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For everyone who’s ever climbed a mountain to set someone else free, and learned the freedom was theirs all along.








Chapter One

The bell that called the village to the square only rang for two reasons: a death, or a debt. By the autumn the rains stopped coming, it had started ringing for both.

I was elbow-deep in the last of our flour when I heard it that morning, three slow strikes carrying down from the chapel tower. I set my hands flat on the table and waited for the fourth. It didn’t come. Three meant the lord’s men. Three meant Hollowmere had sent its riders down the mountain again, and the whole of Greywater would be made to stand in the cold and watch whatever they’d come to take.

“Wren.” My sister’s voice came thin from the back room. “Wren, is that—”

“It’s nothing,” I said, which was the kind of lie you learn to tell smoothly when you’re the one who has to. “Stay inside. Keep the shutters closed.”

Elsie didn’t stay inside. She never did. She came to the doorway with her shawl clutched at her throat and her cheeks already gone pale, and I hated, in that moment, how much she looked like our mother had at the end — all eyes and collarbone, the cough she couldn’t shake rattling under everything she said.

“They only ring it three times when—”

“I know what it means.” I wiped my hands on my apron and reached for my coat. “Bolt the door behind me.”

The square was already filling when I got there. Half of Greywater stood pressed together in the gray morning light, breath fogging, no one quite looking at anyone else. We had gotten good at this, too — at standing close without meeting eyes, the way you do at a graveside. There were fewer of us than there had been in the spring. The fever had taken the old and the very young first, and then the hunger had come for the rest, slow and patient, thinning us like a knife thinning meat off a bone.

At the front of the square sat three riders on horses that had clearly been fed. That was the thing I noticed first, every time. The horses were fat. In a country where children were going to bed on boiled nettle and prayers, the Beast of Hollowmere’s horses had round, glossy flanks, and somehow that was worse than the swords.

The lead rider unrolled a length of parchment. He didn’t raise his voice. He didn’t have to. We had all gone very quiet.

“By the accord of the borderlands,” he read, “the holdfast of Hollowmere will release grain to the village of Greywater sufficient to carry it through the winter.”

A sound went through the crowd then — not quite hope, we’d lost the trick of that, but something close to its ghost. Grain. Enough to last the winter. I felt it move through me too, treacherous and warm, before I made myself remember that nothing the mountain gave ever came without a price stitched to the underside of it.

“In exchange,” the rider went on, and the square stilled again, “the lord requires what he has always required.”

He let the silence stretch. He was enjoying it. I decided I would remember his face.

“A bride,” he said. “Delivered to Hollowmere by nightfall, willing and unwed. In return, the grain wagons roll at first light.”

For a moment no one breathed. Then everyone breathed at once, and the square dissolved into a low, frightened murmur, mothers pulling daughters back by the wrist, fathers staring hard at the frozen ground.

We all knew the stories. Everyone in the borderlands grew up on them. The lord of Hollowmere was no man at all but a monster, cursed in the long-ago for some sin too terrible to name, more beast than human now — claws and shadow and a face that drove the looking mad. The brides who went up the mountain did not come down. Some said he ate them. Some said worse. No one said anything good, because there was nothing good to say about a creature who bought women by the wagonload of wheat.

I thought of the flour thinning under my hands that morning. I thought of Elsie’s cough, and how it had a wet sound to it now that it hadn’t had a month ago, and how wet coughs in a starving winter were the ones that didn’t see spring.

I knew before I’d decided. That’s the truth of it. Some choices arrive already made, and all your mind does afterward is build the staircase down to where your body already stands.

“Willing and unwed,” I said.

I hadn’t meant to say it loudly. But the square was the kind of quiet that carries, and the words dropped into it like a stone into a still well. Heads turned. The rider’s gaze found me and stopped.

“You’re volunteering, girl?”

Behind me, somewhere, I heard the door of our cottage open — heard it because I knew the exact dry shriek of that hinge, had been meaning to oil it for a year. I heard Elsie’s voice crack across the square.

“Wren, no—”

I didn’t turn around. If I turned around, I would see her face, and if I saw her face I might not be able to do it, and then we would both be standing here next autumn, if we were standing at all, watching the bell ring three times for someone else’s sister.

“Wren Ashby,” I said to the rider, loud and clear and steady, the way our mother had taught me to speak when I was afraid, especially when I was afraid. “Of Greywater. Willing and unwed.”

