing slowly through her mouth.

The whisper pressed against Maeve’s ear was unexpected. ‘Ezra will summon you tonight. You must agree to whatever he asks.’ 

Maeve turned towards Brigid to ask what she meant, to see her face—

She was already gone. 

The vast dining hall was empty.
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Maeve

Ezra came for her as the sun was setting. 

Maeve was in her studio. Felix’s icon was no longer there. Neither was the gold. Every speck of something amiss had vanished so completely she wondered if she had imagined it entirely. Only the gold-dusted soles of her slippers reminded her that her memory wasn’t faulty. Somehow, Felix had finished and dried the icon. And soon, Ezra would ask something of her that Brigid demanded she agree to.

The knock came. Maeve moved to the door. Her hand hovered over the doorknob. Gritting her teeth and summoning every last drop of confidence afforded to her, she opened the door.

Ezra wasn’t a tall man, only a handful of inches more than Maeve, but when he drew himself to his full height and donned the air of an Abbey elder, he sketched a formidable silhouette. He fixed her with a calculating look in his pale blue eyes. ‘You’re needed.’ 

She nodded, letting the door close softly behind her. Her breathing, shallow and quick and far, far too loud, echoed through the maze of halls as Ezra led her to the basilica. 

A hushed reverence shrouded the colossal space like a burial shroud. Maeve turned her eyes upwards reflexively. High above, the rose window turned the pale stone and endless parade of portraits multicoloured with the setting sun. 

The entirety of the wall to her left was covered in icons, some hundreds of years old. The golden haloes undulated the longer she looked, water-gilded surfaces burnished in glittering metallic. She recognized dozens of her own icons staring down at her.

The style of her work had changed drastically over the years. She’d begun her specialized training in iconography at thirteen after six years at the Abbey, but her icons hadn’t been deemed good enough for the basilica until her seventeenth year. Even still, seeing her earliest paintings hanging on the walls made her cringe. She’d been a little too obsessed with motifs at the beginning. 

But, like all things, practice, patience, and sheer determination to be the best had grown her abilities. Now, her paintings were so lifelike they almost breathed. Close enough to touch, as though mere proximity could win holiness. If that was the case, Maeve might’ve been a saint herself given how many icons she’d rendered over the years. 

Ezra led her to just beneath the rose window, sun-bruised light streaming over his shoulders in crimson and azure, gold so bright it hurt to look at. Shadows obscured his expression.

Maeve bowed her head and waited for him to speak. If she knew him at all, he’d make her wait for a few tense minutes before putting her out of her misery. Just because he could.

Although saints were the highest echelon of Abbey power, the elders were the ones truly in control. The ones who decided the rules and regulations, who ran daily life, who monitored the veins connecting each and every acolyte to the beating heart of the Abbey.

More importantly, elders venerated acolytes into sainthood through holy visions. A sacred ability held only by the elders, kept just as secret as the saintly power to answer prayers. All she knew was that once they saw a sign in a person, a saint was marked with a tattoo – a vertical line bisected with three horizontal. The rune for SAINT forever inked beneath their left collarbone. 

She often wondered what the first signs of sainthood were in a person. Was it like an icon, a corona forming around their head that only the elders could see? Did it come to the elder in a dream, or did it happen in real time?

Finally, Ezra cleared his throat.

Maeve lifted her head. The silence of vast, empty spaces pressed in on all sides. Ezra’s hands were clasped in front of him so tightly that his knuckles were entirely bloodless. 

A thought occurred, the accompanying strain of hope damning in its intensity.

Maybe she hadn’t been summoned here for a punishment. Maybe it was a reward. Had whatever happened between her and Felix been a test of Maeve’s loyalty, a stepping stone on her way to the lead iconographer position? 

Or … had she ruined her chance at advancement by asking Brigid? 

She should’ve stayed silent. 

Lead positions weren’t easily come by, especially in iconography. Illuminations, scribing, masonry … all were important, hard-to-master jobs, but none held the status iconography did, nor the level of isolation. If she were made lead, that would all change. She could stretch the limits of her art like never before. Maybe she could visit other painters in the surrounding towns and learn new techniques. Perhaps she could paint something other than icons. Waves and birds and rolling, endless hills. 

Maybe, just maybe, she could shrug slowly out of her loneliness, inch by inch. 

Even one single friend would be enough. One person she could talk to openly without fear.

