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Chapter1: The Fortune Liar’s Love Reading
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The crystal ball on my table cost three copper bits, and two of those had been for the velvet scrap I wrapped around its base to hide the crack.

Lady Maribel Fell stared into it as if the gods themselves had agreed to sit inside my cheap glass and answer questions about her fiancé.

I kept my hands folded on either side of the ball, rings clinking softly. Brass, all of them. Polished until they lied better than I did.

“The mist is reluctant today,” I murmured.

There was no mist. There was incense smoke, sour from being burned too many times in the same chipped bronze dish. It curled between us in thin gray ribbons and made my eyes water if I leaned too close.

Lady Maribel leaned closer anyway.

“Reluctant?” she whispered.

“Shy,” I said. “The future is a delicate thing. It hates being grabbed by the throat.”

That sounded expensive. People liked expensive words when they were frightened.

She swallowed. Her veil was pearl netting, real pearls, each one smaller than a tear and worth more than my rent. Her gloves were pale lavender silk, but the right thumb had been rubbed thin. She twisted something there when she was nervous. A ring, most likely. One she was not wearing now.

There was a faint mark at the base of her left ring finger.

Not a wedding ring. Too high for that. Betrothal band.

Removed in a hurry.

I lowered my voice. “You have taken something off before coming here.”

Her hand jerked.

Good.

“It left a mark,” I continued, not looking at her finger. Never look too soon. Let them believe the ball told you first. “Not only on the skin.”

Her lips parted.

Outside my curtain, wheels rattled over wet stones. Someone shouted about blessed dates for spring weddings. Somewhere farther off, a street singer murdered a hymn to Saint Orline and received coins for stopping.

My little stall sat between a secondhand charm seller and a woman who sold fried turnips out of a pan black enough to count as a family heirloom. The curtain was patched wine-red, the cushions smelled faintly of damp wool, and my sign promised “readings of love, fortune, and favorable roads.”

It did not promise accuracy. I was careful with paint.

Lady Maribel touched her bare finger.

“I was told you were good,” she said.

“People tell the truth when it flatters them.”

Her eyes flicked up, uncertain whether to laugh. She did, but only with her mouth.

Pretty laugh. Tired eyes.

I shifted one of the candles closer to the crystal ball, letting the flame catch the crack. Light split inside the glass. With enough smoke and fear, even broken things looked holy.

“You want to know if he loves you,” I said.

Her shoulders tightened.

Too easy.

Every girl who came alone to a back-alley fortune stall with pearls on her veil wanted that, unless she wanted to poison someone. Sometimes both.

“I want to know if the match is blessed,” she said.

“Ah. Blessed.” I tapped the glass with one nail. “A word nobles use when they already signed the papers.”

Color rose under her powder.

I smiled, softening it before she could stand. “Forgive me. The ball has a vulgar sense of humor. It spends too much time with me.”

This time, the laugh reached her throat and died there.

“He has changed,” she said.

I waited.

People paid for silence as much as words. Silence let them pour out the parts I could not steal by looking.

Maribel glanced at the curtain. Her maid stood outside it, pretending not to listen and failing. The maid’s boots were muddy at the hem, city mud mixed with yellow road clay. They had not come straight from the Fell townhouse. They had stopped somewhere near the north carriage yard.

Interesting.

“He was attentive before,” Maribel said. “Not warm, exactly, but respectful. He wrote twice a week. Then after the palace blessing invitation came, he began sending excuses. Yesterday he said he had council work. This morning I heard he was seen at the amber arcade with Lady Cressida Vaunt.”

There it was.

I let my gaze drop, not to the crystal, but to her cuffs.

A single pale thread clung to the left sleeve. Not from her gown. Gold embroidery thread, the costly kind used on ceremonial garments and noble betrothal sashes. It had snagged and been torn.

Maybe she had clutched him. Maybe she had clutched something he gave her.

Her perfume was rosewater, but beneath it was horse leather and cold air. She had followed someone recently, or waited outside too long.

I moved my hand over the ball.

“The heart of a man is a hallway with too many doors,” I said.

“That means nothing.”

“It means he has been opening one he should have left closed.”

Her face went still.

A crueler woman would have smiled. I was not cruel. Not before supper, at least.

“But that does not mean the house is lost,” I added.

Hope made people breathe differently. Hers caught, sharp and small.

“You see another woman?”

“I see an interruption.”

“That is not an answer.”

“No. It is cheaper than an answer. Answers cost silver.”

She blinked.

I held her gaze for half a breath, then grinned.

Her mouth twitched again despite herself. Good. If they laughed, they stayed. If they stayed, they paid. If they paid, I ate.

She reached into the little pearl purse at her wrist. “I can pay.”

Of course she could. The purse clasp alone could buy my entire table and the turnip pan next door.

But her fingers trembled around it.

I hated that part.

Fear looked the same on nobles and gutter girls. Only the gloves changed.

I set two fingers lightly on the crystal ball. “Keep your coin for a moment. First, listen.”

The smoke thickened between us. My left eye stung. I did not blink.

“Your fiancé is not a man who chases easily,” I said. “He likes to be admired, yes, but not caught. If he is meeting Lady Cressida, it is because someone made that path smooth for him. Too smooth. A letter delivered at the right hour. A friend who praised her at dinner. A carriage that happened to wait where he could see it.”

Maribel’s brows pulled together.