The rider studied me the way you’d study a horse you weren’t sure you wanted to buy. Whatever he saw, it satisfied him. He gave a short nod and made a mark on his parchment, as though I were a line in a ledger, which I supposed, to him, I was.

“By nightfall,” he said. “The lord does not wait.”

Then Elsie was on me, her arms around my neck, her thin body shaking, her words coming out in pieces. “You can’t, you can’t, I won’t let you, take it back, take it back—” and I held her and breathed in the smell of her hair, woodsmoke and the lavender water we couldn’t afford anymore but she still rinsed with anyway, just a little, just to feel like the world hadn’t ended.

“Listen to me,” I said into her hair, low, just for us. “Listen. The wagons roll at first light. You hear me? Grain through the winter. You eat. You get strong. That cough is gone by the thaw.”

“I don’t want grain,” she sobbed. “I want my sister.”

“And you’ll have her stubbornness, at least.” I pulled back and held her face in my hands and made myself smile, because she needed to see me smile, because it would be the picture she’d keep. “I’m hard to kill, Els. You know that. I’ve been told it’s my worst quality.”

She laughed. It came out wrecked and wet, but it came out, and that was something. That was the thing I’d carry up the mountain with me — that I’d made her laugh once more before I went.

They gave me an hour to gather what I’d take. It wasn’t long enough and it was far too long, both at once. I packed almost nothing. A change of clothes. Our mother’s comb. The small bone-handled knife I’d carried since I was twelve, which the rider’s eyes flicked to and then, to my surprise, let me keep — as if it amused him, as if whatever waited at the top of the mountain would find my little knife the way a fire finds a single fallen leaf.

At the edge of the village, where the cart track turned to climb, Elsie ran out one last time and pressed something into my palm. A sprig of dried heather, the purple gone to brown, tied with a bit of red thread.

“So you don’t forget the way home,” she said.

I closed my hand around it. I didn’t tell her there was no way home from where I was going. I’d told enough true things for one morning.

The cart climbed all afternoon. The trees thinned and then vanished, and the air turned sharp and high and strange, and the sky did something I’d never seen the sky do — went the deep bruised purple of dusk hours before dusk had any right to come, as though Hollowmere kept its own time, as though the mountain had decided that up here, the dark could arrive whenever it pleased.

I saw the holdfast before I was ready to. It rose out of the rock like something the rock had grown rather than something men had built — black towers, too many of them, leaning at angles that hurt to look at directly. No lights in the windows. No smoke from any chimney. And yet I had the unshakable sense, as the cart rattled up the last of the track, that the place was not empty. That it was, in fact, extremely full, and that all of it had turned to watch me come.

The gates stood open. They had been left open for me. That, somehow, frightened me more than anything else had — more than the bell, more than the stories, more than the riders’ fat horses. A trap you have to break into is one thing. A trap that swings its door wide and waits is another animal entirely.

The cart stopped in the courtyard. The driver did not get down. He did not look at me. “Go on,” he said, to the horses’ ears. “He’s expecting you.”

I climbed down on legs that had gone half to stone. The wind up here had a voice in it, almost — a low, wordless sound that rose and fell like breathing. I took our mother’s comb in one hand and the bone knife in the other, for all the good either would do me, and I crossed the courtyard to the black doors of Hollowmere.

They opened before I touched them.

And out of the dark beyond them came a voice — deep, and rough, and so tired it stopped me where I stood, because I had braced for a roar, for fury, for the snarl of a thing that ate the daughters of starving men. I had not braced for sorrow. I had not braced for it to sound, under everything else, almost kind.

“You shouldn’t have come,” the monster said.

“Too late,” I said, and stepped inside.




Chapter Two

The dark inside Hollowmere was not the dark of a closed room. It was the dark of deep water — thick, and patient, and aware of you. I took three steps in and the great doors swung shut behind me on their own, and the boom of them closing rolled away into a space far larger than any room had a right to be.

I couldn’t see him. I could only hear him breathing, somewhere ahead and above, and feel the warmth of a fire I couldn’t find.

“There’s a chair to your left,” the monster said. “You’ve been on a cart all day. Sit before you fall.”

It was such an ordinary thing to say that I nearly laughed. I’d braced for teeth. I’d braced for a voice like a rockslide telling me to kneel. I had not braced for sit before you fall, said the way you’d say it to a tired traveler, and the gentleness of it set my teeth on edge worse than cruelty would have. Cruelty I understood. Cruelty I’d packed for.

I did not sit.