Maeve scanned the wall across from her. She focused on an unfamiliar icon. A boy around fourteen or fifteen with dark hair curling around his temples, vivid against the paleness of his skin and a curiously devoid gaze. She silently prayed to the saint that she hadn’t ruined everything. 

‘Maeve,’ Ezra said. ‘As you’re aware, Brigid will soon be retiring as lead iconographer. She’s devoted over forty years of service to the Abbey. Painted hundreds of icons, many of which adorn our walls today.’ He swept a hand towards the wall across from them. ‘I recognize a few of yours alongside hers, yes?’

‘Yes,’ she replied. Her voice shook only slightly.

‘I thought so. You’re very talented …’ he paused. Maeve shifted on her feet. ‘I brought you here tonight to inform you we’re considering you for Brigid’s role. But there is something we’d like you to do first. An assignment, of sorts.’

There was something cold to the way he regarded her. Suddenly, she wondered if the anger she’d thought he’d shown last night was resurfacing in an entirely different way than she’d expected.

‘Anything for the Abbey,’ she murmured, drawing her spine up straight, shoulders back.

Ezra angled his head towards the boy saint she’d prayed to mere minutes ago. ‘Do you recognize him?’

Maeve studied the icon. Once more, his eyes struck her. Devoid, like a candle snuffed out.

An image pushed forward at the furthest recesses of her mind, hazy with age and distorted around the edges. A boy – this boy? – with his face turned away, kneeling at a man’s feet, both hands extended in front of him. A thin piece of twine across the boy’s palms, blood welling around it, dripping towards the floor. Dark hair, damp with sweat at the nape.

As quickly as it had come, the recollection faded. 

Recollection … if she could even call it that. It was too hazy to be a memory, too unsteady to be her imagination. She tried her best to force it from her mind, the ruby blood splattering on the flagstone, vivid against the greyscale of dreams.

‘No,’ Maeve managed. ‘I don’t recognize him.’

At least, she didn’t think she did.

‘His name is Jude. A saint, as you might have guessed,’ Ezra said. ‘He’s no longer welcome at the Abbey or within our fold. Put simply, he’s been exiled.’

She rolled his words over in her mind, not liking their sound. Saints were encouraged to live isolated lives, but this sounded like something more. Exiled? 

It didn’t sound like a punishment; it sounded like a sentencing.

‘Why?’ she asked, praying the question would be allowed. ‘Did he … do something?’

‘A good question,’ Ezra murmured, the brogue of his accent thickening. ‘Jude took the power of the saints, the sacred ability to answer prayers he was blessed with, and uses it outside its design. A corruption that we fear he might use to harm those who pray to him. A recent development, we believe.’

‘How?’ Maeve breathed. 

‘We don’t know. Not yet. That’s where we need your help.’

‘My help?’ Her voice was meeker than she would’ve liked. She glanced at Jude’s icon. He’d be close to her age now based on the date under the indiscernible scratch of a signature. The painting was almost entirely done in greyscale except for the corona haloing his face. Despite its age, it remained as brilliantly gold as though it was painted yesterday.

‘We’d like you to go to him and paint an updated icon,’ Ezra said, drawing her attention back. ‘We’d like you to report any findings you may encounter in his home.’

‘You want me to spy?’ Maeve asked before she could stop herself. 

Ezra winced slightly. ‘Not spy. More like carefully observe. And let us know what you find.’

So, spy.

Questions bubbled up thick and fast. She desperately wanted to put voice to them but wondered how much prodding Ezra would allow. Would she even be permitted to say no? Even if she wanted nothing to do with this Jude and his corruption of what she held most dear, most sacred?

She wet her lips. She had to ask. She had to be certain.

‘Why an icon?’ she asked. ‘If he’s been … exiled, why do you need a new painting of him?’

Ezra moved closer until they were mere feet apart. The sun had left the rose window. Inky shadows stretched across the space between them. ‘Icons bridge the gap between saints and petitioners. We pray to their image, and it works.’ He let out a slow sigh. ‘A holy mystery.’

Her jaw clenched. Did elders like Ezra not know exactly how the saints’ magic worked? Did that mean she wouldn’t, either? 

Piety. Belief. Devotion. 

Maeve swallowed the words like a stone, felt the weight keenly in her stomach.