That part was mostly guesswork, dressed nicely. Men with titles rarely ruined engagements without help. Society loved a scandal, but it loved arranging one even more.

“You think someone wants the match broken?”

“I think someone wants you unsure.”

“Why?”

I looked at her pearls, the pale blue ribbon at her throat, the little sunburst pin on her cloak. Fell goldwork. Old family. Not richest, not weakest. The kind of house that mattered in marriage negotiations but could be pushed if a stronger hand leaned in.

And the palace blessing invitation.

I had never been invited to a palace blessing. People like me were blessed from a distance, usually by being told not to stand near the procession.

“Because unsure people are easy to lead,” I said.

Maribel’s fingers stopped twisting.

The words landed harder than I meant them to.

I softened my voice. “Do not run to him in tears. Do not accuse Lady Cressida. Do not throw the ring in his face unless it is heavy enough to leave a mark.”

She made a tiny sound, half gasp, half laugh.

“Write one letter,” I said. “Short. Polite. Ask him to meet you in daylight, in a place where both families can know of it. If he refuses, you have your answer. If he comes, watch who tries to stop him.”

She stared at me.

“That sounds less like fortune and more like advice.”

“Fortune is advice with candles.”

“Are you always this shameless?”

“Only when I am awake.”

Maribel pressed her knuckles to her lips. The smile came and went. Beneath it, she looked young. Younger than I had thought when she swept in with pearls and a maid and the kind of misery that assumed the world had time to notice.

“How much?” she asked.

“For the reading?”

“For the truth.”

I almost told her I did not sell that.

It would have sounded too honest and ruined my reputation.

“Three silver,” I said. “Two if you promise not to tell anyone I was useful.”

She opened the purse.

The curtain stirred.

Cold slipped into the stall.

Not wind. The alley outside was narrow, and the charcoal brazier near the turnip pan kept the air greasy and warm. This cold slid along my wrists as if someone had laid wet thread over my skin.

The crystal ball clouded.

I stared at it.

The crack inside the glass glimmered gold.

No. Not inside.

Behind.

I lifted my eyes.

At first, I thought one of Maribel’s hair ornaments had come loose. A strand of gold floated behind her shoulder, thin as embroidery thread and bright enough to hurt. It stretched from somewhere between her shoulder blades, passed through the back of her chair, and vanished into the smoky air.

I stopped breathing.

The gold thread pulsed.

Not like light. Like a vein.

Maribel was still counting coins. One silver slipped from her glove and spun on the table. It rang against the wood, thin and bright.

I watched the thread.

It should not be there.

There were plenty of fakes in the city. False thread readers with silver-painted strings hidden in their sleeves. Alley seers who tied colored silk to a client’s chair and made grand declarations about love knots. I had used red thread twice myself, for drunk sailors who wanted to know whether their sweethearts were faithful. Drunk sailors never looked behind their own stools.

But I had not tied anything to Lady Maribel.

The thread trembled again.

Something black pressed into it.

My stomach dropped so fast I nearly grabbed the table.

It looked like a blade, but flat, more shadow than metal. A narrow black wedge had bitten into the gold thread and held there, not cutting all the way through. The place around it was bruised dark, strands fraying, curling away like hair too close to flame.

My hand moved before I decided to move it.

“Don’t,” I said.

Maribel paused with the coins in her palm. “Don’t what?”

The black edge sank deeper.

The gold thread jerked.

Maribel flinched and touched the back of her neck.

“What is it?” she asked.

I forced my gaze to her face.

Not real. Smoke. Hunger. Bad sleep. Cheap incense. Too many hours staring at frightened people and pretending the air had secrets in it.

“Nothing,” I said.

My voice came out wrong.

Her eyes narrowed. “You saw something.”

“I see many things. Your purse, for example. Very lovely. Very open.”

She closed it at once.

Usually that would have pleased me.

The thread shivered again, harder.

This time I heard it.

Not with my ears. Somewhere behind my teeth. A tiny, strained note, like glass bending.

I stood so quickly my knee hit the table.

The crystal ball rocked. Maribel grabbed it with both hands.

“Miss Vayne?”

“Stay here.”

“Why?”

Because there is a black knife in your back and I am either cursed or finally too hungry to work.

That seemed like poor customer service.

I shoved the curtain aside and looked into the alley.

Wet stones. Turnip smoke. Two children arguing over a broken charm. A peddler selling paper blessings that would dissolve in the first rain. No assassin with a visible knife. No golden thread stretched across the street.

The maid startled. “Is my lady unwell?”

I looked at her boots, her anxious hands, the little bruise under her jaw where someone had gripped too hard or where she had run into a carriage door. “Has anyone followed you?”

The maid’s face changed.

Not enough for most people. Enough for me.

“Answer,” I said.

“No,” she whispered.

Lie.

Behind me, Maribel rose. The gold thread pulled taut.

The black wedge twisted.

I grabbed the curtain pole to steady myself.

“My lady,” I said, turning back. “Sit down.”

Maribel’s pride came up like a fan snapping open. “I have already stayed too long.”

“No, you have stayed exactly the right amount of long. Try a little longer.”

“I cannot. If anyone learns I came here—”

“They will learn you have taste in entertainment.”

Her mouth tightened. “You are making fun of me.”

“Yes. It is one of my few affordable services. Sit.”

The maid touched Maribel’s sleeve. “My lady, perhaps—”

“I said I cannot.” Maribel lifted her chin, but fear had returned to her eyes. “He sent word. I am to meet him before dusk. He says he will explain everything.”