“I’d rather see who I’m talking to,” I said.

A long silence. Then, low: “No. You wouldn’t.”

A log shifted in the unseen fire, and a wash of orange light bloomed across the floor, and for one breath I saw the room — vast, vaulted, hung with tapestries gone to gray rags, a long table set for two at its center as though someone still kept the habit of company. And at the far end of that light, just past the edge of it, I saw him.

Not all of him. He kept to the dark on purpose; I understood that at once. But the firelight caught the lower half of a shape too large to be a man, the suggestion of a shoulder, the gleam of something at the end of one hand that was not fingers. Claws, dark and curved. And higher, where a face should be, two points of light that were eyes, and were watching me, and were — this was the part the stories never told — afraid.

The monster was afraid of me. Of being seen.

I had spent the whole climb up the mountain deciding how I would be brave. It had not occurred to me that I might need to spend some of that bravery being kind.

“The grain,” I said, because it was the only thing that mattered, the only reason any of this was bearable. “You said the wagons roll at first light. Was that true, or was it the kind of thing men say to get a woman through a door?”

“It rolled an hour ago.” The eyes didn’t move from me. “I don’t wait until morning when a village is starving by autumn. The accord says first light. The accord is for the bride’s family’s comfort, so they can picture the wagons coming over the rise. Yours are already down the mountain. Your village eats tonight.”

Something cracked open in my chest, quiet and enormous. Elsie eats tonight. I’d given myself for it and I’d have given myself again, but to hear it was done — to know the trade had already gone through, that whatever happened to me now happened to a girl whose sister was, this very night, ladling real flour into a real pot — I had to look hard at the rags of a tapestry until my eyes stopped stinging.

“Why,” I said, when I trusted my voice. “Why a bride. You could take the grain-price in anything. Labor. Silver. Why this.”

The fire dimmed, as if it answered to his mood. “Because the curse is particular,” he said, “about what it’s owed.”

There it was. The word I’d grown up on, said plainly, with no drama in it at all — and somehow that made it more true than every fireside telling.

“And what is it owed?” I asked.

“Tonight? A binding. A bride, willing and unwed, joined to the lord of Hollowmere by the old rite.” A pause, and when he went on there was something raw under the weariness, something he was trying to keep level and not quite managing. “It doesn’t want your body. It won’t have it; I won’t allow it. The rite is older and crueler than that. It wants the joining itself. Two lives tied in one knot.” The eyes closed, briefly, and the dark where his face was seemed to bow. “I am sorry. I have said that to every one of them and it has never once been enough, and it is not enough now. But I am sorry.”

Every one of them. The brides who went up and didn’t come down. I felt the cold of that move through me, and on its heels, unexpectedly, a thread of something fiercer.

“What happened to the others?”

“That,” he said, “is the one question I will not answer tonight. Ask me again when you’ve slept. Ask me again when you’re not standing in my hall with a bone knife white-knuckled in your fist, deciding whether you’ll need to use it.” A breath that might, in a man, have been a bitter laugh. “You won’t. Not on me. You’d break the blade.”

I had forgotten I was holding it. I made myself loosen my grip, finger by finger, and I lifted my chin. “Then let’s have your rite. I didn’t climb a mountain to stand in a doorway all night.”

The fire flared. And the castle — I swear it on my mother’s comb — the castle sighed, a long exhale through every stone, as though it had been holding its breath since the cart first turned onto the track, waiting to see whether this one would run.

The rite was quick, and strange, and not at all the wedding a girl half-imagines for herself even in a starving year. There was no priest. There was a circle of pale dust he had me pour from a stoppered jar, and words in a language that sat wrong in the ear, and a single drop of my blood from the tip of one finger, given freely — it must be freely, he said, I cannot take it, you must offer it — onto the dust. He stayed always at the far edge of the firelight. He never crossed into it. He never came within arm’s reach of me, and when at the last the rite required some closing and I thought, with a lurch, that he would finally have to touch my hand, he only set his own down on the stone a careful foot from mine, claws spread, and a heat passed between them across the gap, and the dust between us flared white and was gone.

Something settled into my chest like a key turning in a lock I hadn’t known was there.

“It’s done,” he said, and he sounded, of all things, relieved. And tired. So tired. “You’re bound to Hollowmere now, and to me, for as long as the curse holds. The east wing is yours — warm rooms, a fire that won’t go out, food that won’t run short. No one will trouble you there.”

“No one,” I repeated. “Who else is here?”