‘I’ve spent years studying your art,’ Ezra continued. ‘Learning how the saints’ power works. Some days, I feel closer than ever. Others … it’s as though I’m standing on a cliff, straining to see past the horizon. Whatever exists beyond my eyesight is unreachable, no matter how far I swim. Do you ever feel the same?’

‘I do,’ she breathed, soothed by Ezra’s unexpected candour, despite how it surprised her. She often had the same wonderings around prayer. She’d experienced small moments of the saints’ magic in her own life. A lost hair ribbon found the next day. A day out in Whitebury. Burns on her arm, healed far faster than was natural. ‘I do feel the same.’

Ezra smiled softly. ‘The man Jude is today is unknown to us. A new icon will help us assess the damage he has wrought to his sacred ability and place measures to prohibit he doesn’t … harm any petitioners.’

‘I understand,’ she replied. 

She’d always felt a connection to the saint she was painting, like she was creating a bond between her brush and her heart that existed long after the icon was finished. It felt similar to praying, in a way. Like something lasting was being built, even if she couldn’t see it at the time – a connection both invisible yet solid as stone. It was heartening to learn her abilities could be used to protect the Abbey, even if the prospect of going to Jude’s, of spying, was one she found uniquely frightening. 

At first glance, Ezra’s mission looked like exactly what she had been praying for – freedom. Fresh air on her skin. A glimpse of the world despite how she’d been taught to see life outside the Abbey as one fraught with turmoil and darkness.

Freedom as a concept was intriguing, but as a reality … 

Maeve swallowed. Perhaps the illusion of choice was a shallow one. 

‘I’ll go to Jude’s if that’s what you’d like of me,’ she replied, exactly as Ezra expected to hear.

He reached out, laying his hand on her shoulder. ‘I would trust no one else but you. You know that, Maeve, don’t you?’

‘Yes,’ she murmured, trying to convince herself that it was true.

‘Even more than our lives, our very safety, the saints’ abilities must be protected. The sanctity of their magic must be upheld. Perhaps you can be the one to provide the information needed to stop what dirty thing he’s made of it. You can do that, can’t you?’

‘Yes,’ she repeated, louder, more sure. ‘Of course.’

‘He knows you’re coming to paint an icon, but that’s it. You’ll leave tomorrow and travel across the moors. Shouldn’t take more than a day by horse. His housekeeper will be there to greet you. You won’t be alone.’ Ezra paused and considered his words. ‘It’s near the Goddenwood.’ 

The smallest seed of excitement grew in her chest, and she fought to keep it from showing on her face. ‘How close is it?’ she asked. She wouldn’t be allowed to visit, but even a glimpse of its existence would settle her immensely, the promise of its nearness like sunlight on her skin.

‘A few hours away,’ Ezra replied. ‘Let its proximity be a reminder that the Abbey rewards loyalty. A paradise Jude could avail of if he repents and turns back from his corrupted ways.’

She drew his words tight to her chest, revelling in them. Why would Jude want to risk his future at the Goddenwood? Why would he reject a life of peace, of community with his fellow saints? Somehow, the idea that he’d willingly turn his back on it was more jarring than anything Ezra had told her yet. 

She clenched her hands into fists at her sides. Maybe she could convince him differently. The Abbey would certainly see fit to reward her if she brought him back like a lamb to the fold.

‘How long will I be gone for?’ she asked. 

Ezra moved closer. The hem of his robes brushed the stone floor with a faint whoosh. He gathered her hands in his. His touch, warm and solid, familiar enough to make her heart ache, steadied her immensely. ‘As long as it takes, my dear girl,’ he said. ‘As long as it takes.’
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Jude

The oncoming storm chased Jude inside. 

His footsteps clattered on the tiles in the main hallway, tracking mud with every step. Much had changed in the eight years he had called Ánhaga home, though sometimes he still felt a jolt of childlike fear walking the halls alone. Especially nights like tonight, when the storm sought entrance through the cracks in the stone and rain battered the windows. He’d need to wrangle the ancient mop from the cupboard, scrounge up a bucket and—

Jude stopped.

A letter sat on a low table by the door. Even from a distance, his name stood out starkly black on the envelope.

Elden, his grumpy housekeeper of the past three years and keeper of the kitchen, hadn’t mentioned any post arriving this morning. Jude hadn’t received a letter in eight years, at least not one addressed directly to him. 

He approached it slowly, trepidation settling in his stomach.