The gold thread snapped sideways.

I saw the street for a blink, though the curtain was behind me. Wheels. A flash of dark lacquer. A horse’s white eye. Gold thread dragged under iron.

I slapped my hand over my mouth.

The vision, if it was a vision, vanished. Smoke and damp wool rushed back in.

Maribel stared. “What did you see?”

“Bad traffic.”

“What?”

“Carriages are romantic only when you are not under them.”

Her face lost color.

That was too close. Too sharp.

I tried again, quicker. “Do not go.”

The words fell between us without silk, without candles, without a price.

The stall felt smaller.

Maribel’s hand closed around her purse. “Why?”

I could not tell her.

I could barely tell myself.

Because a fake fortune-teller saw a golden string coming out of your back, and something black is chewing through it.

That would get me laughed at, slapped, or reported to the nearest licensed thread-seer. Maybe all three, if the day had ambition.

So I did what I always did.

I lied.

“The signs are unfavorable before dusk,” I said. “The road between your house and the north arcade is crossed by iron, haste, and a man who does not intend to speak plainly.”

Her breathing quickened.

“The north arcade,” she said. “I never told you where.”

No. She had not.

The maid made a small, frightened noise.

I kept my face still with both hands gripping the curtain pole behind my back.

I had guessed the north carriage yard from mud on the maid’s boots. The arcade was near it. A decent guess. A lucky one.

Maybe.

Maribel stepped back from the table.

The gold thread dragged, bending around her shoulder. The black edge remained lodged inside it.

“You are a real thread-seer,” she whispered.

“No,” I said too fast.

Her eyes widened.

I smiled. It felt crooked. “If I were a real thread-seer, I would have nicer chairs.”

“Then how did you know?”

“I listen. I look. People carry their secrets on their sleeves and then act offended when sleeves are visible.”

She did not laugh.

Outside, a bell chimed the half hour. The sound came thin through the market noise.

Maribel’s maid leaned closer. “My lady, your mother will ask where you have been.”

“My mother asks where I breathe.”

“Then let her continue asking while you are alive,” I said.

Maribel looked at me then, truly looked, as if the cheap veil over my hair and the brass rings and the cracked ball had slid aside.

For a moment I hated her for it.

I did not want to be seen by girls who smelled of rosewater and had mothers waiting in townhouses. I wanted their coins. Their secrets. Their quick, grateful smiles. Nothing heavier.

She placed three silver pieces on the table.

They shone like little moons.

“I paid for the truth,” she said.

“Then take this one. Do not meet him before dusk.”

Her fingers trembled again.

The thread behind her twisted.

I took one step forward.

“My lady,” the maid whispered, “we should go.”

Maribel nodded, too quickly. Pride gathered around her like a cloak. “Thank you, Miss Vayne.”

“No refunds,” I said.

The corner of her mouth moved, barely.

Then she turned and left.

The gold thread slid through the curtain after her.

The black wedge went with it.

I stood frozen until the last glimmer vanished into the alley crowd.

My hand hurt. I looked down and found I had snapped one of my brass rings clean through its cheap seam. It pinched the skin of my finger, leaving a red crescent.

The turnip seller stuck her head through the curtain. “You done with the noble dove? She looked ready to faint.”

“So do half my customers. It makes them generous.”

“She paid?”

I looked at the three silver coins.

My rent sat there. Food sat there. A week without watering soup sat there.

“Yes,” I said.

“Then why do you look like you swallowed a nail?”

“Professional habit.”

The turnip seller snorted and disappeared.

I sank back onto the cushion.

The crystal ball reflected my face in warped pieces. Dark hair escaping my scarf. Brown eyes too wide. Mouth still shaped around words I should not have said.

Do not meet him before dusk.

A real warning. Not a polished one. Not safe.

Stupid.

I snatched the coins off the table and shoved them into the pouch under my skirt before they could accuse me of anything.

The stall smelled of smoke and damp velvet. Normal smells. My incense dish had burned low, leaving a curl of ash like a dead worm. I pinched it out and coughed.

Gold thread.

Black blade.

North arcade.

I pressed my knuckles to my eyes until sparks burst in the dark.

When I opened them, the stall was still my stall. Cheap glass. Cheap curtains. Cheap lies.

Good.

I could work with cheap.

A man ducked through the curtain just before the dinner hour, smelling of beer and soap. He wanted to know whether his wife suspected him of gambling. She did. There was flour on his cuff and a rolling-pin bruise on his forearm.

I told him the stars advised confession before supper.

A fishmonger came after him, asking whether tomorrow was lucky for signing a lease. Her nails were clean except for ink at the thumb, and the folded paper in her sleeve had a red stamp from a landlord known for raising rent after three months.

I told her luck favored reading the small script twice.

Two apprentices came together and giggled until I threatened to charge by the squeal.

Normal. Normal. Normal.

Every time the curtain moved, I saw a strand of gold that was not there.

By dusk, rain began again.

It tapped on the patched canvas above my stall and slid down in little streams at the edges. The alley thinned. Respectable customers fled first. Desperate ones stayed longer. Desperate people trusted rain. It made all of us look equally miserable.

I counted the day’s coins twice, then a third time because my hands wanted something to do.

Three silver from Maribel. Seven copper from the gambler. Two copper and a smoked fish from the fishmonger. The apprentices had paid in gossip, which was worth less than they thought but more than nothing.

