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Chapter 1: The Red Envelope
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They found the red envelope on the bindery counter between the bone folder and the jar of wheat paste, as if it had walked there on its own and settled among the tools. Niamh saw it first because she always rose before the bell in the tower tolled the day, and because the shop was her morning catechism: sweep shavings, trim the endbands, stir the paste until it loosened from its sleep. The bindery smelled of beeswax and old paper, sweet and faintly animal, a scent that had lived in her hair since childhood. Pine tar, too, from the wagoners who hauled crates to the alley out back, leaving the faint ghost of the forest on the air.

The seal was crimson, the kind of red that remembered heat. Pressed into it—a thorned clockface with no hands. Around it, a ring of letters she did not know. No, not letters. Knots, like stitches. She had seen that mark once in a chapbook woodcut, a curiosity from the north: Caer Briarth’s sigil.

She touched the envelope’s edge. The paper was thick, like vellum’s younger cousin, with a nap that caught her skin. Someone had cut it square with a sharp knife and a steady breath. It ought to have been delivered, not left. The door’s bell had not rung. The shutter had not shifted. Still, the red lay there, patient.

“Da?” she called, and her voice sounded too loud in the little room. Bairre slept in the back, where the beeswax was warmest, where he could breathe easier. He had not come through a winter without cough since Brigid disappeared. Niamh had counted each cough the year after, the way a bookbinder counts stitches, and resented the way a number can become a comfort you hate.

Bairre’s answer was a rustle and a cough, soft, the kind that said it would ease with tea.

Niamh wiped her fingers on the cloth and broke the seal.

The letter smelled faintly of resin, as if the sender had held it near a pine hearth to dry. The script was careful, spidery. Not a friend’s hand. Not a creditor’s.

Niamh ingen Bairre,

The dance keeps what is named wrong and loses what is named true. Brigid is within the dance. Come before dusk. Wear what you are not, if you would find what was.

—M.

There was a postscript, a little needle-prick of ink.

The first waltz is not the first danger.

Niamh read it twice, then stood very still. Her breath trailed a thin thread into the cold of the shop. She had not seen Brigid in a year. That is how people said it, as if absence had a color: last spring she was all quick hands and eyes bright with mischief, stitching a stag on her apron with silver thread, talking herself into boldness and out of sleep. The morning of the ball, she had kissed their father’s forehead and told him to lock up early; she had squeezed Niamh’s hand and promised to be home with dawn. “Don’t look for me unless you mean it,” she had said, too jaunty, as if prophecies could be tricked.

She had meant to. She had meant it every day and still the errand had become a ritual instead of a search. Rumors were a kind of binding too: people wrapped them around grief, until both stopped moving.

The bell in the tower tolled one slow note. The letter lay in her open palm, heavier than paper ought to be.

“Da,” she said, and he was there in the doorway, hair sleep-mussed, robe belted around his thin waist. He looked at the red the way a man looks at a trapspring. Unwilling to touch. Unable not to.

“What’s that?” His voice had always been low, as if it had learned not to frighten spines out of true.

“A summons,” Niamh said. She used the word that would make it workaday, as if it were for a customer’s ledger. “From Caer Briarth.”

Bairre’s hands tightened on the jamb. The skin of his knuckles went pale. “It comes on its own and asks kindly, that place. That is how it eats.”

“It says Brigid is... within.”

“It says whatever sends you walking.” He coughed, a short one, then another; laid a hand against the lintel to steady himself. When he looked up, his eyes had the stubborn shine Niamh recognized from her own face in a glass. “If you go, you will not say names once you cross the threshold. Do you hear? They say the chandeliers listen.”

“I hear,” she said. She did not say she had already decided. He knew. She had loved Brigid as if love were a duty as much as a joy. That was the shape of it: Niamh came first, Brigid afterward, the way script follows the ruling on a page. Brigid had hated the line. Had walked out of it. You do not chase a sister out of love, people said, as if chase were only a hunter’s word. But she did not know what else to call the way her heart moved when she thought of Brigid in the dark, unaccounted for.

“I’ll take the moth,” she said after a moment.

Bairre looked at the row of masks on the high shelf, dusty from a year without use. Most were festival pieces, painted with laughing mouths or clever horns; scraps from scrap, a bookbinder’s masks, made of pasteboard and offcut silk, strong enough to wear for a flourish and forget. There was one she had never worn, plain as a promise: a moth’s pale oval, two soft crescent hollows for eyes. One year Brigid had teased her—You’ll scare no one with that, and Niamh had replied, Good. The mouth had no paint at all. If a person wanted to read anything there, they would have to learn the language of breath.

