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ACT 1
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Once there was a farm girl who was meant for great things, although she would not know it for a very long time. She was not a very beautiful girl. Her skin was not fair, her voice was not sweet, and her hair was the color of an old grackle’s wing. The farm girl was kind, however. She was dutiful and diligent too. She was the last to leave the fields each day, but always the first to arrive. For this, her parents were grateful: A bride didn’t need to be beautiful if she could be depended upon, and the farm girl was very dependable.

For eighteen years, she lived with her parents, happy in their cottage. She would have lived there until she was a very old woman had it not been for the noblewoman who came looking to buy a son.

“But why would you want to buy a son?” asked the girl’s father, who dreamt sometimes of having so much food in the larder, he could forget what famine was like.

“Because I am old,” said the noblewoman, although her hair was the black of night itself. “And because I have no children to give my riches to.”

“Would you buy a daughter instead?” asked the girl’s mother, who dreamt sometimes of what it might be like to have gems dripping from her ears and gold at her neck.

“A daughter?” said the noblewoman. “Perhaps.”

And so, the farm girl was brought to the noblewoman, who looked at her like something long lost and then found.

“Will you be my daughter?” asked the noblewoman.

“But I have parents already,” said the farm girl.

“They told me I could buy you, my darling girl, and make you my own. But I will not claim you unless you give yourself away.”

The farm girl, who dreamt often of being a bride, of having a husband wealthy and kind, of having enough money to promise her mother jewels and her father a future where food was as plentiful as her love, asked the noblewoman, “What will you give my parents if I let you take me away?”

“What do you think your price should be?” said the noblewoman.

“What they deserve,” said the farm girl. “What they want and more.”

“Oh. We can do that,” said the noblewoman.

And so the noblewoman bade the farm girl to wait outside the home in which the farm girl was born and the home in which the farm girl thought she would die. In the dark stood a carriage of blanched white oak and two pale horses with eyes like smoke. Because she was dutiful, the farm girl did as she was told. Because she was young, the farm girl asked no questions when the noblewoman emerged an hour later: silent, smiling, satisfied.

The two rode away then, daughter and mother. Neither spoke about what was left behind—not the farm girl’s life, nor the house growing cold, nor the bodies there, one drowned in bright metals, the other in stew.




Prologue

At twenty, Matilda Bradbury still felt like a child. This was a problem.

When she had been a young girl, her mother had assured her that life paralleled the year’s seasons, that each person would live a tumultuous spring, then a calmer summer, then an autumn rich in the harvests of all the good deeds sown, before finally a winter of perfect sagaciousness, where there would be grandchildren and long naps and petitioners coming from far and wide, asking for the wisdom gathered from those warmer times. For a while, that story brought Matilda comfort.

Except she was increasingly convinced that whatever force had taught her body about womanhood had somehow forgotten to provide her heart and her mind the same tutelage. Matilda worried sometimes that she would never grow up, that she would spend the rest of her life playacting at being an adult, her flesh aging while her soul remained this liminal half thing, neither girl nor woman but something more feral and excruciatingly itself.

This all might have been easier if not for the fact Matilda had been told repeatedly that she was a prodigy, someone upon whom her family had hung their hopes; not a day went by where Matilda wasn’t aware of this weight and what it would mean if she failed those expectations. The Bradburys weren’t in particularly dire straits, it was true. Even in Whitestone, people were always in need of a skilled tanner or a taxidermist who could help preserve the memory of a beloved pet. Someone who knew the trick of coaxing the dead to hold life’s luster for just a little longer, or, at least, for long enough.

But the city’s need for them was no protection against time. As Matilda grew older, her parents grew slower; they ached more on cold mornings, and lately, her mother had begun to complain that Matilda’s writing was too small, too cramped, too hard to read, even though it wasn’t but a year ago when she praised her daughter’s penmanship as beautifully legible. Winter was settling in Matilda’s parents, chill and gray. Every year added another line to her father’s brow and another strand of frost to her mother’s dark hair. Though they insisted old age needn’t be feared, Matilda worried for them and their comfort. Try as Matilda might, she found herself aphantasic when it came to picturing that life of gentle idle they had spoken so lovingly of, not unless their fortunes changed.

Not unless Matilda did something.

All of which to say, she was terrified.