I wrapped the crystal ball in its velvet scrap and tucked it into the wooden box beneath the table.

The moment the glass disappeared, the stall seemed too dark.

“Idiot,” I muttered.

The maid had lied.

Maribel had gone anyway. Of course she had. Noble girls obeyed family, fiancé, reputation, fear. They did not obey alley fortune-tellers who joked too much and sweated through their sleeves.

I tied my coin pouch shut.

No more thinking.

Thinking made no one richer unless they were already rich enough to call it strategy.

I stepped outside and pulled the curtain closed. Rain touched my face, cold and needling. The charm seller next door had already packed up, leaving only the chalk outline of his stall on the wall. The turnip woman was arguing with a boy over whether burnt pieces cost extra.

“They do,” she barked. “Burnt means cooked twice.”

The boy saw me and pointed. “Ask the fortune lady.”

“The fortune lady says pay her before involving her.”

He fled.

The turnip seller laughed through her nose. “You closing early?”

“I have become wealthy beyond reason.”

“You found a fourth silver?”

“Three, and a fish with judgmental eyes.”

She wiped rain off her cheek with her wrist. “Good day, then.”

I looked toward the wider street.

Carriage wheels hissed through puddles beyond the mouth of the alley. The north arcade lay that way. So did trouble, expensive perfume, and people who could have me whipped for touching the wrong door.

I turned the other way.

My room was above a pawnshop with fleas ambitious enough to inherit the building. It was dry on good nights. Tonight could still become a good night if I walked away.

A shout rose from the main street.

Not a market shout.

This one tore.

The turnip seller stopped moving.

Another voice joined it. Then another. Hooves screamed against stone, iron striking sparks even through rain. Something heavy cracked. Wood, maybe. A woman shrieked so hard the sound went thin at the top.

My coin pouch swung against my thigh.

I did not move.

People ran past the alley mouth toward the noise. A man in a baker’s cap slipped, caught himself on the wall, and kept running.

“What happened?” the turnip seller called.

No one answered.

Then a boy came stumbling into the alley, face white, rain plastering his hair to his forehead.

“Carriage,” he gasped. “Saints preserve us, a carriage went over a lady.”

My fingers went numb.

The turnip seller crossed herself. “Who?”

The boy gulped air. “Fell colors. Pearl veil. They’re saying it’s Lord Fell’s daughter.”

The alley tilted.

I grabbed the stall post.

Rain ran down my wrist and under my sleeve. Cold slid over my skin, wet as thread.

The boy was still talking. “Dead before they lifted the wheel. Her maid’s screaming about the north arcade, about a letter, about—”

I pushed past him.

My shoulder hit the wall. The broken brass ring bit into my finger again.

At the mouth of the alley, the crowd heaved around a dark shape in the street. A pearl veil lay in the gutter, trampled into rainwater and mud.

For a blink, under the wheel, I saw gold.

Then black.

My breath stopped in my throat.

Someone screamed Lady Maribel’s name.

The sound scraped through the rain, and I could not make my hand let go of the wall.
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Chapter2: The Dead Lady and the Black Thread
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By morning, half the street had decided I was a saint, the other half had decided I was a murderer, and both halves wanted a reading before noon.

I found three women waiting outside my stall when I arrived with my breakfast still in my hand. Breakfast was a heel of bread hard enough to defend myself with, which seemed useful, considering the way they looked at me.

The first woman clutched a baby wrapped in yellow wool. The second had a marriage ribbon wound around her wrist so tightly her fingers were turning pink. The third wore mourning gray and stared at my curtain as if death itself had rented the cushion inside.

I stopped two steps away.

The baby sneezed.

All three women flinched.

“Good morning,” I said. “If anyone is here to accuse me of summoning a carriage, please form a line on the left. If anyone is here to ask whether a husband is cheating, line on the right. If the husband was in a carriage, we may need a bigger sign.”

No one laughed.

That was rude of them.

The woman with the baby stepped forward. “You saw Lady Maribel’s death.”

My bread turned dry in my mouth.

“I saw Lady Maribel for a love reading.”

“You told her not to go.”

“I tell many people not to go places. It is cheaper than telling them to go somewhere nice.”

“My sister heard it from the maid’s cousin,” said the woman with the marriage ribbon. “You said a carriage would kill her.”

“I said traffic in this city is badly managed.”

The mourning woman’s eyes shone. “Can you see my son?”

“No.”

The word came out before I could polish it.

She gripped the edge of her shawl. “Please. They said you saw death. My boy was taken by river fever last winter. If there is a thread, if there is any—”

“No,” I said again, softer and worse.

Her mouth folded around the pain.

I hated that. I hated when people brought grief like a bowl and expected me to fill it with something warm.

I unlocked the stall with fingers that did not want to fit the key. The curtain was still damp from last night’s rain, and the alley smelled of wet ash, horse dung, and fear dressed up as curiosity.

More people drifted closer while I tied back the curtain.

The charm seller next door had returned early. He pretended to arrange tin amulets but kept watching me under his eyebrows. The turnip woman had not lit her pan yet. She stood with her arms folded, her mouth pinched thin.

“What?” I asked her.

“You look terrible.”

“Good. I am cultivating mystery.”

“You slept?”

“I blinked slowly for several hours.”

She grunted. “Crowd started before sunrise. One man offered two silver just to touch your table.”