There was only one place it could be from. Only one hand tight on his throat. 

Jude picked it up, ignoring how his fingers trembled. The envelope was pristine, unmarked by rain and travel. His name was scored precisely across the front, the familiar contour of the sigil just as damning. 

The cupped hands and sun of the Abbey. 

The Abbey which, until his fifteenth year, had been the only home he had ever known. His grip crumpled the sharp edges of the expensive vellum, and his heart felt like a slow-to-start fire, reluctant to pump blood down the lengths of his limbs. Steeling himself – he refused to flinch, even if they weren’t watching – he ripped open the envelope.

His lungs caught between breaths.

In a handful of sentences, his forgotten existence turned on its head. 

The Abbey was sending an iconographer. One they were considering for the lead position, apparently – a woman called Maeve. Something about the name sounded familiar … perhaps they had been at the Abbey together, but he no longer remembered. It didn’t matter either way. She was coming to paint an icon. 

Something Jude could not, in any circumstance, allow to happen.

Hatred surged up in a vicious lash. Both for her, and the Abbey that haunted his every step, looking for some new way to control him. They wanted to ensure he kept to himself, holding himself in check. Alone and abandoned. 

And to send an iconographer, of all people … there had to be a reason they wanted an updated icon of him – an exiled saint. Why send her now?

He reread the letter. Underneath the prickling rage and the raw vulnerability that he refused, refused, to acknowledge was the smallest spark of something he was too pessimistic to call hope. An inkling, maybe – grey instead of black. 

Over the past year, Jude had been picking at what allowed the Abbey and its insidious band of elders to hold the reins to his magic, to all the saints’ abilities.

It had started with a book he’d found shoved behind a shelf in the dusty confines of the library: Iconography and the Saints. Despite the title and the fact it had so clearly been hidden, the gold-dusted fingerprints on its spine had piqued his interest. Whoever Ánhaga belonged to before Jude had taken up its tenancy had read the book and left their mark behind.

The cramped text within had confirmed something he’d long suspected – the icons were how the Abbey controlled the saints they so dutifully brought up and sent into exile. His last icon had been painted just before he left. If its power was growing weak with age … a new icon of him would allow the Abbey to renew their hold on him. 

And if, if the iconographer succeeded, if a renewed icon of Jude was made—

The Abbey’s connection to him would be restored. All the measures he’d taken to protect himself and his memories … gone. He wasn’t sure he had the strength to fight his way free yet again.

Jude pressed the heels of his palms into his eyes until lights popped and flashed behind his lids. Memories swam at the furthest recesses of his mind, begging for entry in honeyed voices. A familiar pang of worry wormed its way into the tender space between his ribs, growing stronger with each ragged inhale. He rubbed the spot with the palm of his hand, feeling the rise and fall of his chest. 

But. But.

That damning thread of hope.

The book hadn’t told him how the elders accessed the magic held in the icons, nor how to restore the memories and magic to the saints they were stolen from.

Maybe the iconographer would know. 

She, who formed the icons, who knew of the power between artist and subject … was it too much for him to wonder if she’d share her knowledge? If the Abbey hadn’t sunk its claws in deep enough to keep her from seeing the truth amidst the lies?

He crumpled the letter as the feeble flame of hope began to wane. 

She was an iconographer. Fully trained. Deeper in the Abbey’s clutches than he’d ever been, comfortable in its hold. The danger far outweighed the potential of breaking himself free. Of curing himself of the Abbey’s grip on his magic, a poisonous taint that turned it into something that wasn’t his own. Of running as far as he could from the Abbey and ensuring they could never touch him or his magic again. 

Maybe then his life would finally be his own.

Jude had done what was needed when he agreed to leave the Abbey. He’d donned the title of saint just as they asked. A perfect fucking icon for anyone looking for something to pray to. 

And still, it wasn’t enough. 

‘What else can I do?’ he whispered to the house, voice cracking on the syllables.

He forced a slow breath in between his teeth. In and out, in and out, until the rapid fluttering of his heart settled. The Abbey suddenly remembering his existence couldn’t be anything but a threat to the fragile peace he’d managed to forge for himself. Redemption couldn’t be something he still hoped for. 

It couldn’t.

He smoothed the letter back out. His focus landed on the iconographer’s date of arrival. 

Two days from now.