Bairre lifted it down. The silk band had been stitched with care. The inside smelled faintly of glue and linen. She had lined it with scraps of vellum once, to give it strength. Her fingers traced the inside edge where the vellum had run a little shy and she had hidden the seam with silk.

“Wear gloves,” Bairre said. “Take salt with you. Keep your breath small. Ask before you let anyone touch you. Ask even if you think the answer will be yes. Do you hear? There are halls where your bones will be listened to more closely than your words.”

Niamh smiled, because that was their way, to make rules out of fear until fear could be tidied. “I will ask,” she said.

He hesitated, then pressed a little packet into her palm. “Thread, in case there’s mending to be done,” he said, as if he were lending her a needlecase for the road. The packet was soft, blue as a winter’s noon. The thread inside caught light in a thin, odd way, refracting like a strand of glass.

“Where did you—?”

“Bought it years ago off a tinkerer. He swore it would pull a stitch through anything. He might have been a liar.”

“All the best tinkerers are,” she said.

They ate bread and drank tea with a lemon that had gone a little dull but still surprised her tongue. Bairre let her lace her boots without fussing over the tightness the way he used to, when she was a girl. He polished her old glove buttons with a thumb. He did not try to keep her. That was the mercy he could give.

By noon a wagoner had a space for her. She sat with her satchel in her lap and the moth-mask inside it, its pale curve catching a stray sunbeam like a bowl of milk. The wagon jolted over ruts and the tarry smell of the wheels rose like a hymn.

The road to Caer Briarth braided through villages that knew to look away when its name came up. At the square in Dun Bleddyn, an old woman pinched salt over her shoulder and told nobody in particular, “They come back with their faces, most, but not with the right faces. You’ve seen foxes pretend to be men? Men can do it too.”

At the next ford, a boy no older than Brigid used to be sketched his finger across his throat with ghoulish glee and sang a scrap of ballad, the sort that travels faster than truth:

Mask on midnight, stitch and seam—
If you name love, you feed the beam.
Mask off dawn and see what’s wrong:
Hunter, wolf, they swap at song.
An old man cuffed him lightly and muttered an apology into the wagon’s shadow. “Pay him no mind,” he told Niamh. “Children play at gargoyles as if they’re saints.”

In the shelter of the wagon’s side, Niamh traced the letter’s sigil again and again, wearing a groove in the red wax with her thumb. She remembered Brigid’s throat under her hand as a child when she had had a fever: hot, bird-fierce, the pulse a flutter. She remembered making her little sister a mask from scrap, once, a stag with antlers cut from a broken fan. Brigid had danced around the shop, hooves loud on the plank floor. Brigid liked to pick the pieces of herself and put them back as something that could not be hunted. Niamh had admired it, then feared it.

They changed horses at a coaching inn where the lintel had been scored with marks she half recognized: charms that instructed the sunlight. The innkeeper met her gaze and looked away, as if he had decided what her errand was and did not have the right prayer to cover it. In the corner a fiddler rosined his bow with slow concentration. His tuning sent sweet sawdust into the air, a little ghost of what the night would hold.

Towards evening, the forest closed in. The road narrowed until the wagoner had to steer with his breath as much as his hands. Pines ranked on either side, resin-scent rich enough to eat. The last of the day filmed their needles with silver. Niamh put a gloved finger to the satchel’s clasp and felt the littlest tremble in herself and named it not fear but recognition: the way her skin knew winter when the first frost came, or her hands knew when a knot in leather would not be coaxed.

The wagoner left her at a milestone where the road forked. He had the frank caution of someone who knows a story and does not want to be it.

“Lady,” he said, because masks and manners begin before a door sometimes, “this is where I go on sensibly. You see that path? Follow it until you think you have made an error. If you turn back then, you’ll come to a fox’s den. If you keep on, you’ll come to a hall. They will be watching for you from the first. Walk with your gloves on.”

She thanked him and gave him three coins, which he tried and failed to refuse. “Pay them with breath if you can,” he muttered, half to himself, as if he felt better after offering bad advice.

The path became flagstone, became a sweep of pale gravel, became a stair cut into the hill. The trees peeled back. The light changed from forest to something curated, pale and attentive. Lanterns hung from black iron shepherd’s crooks all along the rise, hundreds of them—no, not lanterns, not exactly. Each was a globe of glass caged in filigree, lit with a cool white flame that did not smoke. They floated slightly in their cages, as if they were moons caught and taught to behave.

Caged moons, Brigid would have said with a laugh, her voice breathless
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