“Tell him touching costs three.”

“Mira.”

I looked away.

Inside the stall, the crystal ball waited in its box. I did not want to unwrap it. I did anyway, because a cracked glass ball on the table looked more professional than an empty cloth and shaking hands.

The moment the ball caught the thin morning light, I saw a wheel crushing pearl netting in the gutter.

I nearly dropped it.

The women pressed closer behind me.

“Read for me first,” the baby’s mother said. “He coughs at night. Tell me if he will live.”

“I do not read children before breakfast.”

“You have bread.”

“This is a weapon.”

The marriage-ribbon woman pushed forward. “My wedding is in six days. If there is blood in my future, I need to know.”

“There is blood in everyone’s future if they bite their tongue.”

“Do not mock this,” she snapped.

I turned.

The alley had filled while my back was turned. Faces I knew and faces I did not. A butcher’s boy. Two laundresses. A clerk with ink on his chin. A coachman with one glove. A pair of girls no older than fourteen, whispering my name like it might burn.

Mira Vayne, the death-reader.

Mira Vayne, the woman who saw Lady Fell’s carriage before it struck.

Mira Vayne, who could keep you alive if you paid fast enough.

My stomach twisted.

Coins. That was the stupidest part. There were coins in those pockets. Fear made people generous, and I had rent due in four days. A week ago I would have kissed the stones for a line like this.

Now the sound of their breathing pressed against my curtain.

I clapped once.

Everyone froze.

“New rule,” I said. “No death readings.”

A man near the back shouted, “Then what use are you?”

“Little to none. My charm is mostly decorative.”

“I’ll pay silver.”

“No death readings.”

“Gold,” called another voice.

The alley went quiet.

I found the speaker near the mouth of the lane. A thick man in a blue cloak, beard combed, boots clean enough to dislike our street. Merchant, not noble. The kind who called guards by name and servants by whistle.

He held up one gold crown between two fingers.

My mouth went dry for an entirely different reason.

The coin caught the morning light, round and warm and impossible.

One gold crown meant a room with a door that shut properly. It meant food that had not been insulted by mold. It meant I could leave the alley for a month, maybe two if I lied well and ate badly.

“Read my shipping venture,” he said. “If any man dies on it, I want to know before I invest.”

My hand moved toward the coin before my pride could stop it.

Then I saw Lady Maribel’s glove in the rain. Lavender silk. Crushed knuckles.

I closed my hand around nothing.

“No.”

The merchant’s smile thinned. “You expect us to believe you refuse gold?”

“I refuse bad customers. It is why I remain poor but elegant.”

A few people muttered.

The turnip woman snorted, too loudly. Bless her burnt little heart.

The merchant lowered the coin. “Fraud, then.”

“Yes,” I said. “Obviously.”

That made them murmur harder.

I should have closed the stall. I should have taken the crystal ball, the coins, the smoked fish, and run before rumors grew legs. But if I ran in front of everyone, they would chase. If I stayed, perhaps the crowd would become bored and decide someone else had offended the gods by lunch.

Perhaps I was an optimist with terrible instincts.

I ducked inside the stall and pulled the curtain halfway across, leaving just enough gap to breathe and glare.

“No readings until I say so.”

“You cannot do that,” said the marriage-ribbon woman.

“It is my stall.”

“We waited.”

“And I am moved by your devotion.”

“You cursed Lady Maribel.”

The words came from the gray mourning woman.

They struck harder because her voice was small.

The alley shifted. No one wanted to say it first. Now it had been said, the thought crawled over everyone.

I looked at her hands. Chapped knuckles. Nails bitten until they bled. No money in her purse, if she had one at all. Grief had dragged her here, and grief needed teeth.

“I did not curse her,” I said.

“You told her she would die.”

“I told her not to go.”

“And she went.”

“Yes.”

The gray woman stepped closer. “Then why did you not stop her?”

Because I am a coward.

Because noble girls do not obey gutter liars.

Because I saw something impossible and dressed it in a joke.

Because I wanted the coins.

My tongue found the easiest shield.

“I am five feet and change in wet boots,” I said. “Lady Maribel had a maid, a carriage waiting somewhere, a family name, and the stubbornness of a girl raised to mistake obedience for virtue. What did you want me to do? Sit on her?”

Again, no one laughed.

I was having a very poor morning.

A bell rang from the upper district. Nine slow notes.

The crowd parted a little as a horse pushed into the alley mouth.

Not a royal guard. Not yet.

A courier in Fell green and white dismounted so quickly his boot slipped on the stones. His face was pale. He scanned the stalls until his eyes landed on my cracked sign.

Then on me.

“Miss Vayne?”

My fingers went cold around the curtain edge.

“No,” I said.

The turnip woman gave me a look.

The courier swallowed. “I was told—”

“You were misinformed.”

“You match the description.”

“There are many women in this alley with excellent posture and tragic income.”

“Mira Vayne,” he said, louder.

The crowd breathed in.

I considered biting him.

He shoved one hand inside his coat and pulled out a folded paper sealed with green wax. His fingers shook.

“My lady’s maid sent me. She begs you to read this.”

The seal had been broken and pressed shut again in a hurry.

Every reasonable part of me told my hand to stay where it was.

My hand reached out.

The paper was damp at one corner.

I unfolded it.

The writing inside leaned hard to the right, ink blotched by rain or tears.