Matilda picked at the loose threads in her frayed blue shawl, ashamed by the sudden embarrassment that swept through her. This was her mother’s favorite shawl, a relic from when Matilda’s grandmother had been alive, maintained with zealous care: stitched-over, tenderly mended, kept hidden save for those rare occasions—a wedding, a death, a joyous birth—that merited its appearance. And oh, how it blazed in Matilda’s earliest memories, a tongue of blue flame curled around her mother’s brown shoulders, bright as a piece of the noon sky. Never before had she been allowed to touch it, never mind wear it. When her mother draped the fabric over her, a gesture as portentous as a queen knighting a man, Matilda nearly wept with pride. That sense of belonging, of being wrapped in a love so ferocious nothing could ever touch her—not gods or callous nobles—kept Matilda’s head held high throughout the carriage ride to Whitestone Castle, past its gates and its rows of stone-faced guards, but then she walked through its doors and—

Matilda stared again at the ends of her mother’s gift, marveling at how shabby it looked against the pristine splendor of the castle’s furnishings, the beautiful tapestries and abalone walls; how faded it appeared in the amber oil light, and how much worse the rest of her ensemble seemed in the same burnished luminance. She could have stomached all this if not for the Briarwoods’ brittle kindness, which was as much pity as it was anything else. They gave her a tunic that was a richer blue than her shawl—than any fabric she’d ever seen—its hue nearly iridescent, like the sea jeweled by a noon sun; leathers like her father would weep to make; belts; black leggings; white fur for her shoulders: all of which, Delilah gently said, were better fitting for the occasion. Matilda would have fled out of a servant’s door then, but Dawnfather knew how the Briarwoods would react if her parents had to explain that their daughter had bolted like prey. No, she wouldn’t put her parents through that, not for something as frivolous as her pride.

And if she left now, if Matilda slunk home in shame, she would never know if Delilah might recognize Matilda as someone with potential, someone who could be trained, be honed into something of worth. Someone who might even be an equal one day.

The thought felt perilously large—too big, in fact, to hold for long. She found herself choking on the embarrassing arrogance of it all. How dare Matilda imagine Delilah counting her as a peer? What hubris, Matilda told herself. Worse still was the sense of guilt. Rumors about the Briarwoods abounded in Whitestone. Monstrous rumors. Despite Delilah’s silken manners and Sylas’s smiling charm, their reputation was bloodied by alarming stories.

Some said the Briarwoods had murdered the de Rolos, the city’s former custodians. There’d been a pretty speech the day the Briarwoods arrived, a tragic recounting of how the de Rolos had succumbed to illness after absenting themselves from Whitestone. They were sorry, the Briarwoods said, that it came to this. But from the pyre of that horror, a new order to things would rise: better, brighter, but still true to the past. The Briarwoods would rule in the de Rolos’ stead and keep the city safe as a favor to the dead. Matilda would always remember the shapes Delilah’s mouth had formed, how her lips kissed together, the pious and solemn pleasure she seemed to take in her eulogizing of the de Rolos.

Within a fortnight, gossip began to seep through the city: murmurs about how the story didn’t make sense and how the dates didn’t line up. A thin-faced physician, too young to know how to hold his tongue, noted the statistical impossibility of an entire family dying simultaneously. Perhaps the older de Rolos could have succumbed to their illness in tandem, but their seven children were young and hale. It didn’t make sense, he said, until his betters hushed him.

But the damage had been done.

Six weeks later, the physician was found swinging from the rafters of his home, a sad little corpse with a surprised expression, like he’d woken to find his neck threaded through the noose and died still in the throes of disbelief. It was ruled as a suicide by everyone who knew better, but for months after that, whenever someone had ill to say about the Briarwoods, they swallowed their words, regardless of how bitter they were. Soon, all anyone had to say about the matter was that it was a pity the de Rolos—efficient, reclusive, kind enough for nobility—were dead.

(And sometimes, in softer tones, and only in the sanctuary of cupped hands and closed doors, they also said, The de Rolos did not deserve the kind of death the Briarwoods brought.)

(No one did.)

When all was said and done, though, the Briarwoods were Matilda’s best—only—chance at becoming more than a tanner’s daughter, and besides, there was value too, as her father noted, in being of use to the beast. Ethics fed no one, least of all tanners and their families.

So, here they were, waiting for a feast in a castle so grand Matilda worried she’d spoil the air just by breathing. What use the Briarwoods could have for her and the other six peasant families they’d invited to the event was beyond Matilda’s ability to conjecture. Maybe it was so they could scrutinize the gulf between themselves and the impoverished. That way, they might be able to better appreciate the languor of their lives. Whatever it was, whatever the truth, this was an opportunity. An unseen clock tolled the hour, the sound muddled by the walls and the riches choking every stone. There was still time to wander the castle, to prepare. Delilah Briarwood had been explicit about wanting her guests to indulge in their hospitality, as this was a special night. And there had been something in the inflection of her voice, in the infinitesimal bend of her smile as she stooped to address a towheaded girl clinging to her father’s hand, and in how she held Matilda’s eyes as she rose again, that said to Matilda it was imperative they do as Delilah said.