“No one you need to meet.” Too fast. I marked it the way I’d marked the rider’s face.

He told me the rules then, the way you’d tell a child the rules of a house with a deep well in the yard. The east wing was mine. The kitchens would feed me. I could walk the halls by day as I liked.

“But the west wing is closed,” he said, and for the first time his voice had iron in it, the iron I’d expected from the start. “The far door at the end of the west corridor — the black one, banded in old silver. You do not open it. You do not knock on it. You do not stand near it after dark and listen, though you’ll want to. Whatever you hear behind it, whatever it sounds like — and it will sound like things designed to bring you closer — you keep walking. Give me your word.”

“You’re asking a stranger to swear over a door she’s never seen.”

“I’m asking my wife,” he said, and the word landed between us, heavy and impossible and an hour old, “to stay alive long enough for me to figure out what to do with the fact that, for the first time in a very long time, one of you didn’t arrive screaming.”

I should have said yes and meant it. I’d just sold myself for grain; what was one locked door on top of that?

But I have never in my life been able to leave a thing alone simply because I was told to, and somewhere far off in the black bones of the castle, even as he spoke, I heard it — faint, beneath the wind, behind a great deal of stone.

A sound from the west.

Not a roar. Not a moan. Something worse, because it was so small and so human: the sound of someone, somewhere behind that black silver-banded door, very quietly beginning to weep.

The monster heard it too. I knew because the eyes in the dark went sharp, and the fire snuffed to embers all at once, and when he spoke again the gentleness was gone and only the warning remained.

“Your word, Wren Ashby.”

“You have it,” I said.

It was the second lie I’d told that day, and the smoothest, and we both, I think, knew it for exactly what it was.




Chapter Three

I woke to a fire that had not gone out.

That was the first wrong thing. In Greywater, you wake to cold and you earn your warmth back from kindling with stiff fingers, and the getting-warm is half of how you know you’re still alive. Here the hearth in my room burned low and steady, exactly as it had when I’d finally slept, as though some patient hand had fed it through the night and slipped away before I stirred. I lay in a bed soft enough to feel like a trick and watched the flames and waited for my heart to slow.

The east wing was mine, he’d said. He hadn’t said it would be beautiful. The room was hung in deep green, the wood dark and old and oiled to a shine, and on a table by the window someone had left a breakfast — bread still warm, soft cheese, a bowl of stewed fruit, a pot of tea gone exactly to the strength I’d have brewed it myself. No one had knocked. No one had come. I had heard no feet in the hall.

“All right,” I said aloud, to the room, to the castle, to whatever in it was listening — and something was; I’d felt it since the cart. “Thank you for the tea, then.”

The fire dipped, and rose. As if it had heard. As if it were pleased to be thanked.

I ate everything. A starving year teaches you not to leave food on a table for pride’s sake, and besides, I had work to do, and you don’t do work hungry. While I ate I took the measure of my cage, because that is what you do with a cage: you learn its bars before you decide which one is weakest.

By daylight Hollowmere was not the leaning nightmare it had been from the track. It was worse, in a quieter way. The halls were too long for the towers that held them. A corridor I walked down to its end took longer to walk back. A window that should have shown me the courtyard showed me the gray sky and the drop, and a different window two rooms on showed me the courtyard from an angle no window in that wall could have. The castle was bigger inside than out, and it knew it, and it watched me learn it the way a cat watches you find the one loose floorboard it’s been keeping a mouse beneath.

I kept Elsie’s heather in my pocket and my thumb on it, and I did not let the place frighten me out loud, because I had a strong suspicion it fed on that.

It was near midday when I found the gallery.

I came on it by accident, the way I think you were meant to — a door that gave when none of the others had, opening on a long room with tall windows down one side and a wall of paintings down the other. Portraits. Women. Dozens of them, in the fashions of years I knew and years before my grandmother’s time, each in her own gilded frame, each looking out of the canvas with the particular stillness of the painted dead.

Brides. I knew it in my stomach before my mind caught up. Every woman who had ever climbed this mountain, hung in a row, remembered in oil if in nothing else.

I made myself walk the length of it. I owed them that, whoever they’d been — to be looked at by someone who knew what they’d traded. Some were grand, painted in silks they’d surely never owned in life. Some were plain village girls like me, chins up, eyes scared and trying not to be. At the far end the frames grew newer, the paint brighter, and I slowed, and then I stopped, because the last three portraits had something the others didn’t.

The faces were blurred.