Miss Vayne,

Please. I do not know who else to trust. My lady was called by Lord Edric before the accident. He sent word that he would explain everything before the palace matter bound them both. She went because she believed him frightened, not faithless.

There was a black carriage waiting near the north arcade. It bore no crest. The driver did not shout before the horses bolted.

My lady had been invited to the Royal Blessing of Threads three days ago. She did not want to go, but her father said refusal would insult the palace. After she returned, she said the back of her neck hurt and that she heard singing in her sleep.

Please burn this after reading.

The letters blurred.

Not because I was crying. I had smoke in my eyes. Morning air could be smoky. Very smoky. Even without incense.

“Who gave you this?” I asked.

“Her maid. Elin. She is being kept inside the Fell house.”

“Kept?”

He looked at the crowd and lowered his voice. “Questioned.”

By whom, I almost asked.

I knew by whom.

The palace had long arms. Everyone in Aster liked to pretend those arms were made of silk and law, but silk could strangle if twisted properly.

The paper trembled in my hand.

Royal Blessing of Threads.

The words sat prettily, like a painted door over a pit.

Children were blessed. Marriages were blessed. Ships before first sailing. Shops before opening. Even cheap stalls if the owner had more faith than coin.

Noble blessings were different. Licensed thread-seers attended them. Men and women in white gloves who served the palace and could look at a child’s future, a couple’s match, a title’s proper heir.

I had seen them only from far away. Once, when I was twelve, one had passed through the market in a carriage with silver curtains. My mother had pulled me back from the curb so sharply I bit my tongue.

Do not stare at people who can decide you matter, she had said.

I still remembered the taste of blood.

The courier wet his lips. “Elin said my lady came to you after the blessing because she felt something was wrong.”

My throat tightened.

“Did Lady Maribel say anything else after she returned from the palace?”

“I do not know.”

“Then ask Elin.”

“I cannot get near her again. Fell House is sealed to staff except family servants. There are men there. Not Fell men.”

The crowd pressed closer.

The charm seller’s tin amulets clicked in the wind though there was no wind.

“What kind of men?” I asked.

The courier’s gaze flicked to the alley mouth. “Black coats. White gloves.”

A woman behind him whispered a prayer.

I folded the letter once. Twice.

Burn this after reading.

I should burn it. I should burn the stall. I should burn my name and buy a new one from the dockside for three copper and a favor.

Instead I tucked the letter into my bodice.

The courier saw and startled. “She said burn it.”

“I am deeply unreliable.”

“You will help?”

“No.”

His hope fell so quickly I looked away.

“No,” I repeated, because one no had not done enough. “I will not help. I am going to close my stall, take my things, and become someone else before sundown.”

The turnip woman muttered, “Finally found sense at the bottom of the barrel.”

The baby sneezed again.

A man at the back said, “Coward.”

I pointed at him. “Yes. And alive. A popular combination.”

I shoved the crystal ball into its box, wrapped the cloth around it badly, and swept my rings, cards, candle stubs, and little jars of colored sand into a sack. Half the sand spilled. I did not stop.

The crowd complained. Someone grabbed at the curtain.

I slapped the hand with a candle snuffer.

“Touch the goods and I curse your teeth sideways.”

“You said you were a fraud!”

“I can diversify.”

That got me enough space to duck behind the stall and pull loose the board where I kept my real savings.

Fourteen silver, thirty-two copper, one foreign coin nobody would accept, and a button made to look like bone but actually painted wood.

A fortune, if one had very low standards.

I stuffed it all into the pouch under my skirt.

The turnip woman stepped closer. Her voice dropped. “Where will you go?”

“Somewhere without royal gloves.”

“That is not a place.”

“I noticed.”

“You need the west gate. South gate watches faces. East gate watches carts. West watches bribes.”

I looked at her.

She shrugged. “My cousin smuggles onions. Do not look so touched.”

“I would never insult you with sentiment.”

“Good.”

She shoved a cloth bundle into my hands. It was warm.

“Turnips?”

“Burnt. Cooked twice.”

My fingers closed around it.

For one stupid breath, I nearly said thank you like a decent person.

The alley mouth changed.

People stopped muttering.

Silence did not fall. It tightened.

I turned slowly.

Two men stood at the entrance to the lane.

Black coats. Smooth, clean, too fine for weather. White gloves buttoned at the wrist. The gloves bore a silver emblem stitched across the back: a spindle wrapped in a crown.

My skin crawled.

The taller man looked over the crowd as if counting furniture. His hair was pale blond, his face soft with the kind of calm that came from never needing to run. The shorter one had a scar through one eyebrow and one hand resting near the knife at his belt.

Not guards. Not exactly.

No armor. No drawn blades.

Worse.

The crowd opened for them without being asked.

The tall man’s eyes settled on me.

“Mira Vayne,” he said.

His voice was gentle.

I hated him at once.

I shifted the sack behind my hip. “Depends who is paying.”

“By order of the Royal Thread Office, you are to come with us for protection.”

The word rolled through the alley.

Protection.

The turnip woman’s hand found my elbow. Her fingers dug in once, hard, then let go.

I smiled at the men because my mouth did that when my bones wanted to leave without me.

“How kind. I feel protected already. You may go.”

The scarred man’s face did not change.

The tall one stepped forward. “You were present with Lady Maribel Fell shortly before her death.”

“Many people were present with her. She was popular.”

“You spoke of a carriage.”