Thus, Matilda diligently roamed the halls of Whitestone Castle, awed by the sheer number of rooms and their brilliantly appointed interiors, gorgeous as a jewel box, or the kind of memorial a rich man might stage for his dead. Resplendent as each individual chamber was, they were almost all marked by disuse: cowled in spiderwebs, tomb-like, eerie with the relics of those who had lived here. But Matilda was too mesmerized to think twice about the dust tarring the walls, her head lit with childhood dreams she’d thought extinguished: fantasies of balls, and men in tailcoats, and women gowned in pristine silks, wearing seed pearls in their lacquered hair; of symposiums filled with scholars from every continent, each of them thrumming with a fortune in knowledge; of all of these people—beautiful, erudite—turning to Matilda and bowing low, because she stood the best of them.

Drifting down a stretch of white stairs, the walls muralled with portraits of the dead, Matilda turned a corner and discovered herself in a chamber that seemed intended for nothing but the display of dozens and dozens of figurines. Long tables housed intricate dioramas, the carvings arranged so they looked like they were in battle in one tableau, and at a ball in another, and so on and so forth, a whole country of scenes. Matilda leaned down, fascinated by one panorama in particular: two children stumbling through a black forest, hounded by things she had no name for, things that might have been wolves were it not for the froth of pink flesh growing out through their joints.

“Beautiful, aren’t they? I had those commissioned just last year when Sylas was in bitter megrims,” purred a low, mellifluous voice. “It so cheered him to see Cassandra’s reaction to them.”

Matilda flinched from the display at the sound of that cheery observation, her hip colliding with another table. Before she could turn, there was a crash, the noise of ceramic splintering, shrapnel plinking across marble as it bounced every which way. Matilda’s heart died in her chest. She stared, transfixed, stupid with fear, unable to do more than pant as Delilah Briarwood eeled into the light. Like a penitent before their deity, like prey before the wolf, Matilda could only tremble, her panicked thoughts tumbling together into a drone.

“Please,” she managed, though it made no sense to say the word. Please what? hissed that small cruel voice in Matilda’s head, the one that snapped at her when she stumbled or spoke out of turn.

The older woman shrugged a lithe shoulder, her dress rippling like oil over her frame, almost hyaline in places. Matilda saw the line of her clavicle, the arc of a hip bone. Glimpses that might have felt tawdry were it not for the intensity of Delilah’s mirrored gaze and the assuredness of her manner. She smiled at Matilda.

“You remind me of myself when I was younger. Just before I came to ascendancy. I was so diffident,” said Delilah generously, a hand lofting as she approached. “Meek, even. Then I came to understand how powerful I was, and it all changed.”

Scintillae of incarnadine light, that meaty red of muscle freshly carved from bone, gathered between Delilah’s fingers. They clumped then lengthened into bright filaments, lightening to purple as they came to glove her to the elbow. Every hair on Matilda’s forearms and the back of her neck rose in perfect synchronicity, the air electric as the moment before a storm hits. The purple glow shot up and around Matilda, forcing her head to ricochet from point to point to keep track of its path, some part of her convinced she was its target until it was clear she was not. The light swallowed the remains of the figurines Matilda had shattered, forcing them together and then apart, an awkward aerial waltz that continued until pieces found their match.

“I thought magic was—” Matilda began, faltering partway through. It wouldn’t do to show how ignorant she really was. Her poverty she couldn’t help, but Matilda didn’t need Delilah Briarwood thinking she was unsophisticated too.

“Magic was what, darling?”

“Um,” said Matilda, drawing breath. Maybe Delilah would think her naivete adorable. Others had before. Clutching to that hope, she continued, “You know, something to lubricate—” She was proud of her use of the word. Her eyes flicked from the floor to Delilah, hoping to see that same pride reflected, but the woman’s expression was empty of anything but polite interest; the oil paintings surrounding them held more emotion. “—farm life, make it all easier. Help the cows birth their calves. Make the soil fertile. Keep the crows away. Those things.”

“That is,” said Delilah very slowly, as if she were deliberating on the kindest way to phrase her sentiments, “one use of magic, I suppose. It isn’t the most elegant use of it, but magic is versatile. Suited for nobles and”—her smile tightened as her eyes grazed over Matilda’s face, moving down her throat, lingering on the shawl she’d kept stubbornly around her shoulders—“peasants.”