Not damaged. Not unfinished. Blurred — as though a wet thumb had been dragged across each one while the paint still lived, smearing the features into a pale fog while the gowns, the hands, the dark hung backgrounds stayed crisp and perfect around them. Three women with no faces, and below each, where the others had a small brass plate with a name, the plate had been pried away. Three pale rectangles of cleaner stone where names used to be.

The castle had remembered every woman for a hundred years. And then, for the last three, it had decided — or been made — to forget.

“You’re not supposed to be in here.”

I didn’t startle. I’d half known he was near; the light in the room had been dimming by degrees, the way it did when he was close, as if he pulled the brightness out of a space just by being in it. He was in the dark beside the door I’d come through, keeping as always to the place the sun couldn’t reach.

“You didn’t put this room on your list of forbidden ones,” I said, still looking at the three blurred faces. “Only the west door. A careful man would have warned me off both.”

“I’m not careful. I’m tired. They’re not the same, though people confuse them.” A pause. “Come away from there, Wren.”

“Who were they?” I touched the empty stone where the last name should have been. It was cold, and faintly wrong under my fingers, the way the door-circle had been during the rite. “The last three. The ones with no faces and no names. What happened to them that didn’t happen to the others?”

The dark by the door was very still.

“That’s the question you asked me last night,” he said, “and I told you to ask again when you’d slept. You’ve slept. So I’ll keep my word, since one of us should.” The weariness in his voice had a floor under it now, something harder. “The others died. Bound to a cursed thing, far from home, of years and grief and the cold of this place — they died, as people do, and the castle painted them, because the castle loved them in its way, and it kept their names. That’s the truth, and it’s an ugly one, and I won’t dress it up.”

“And the last three?”

“The last three,” he said, “did not die.”

The fire of the gallery’s far hearth, which I had not noticed was lit, guttered low.

“Then where are they?” I asked.

“Behind the door you swore to leave shut.” His eyes found mine across the dim room, and held. “Now do you understand why I asked for your word? It was never about protecting you from a noise in the dark. It was about protecting you from going to them. Because they will sound like they need you. They will sound like exactly the thing a brave girl who climbed a mountain for her sister cannot walk away from. And the moment you open that door to save them, the curse takes its next bride the only way it truly wants her.” He let that sit. “Not dead. Worse. With the rest of them.”

I should have been more afraid than I was. I want to be honest about that, because I have told you already how smoothly I lie, and I won’t lie to you. Standing in that gallery, looking at three faceless women and a door I’d promised not to open, what I felt under the fear was not the good sense to run.

It was that I now had three more people to get off this mountain, and only myself to do it.

“I’m sorry,” he said again, into my silence, and the awful gentleness was back, and I understood at last that the gentleness was the apology — that a creature who’d given up on being saved had nothing left to offer a new bride but kindness and the truth, served together, as a man serves a last meal.

“What’s your name?” I asked him.

It caught him off guard. The light in the doorway shifted. “Why.”

“Because I’ve called you ‘the monster’ in my head since the bell rang yesterday, and I’m tired of it, and a woman should know the name of the man she married, even if he won’t stand in the light to be seen.” I crossed my arms. “Or has the castle taken yours too?”

A sound came out of the dark then that I had not heard from him before, low and rough and startled, and it took me a moment to understand that he had laughed.

“It tried,” he said. “A long time ago. I hid it where it couldn’t reach.” The eyes softened, just at the edges. “Cael. It was Cael, before any of this. You’re the first to ask in longer than I’ll tell you.”

“Cael.” I tried it. It fit the sorrow better than monster ever had. “Well, Cael. I gave you my word last night, and you were right to think it was a lie, and I’d rather we both stop pretending otherwise.”

The light by the door went very, very still.

“Wren—”

“I’m not going to open your door today,” I said, and that part was true. “I need to see it first. And I need you to know that I’m the kind of woman who, once she knows there are three people locked in the dark, is going to spend every hour of however long I’ve got on this mountain figuring out how to get them out. You married that. You may as well have it spelled plain.”

For a long moment he said nothing, and the castle said nothing, and even the fires held their breath.

“I know,” Cael said at last, so quietly I felt it more than heard it. “I knew the moment you didn’t scream. It’s why I told you the truth when I could have kept you safe and ignorant in the east wing until the grief took you like it took the rest.” The dark seemed to bow, the way it had during the rite. “I have spent a hundred years learning how to lose brides slowly. I don’t