“Carriages are common.”

“You spoke of death.”

“I speak of many things. It is an illness of the mouth.”

His eyes moved over my stall, the tied sack, the missing crystal ball. “You were leaving.”

“I close for lunch.”

“It is not yet noon.”

“I am ambitious.”

A few people in the crowd shifted. No one laughed. Cowards, all of them. Sensible cowards.

The tall man extended one gloved hand.

The silver spindle caught the light.

“Come quietly. The palace has no wish to frighten the public.”

“The public appears frightened without my help.”

“The public,” he said, still gentle, “does not understand the danger of unlicensed thread-sight.”

My heart kicked once.

Thread-sight.

The word was not accusation. It was a net thrown neatly over my head.

“I sell love readings with a cracked ball.”

“You saw an alteration on Lady Fell’s fate.”

I could not stop my eyes from flicking to his gloves.

His smile barely moved.

There. Too quick. I had given him something.

The letter inside my bodice seemed to burn against my skin.

“I saw a girl afraid her fiancé liked someone prettier,” I said. “That is not a rare fate.”

“Then you will not mind answering questions.”

“I mind most things before lunch.”

The scarred man moved.

Not much. Only one step, but the crowd behind me breathed out and backed away.

My stall suddenly felt very small. The alley had walls too close together, slick with morning damp. Behind me, a stack of empty turnip crates. To the left, the charm seller’s table. To the right, a laundry line strung too low. Above, windows with faces in them.

No clean run.

The tall man noticed me looking.

“Do not make this difficult.”

“If I had a gift for making things easy, sir, I would own a roof without holes.”

“Mira Vayne.”

He said my name like he had already written it down.

I grabbed the incense dish from the table and flung ash into his face.

The alley exploded.

The tall man recoiled, coughing. The scarred one lunged. I kicked the table into his knees and bolted right, under the laundry line.

Wet sheets slapped my face.

Someone shouted. Someone else laughed by accident and turned it into a scream.

I ducked behind the charm seller’s table. Tin amulets scattered underfoot. The charm seller yelped something rude as I shoved past him.

A gloved hand caught my cloak.

I twisted out of it, leaving the cheap black cloth in the man’s grip.

“Keep it!” I shouted. “It clashes with your gloves!”

The turnip woman swung her pan.

It hit the scarred man’s forearm with a sound like a bell dropped in mud.

He cursed.

I ran.

The alley behind my stall narrowed into a service passage between a dye shop and a bathhouse. I knew every loose stone, every nail, every window where someone might throw dirty water. My boots slipped once, twice. I caught myself on a wall and kept going.

Behind me, the men shouted for me to stop.

That was unimaginative of them.

The passage spat me into Washer’s Yard, where six women were beating linen in tubs. Steam rose thick and sour. I plunged through it. One woman saw my face and lifted her paddle just enough to block the first black coat chasing me.

“Sorry!” I gasped.

“Pay me later!” she snapped.

Saints bless practical women.

I cut left through a covered drain walkway, ducked under a horse rail, and burst into Pigeon Square.

Bad choice.

Too open.

Vendors had set up around the old fountain, and the morning crowd was thick. I shoved between a basket of onions and a priest blessing travel charms. Pigeons shot into the air, wings hammering.

My lungs burned.

West gate, the turnip woman had said.

I could not reach the west gate with half the palace chasing me. I needed a roof, a cellar, a cart, a miracle with wheels.

A carriage rolled along the far side of the square.

Dark lacquer.

No crest.

For half a blink, my feet stopped.

Black carriage. Lady Maribel. Wheels over pearl netting.

Then the door opened from inside.

A hand in a dark glove gestured once.

Not white. Black leather.

A man’s voice cut through the square, low and sharp. “In.”

I should not have listened.

Naturally, I ran toward him.

A vegetable seller shouted as I vaulted his basket and crushed something leafy under one boot. The carriage door stayed open. I caught a glimpse of silver-gray hair, a dark blue coat, and eyes the color of winter water.

Noble.

Dangerous.

Not palace gloves.

Good enough.

I grabbed the door frame and threw myself inside.

The man caught my arm before I fell face-first onto the opposite seat. His grip was firm, not gentle.

“Down,” he said.

“I charge extra for orders.”

He pushed me down anyway as something struck the carriage wall outside with a hard thunk.

A knife.

Lovely.

The door slammed. The carriage lurched so violently my shoulder hit the seat. Hooves struck stone. Someone outside shouted for the driver to halt in the name of the Royal Thread Office.

The driver did not halt.

I clutched the edge of the seat and tried to breathe.

The nobleman sat across from me, one hand braced against the wall, the other still near the sword at his hip. He looked irritatingly composed for someone who had just invited a fugitive liar into his carriage.

His hair was silver-gray, not with age, but like moonlight caught on steel. His face was all clean lines and poor humor. His coat had no embroidery except a dark crest at the shoulder, almost hidden.

I knew that crest.

Everyone in Aster did, even alley rats with no interest in noble family trees.

Arden.

My breath caught again, because apparently I had not suffered enough today.

“Duke Arden,” I said.

His cold eyes flicked over me. Damp skirt, ash on my sleeve, sack clutched to my chest, no cloak, one brass ring broken, hair coming loose under my scarf.

“Mira Vayne,” he said.

“I am becoming very tired of men knowing my name.”

“Then you should have chosen a quieter profession.”