Jude shoved his letter into his pocket and made for the front door. He couldn’t stay here, cooped up like a man in a cell. Not tonight. If he had anywhere else to go to that wasn’t the house they had sent him to, that’s where he would go. But he didn’t. There was nowhere he would be safe from the Abbey, nowhere they wouldn’t find him. Every cyclical worry and half-suppressed fear chased him outside like a shadow he’d never outrun.

He’d run once, and he could do it again. Forever, if that was what it took.

He strode towards the entry gate, palming the back of his head to protect against the whip of winter cold. Short hairs tickled the skin between his fingers. He’d kept it shorn close to his skull for eight years, never allowing it to grow long enough to grab.

Flickers of memories coloured the backs of his lids. 

Blood and iron and salt. The edges of his vision glinted metallic. He’d need to visit his library and sate the magic inside him before she arrived – but not tonight.

Jude only allowed one thought to find harbour as he ran for the neighbouring village of Oakmoor. He wanted to get completely and utterly sloshed. Forgetting had never been a problem for him, but tonight, he wanted his thoughts free of anything but the bottom of a cup. 

He kept his head down and his feet moving as he entered the town. Consisting of only two major streets, though even that was being generous, Oakmoor was shabby and startlingly poor, its population dying out with every passing year. It was almost empty this time of night, which suited him perfectly. He didn’t want to be recognized. Not when he had one stop to make before the blessed oblivion of the pub.

Too soon, the village shrine stared back at him.

It was small enough that he could wrap his arms around it and pull it free from the wall if he tried. Other villages had churches and cathedrals, grand places of worship with room for hundreds, but Oakmoor only had the shrine. Small and forgettable, though not to Jude.

The base was carved wood, the saint’s visage above worn by time and clawing, desperate fingers. Frost turned the metal luminescent in the moonlight. A slot was cut in the base for coin. Something to urge the prayer along, or some other brainwashed claim they liked to spew to the poor souls who still believed. 

He blinked back the gold, the murmur of memories knocking against the back of his skull. 

Hollow eyes watched him turn and walk away. 

He was glad he made the stop. He needed the reminder that the Abbey wasn’t returning to his life – they’d never left. The arrival of the iconographer would simply be a step closer. Jude tucked his hands into his pockets, squeezing his nails into the soft meat of his palms until the rolling mess inside him quieted.

He rarely visited Oakmoor, fearful of the Abbey’s long-fingered reach. They would know if he tried to weave himself into the community, of that he was certain. Abbey members visited often enough – to collect the shrine’s coins, to sell pilgrim’s tokens, to preach in the streets. Tucked away in a wild corner of patchwork towns and surrounded by the bleak moors of the Wold, it was an easy place to be forgotten.

But they hadn’t forgotten him, a needling voice whispered. Why else would they be sending the iconographer?

Jude made a vicious promise to himself – he wouldn’t think of the Abbey anymore tonight, even if it took a whole bottle of whisky to achieve it. 

The bell above the pub’s door chimed his entrance. The smell of burning peat and souring pints filled his lungs. He’d been coming here for a little under two years, ever since Elden convinced him leaving his cage was not only possible but could be good for him. 

Still, he never quite got the sense he was welcome. The bar was small, with squat windows and walls decorated with clumsy paintings and tacked-up village notices. A handful of patrons were tucked around tables, nursing pints and glasses of indeterminable liquid. Jude quickly scanned the space for the old woman who usually kept him company during his visits, but even she was absent that night.

‘Heya.’

Sean, the barman, smiled at him from behind the scored wooden counter. He raised an empty tankard, and Jude nodded. Lowering onto a bench tucked against the wall, he watched him work, trying very hard not to think of anything but the barman’s swift, practised movements. 

Setting a pint next to Jude’s elbow, Sean knocked his fist on the table in two abrupt beats. Jude moved his arms under the table so Sean wouldn’t touch him. ‘Alone?’ the barman asked.

Jude nodded. It was rare he visited the pub without Elden. His housekeeper was fond of the ale, though perhaps the barman and his upstairs bedroom was the real draw for Elden. ‘Sorry to disappoint,’ he murmured.

The corner of Sean’s mouth ticked up. He tapped the side of Jude’s tankard. ‘Want me to keep them coming?’

Carefully, Jude extracted an arm and downed half the pint in one go. He stifled a grimace at the bitter aftertaste. Beer wasn’t usually his drink of choice. Once, it had been cider. Sweet and tart, a
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