“I tell fake fortunes in an alley.”

“And yesterday one of them came true.”

The carriage took a corner fast. I slid sideways and kicked the opposite bench.

“Stop the carriage.”

“No.”

“That was not a request.”

“It was badly timed.”

I leaned toward the door handle.

His sword came half an inch out of its sheath.

Not pointed at me. Not yet.

Still enough.

“I dislike knives before lunch,” I said.

“It is a sword.”

“Worse manners.”

His mouth did not smile.

Outside, wheels rattled over a bridge. The shouts behind us thinned, then rose again from another street. The driver cursed. The carriage swerved.

Duke Kael Arden looked past the curtain slit, then back at me.

“You are being hunted by the Royal Thread Office.”

“I noticed. They were very protective.”

“They will not stop.”

“Wonderful. I was afraid the day might improve.”

His gaze dropped to the place where I had hidden the letter. Not low enough to be improper. Exact enough to be annoying.

“You have something from the Fell maid.”

I went still.

He saw that too.

“Who are you?” I asked.

“I told you.”

“No, you gave me a title. Titles are expensive masks. I sell cheaper ones.”

For the first time, something almost moved at the corner of his mouth.

Almost.

“Kael Arden.”

“I know that part. Why did you pull me into your carriage?”

“Because you saw the black thread on Lady Maribel Fell.”

The carriage noise seemed to fade for one beat.

My fingers tightened around the sack.

“I saw nothing.”

“Then the palace has no reason to chase you.”

“I am charming. Men make poor choices around me.”

“Not those men.”

My throat went dry.

He leaned forward slightly. There was no softness in him, but he was not looking at me the way the black coats had. Not like property. Not like a problem already solved.

Like a blade he had not decided how to hold.

“What did you see?” he asked.

Rain ticked against the carriage roof.

I thought of gold pulsing behind Maribel’s shoulder. The black wedge biting deeper. The note behind my teeth.

I thought of the letter.

Lord Edric. Palace blessing. Singing in sleep.

I thought of the word protection.

“Let me out,” I said.

“No.”

“I will scream.”

“The driver has heard worse.”

“I will jump.”

“At this speed, you will break something useful.”

“Then slow down.”

“No.”

I stared at him.

He stared back.

I had lied to drunk sailors, jealous wives, bored noblemen, crying girls, and one bishop who wanted reassurance that his stomach pains were not divine punishment. I knew how to find the crack in a face. A twitch. A swallow. A flicker of vanity.

Kael Arden gave me almost nothing.

Almost.

There was strain at his right hand. Not fear. Pain, maybe. The fingers flexed once against his knee, then stilled.

His cuff had been repaired by hand in thread too plain for a duke. The stitches were neat but rushed. His boots were polished, yet the left heel was worn unevenly, as if he favored that side. He had ridden or walked more than a man with his rank needed to.

And there, under the collar of his dark coat, just above the pulse in his throat, the air looked wrong.

I did not want to see it.

The wrongness thickened.

A black thread slid into view behind him.

No.

Not thread.

Rope.

It coiled from the shadow at his back, darker than smoke, heavier than the blade in Lady Maribel’s gold. It wound once around his throat without touching skin and stretched beyond the carriage wall, away through rain and stone and noise.

My stomach lurched.

The black rope tightened.

For a moment, I saw wood beneath his feet. A raised platform. A crowd blurred white and red. A crown, bright with blood that could not have been there.

I jerked back so hard my spine hit the carriage wall.

Kael’s eyes sharpened.

“So,” he said.

My mouth opened.

Nothing came out.

The carriage jolted again. Outside, a horn sounded from somewhere close.

Kael reached across, caught my wrist, and pulled me away from the window just as an arrow punched through the curtain where my head had been.

I stared at the feathered shaft quivering in the wood.

My wrist was still in his hand.

His grip tightened once, not enough to hurt.

“Now,” he said, voice low, “tell me what you saw.”

The horn sounded again.

Hooves closed in on both sides of the carriage.

I looked at the arrow, then at his throat, where the black rope sank into the air like a noose waiting for hands.

“Something ugly,” I said.

The carriage door handle rattled from outside.
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The carriage door handle rattled again.

Kael Arden did not look at it.

That bothered me more than the arrow in the wall.

A man who ignored a blade at his door either had no sense, no fear, or a plan sharp enough to make both unnecessary. I had survived this long by avoiding all three kinds of men.

“Move to the floor,” he said.

“I was enjoying the bench.”

“Mira.”

The way he said my name made the joke dry up.

I slid down between the seats, clutching my sack to my ribs. The carriage lurched, and my shoulder hit his boot. His coat brushed my cheek, cold rain and leather and steel.

Outside, someone shouted, “By order of the Royal Thread Office, stop this carriage!”

Kael tapped twice on the roof with the pommel of his sword.

The driver answered with a crack of the reins.

The horses screamed forward.

My stomach stayed somewhere behind us.

The door handle stopped rattling. Something slammed into the side of the carriage instead. A body, maybe. A shoulder. The whole frame bucked.

“Your friends are persistent,” I said.

“They are not my friends.”

“You have my sympathy. I dislike mine too.”

He drew his sword.

The blade came free without a whisper of show. No jeweled hilt. No ridiculous noble flourish. Just clean steel, narrow and ready.

The carriage took another corner. I grabbed the underside of the seat, teeth clicking together hard enough to hurt.

The black rope around Kael
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