“I used to dream about what it’d be like if I was a powerful noble lady,” Matilda began to prattle, unable to help the deluge, fingers worrying at a corner of her scarf. “My mother says I’m pretty enough to marry someone in court. I don’t know if that is true. She’s my mother. I think mothers are obligated to say such things about their children, but it is lovely to dream about. Although I think I want to be a powerful sorceress like you. I feel like a pot bubbling over sometimes. I’m so full of magic, it hurts my bones. That or it’s just growing pains. I don’t know, I don’t—”

Matilda gulped down a breath. “My mother says I talk a lot.”

“There is nothing wrong with talking,” said Delilah in turn, close enough now to touch, close enough to rest a crooked finger on the underside of Matilda’s chin. Nacre shone at her ears. “Where have you been training?”

“Training?”

“Where do you go to be taught magic?” said Delilah, her tone that of a woman speaking to a slow-witted child: syrupy and slightly exasperated. She began to pace in a circle around Matilda, the cadence of her speech matched to the measured clack of booted heels on marble. “I, for example, trained first at the Alabaster Lyceum before I continued my studies at the Soltryce Academy.”

“I don’t—I don’t go anywhere—”

“You don’t?” Delilah stopped behind her, voice weighed down with so much honey, Matilda thought she would drown. “Do you train in Whitestone, then?”

“There’s no one there who can teach me. I was hoping—”

“You were hoping what, darling?”

Delilah’s tone might have cooled then, resin congealing to amber; Matilda did not notice. She was preoccupied with gathering her courage from where it’d hidden itself from Delilah’s green gaze.

“That you could train me?”

The word train fell like a stone into deep water, taking with it all the sound in the vast chamber. All at once, Matilda became too aware of the frantic shudder of her pulse.

“Darling,” said Delilah, and Matilda almost wept at the tenderness with which the word was spoken. Except then, still with that same fond lilt, Delilah added, “I hate to say this, but if you had enough potential to be trained, someone would have come for you a long time ago. That you’re still here, asking for tutelage …”

The thinnest sigh eased from Delilah’s lips as her fingers stole through Matilda’s hair, weaving it into a braid.

“Well, it’s not good, I’m afraid,” said the older woman. “I don’t think your future involves the academies. But perhaps you may see some success as a hedge witch.”

The comment, spoken so flippantly and with such an airy tone, wasn’t a wound at first; it was like a cat’s claw licking over flesh, sharp enough to gouge without pain. Not until blood comes welling out, lurid and hot. Matilda felt the sting of Delilah’s remark the same way, a welt of shame knocking the air from her.

“A hedge witch,” repeated Matilda dully. There was always one in every village, and the hedge witch was almost inevitably a woman, old and ill-regarded, alone save for her knowledge and her poultices—useful to the community, sure, but kept on the periphery, a warning in woman form. Someone for mothers to point to when their daughters asked if there was more to the world than being a bride. This is what you become, they would whisper balefully, if you don’t serve in the role you’re given.

But she shouldn’t let Delilah see her cry. Bradbury women, as her mother had said so many times before, did not break.

“What is your name?”

“Matilda. Matilda Bradbury,” she said on an exhale, a memory of gentler hands tipping her head back into Delilah’s palms. Instinct was hard to refute.

Delilah said nothing in response, only continued with her labor, the backs of her enameled nails cold against Matilda’s skin. The silence lengthened until it wrapped tight around Matilda’s throat. She had to say something, anything, or she’d choke to death on that terrible quiet.

“Do you think I might ever be as beautiful as you?”

Before Delilah could reply, she continued, “I think I could be.”

“I think,” said Delilah, the light florals of her perfume tinged with something reptilian, a dry and not altogether pleasant scent reminiscent of the tinctures Matilda’s father used to prepare the dead. She pecked Matilda on the cheek, lips chill and rougher than the girl expected. Delilah stroked a thumb along Matilda’s jaw as she stepped around in front of her once again. Her expression was empty as glass as she studied Matilda. “It is better that you stay focused on what is coming next.”

Somewhere in Whitestone Castle, a bell gonged three times.

“Ah,” said Delilah. “It is time for dinner.”
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THE FEAST WAS A DEVILRY of culinary wonders, more extravagant than anything Matilda could have imagined. There was marrow frothed into meringue, curried sorbets, pheasant wings with their feathers still attached but the meat perfectly fried, vibrant red lobsters, more varieties of butter than she thought could exist, and endless amuse-bouches wheeled out between each course, including a rich spread of salty pâtés. It didn’t feel like there was a logic to any of it; it was excess for excess’s sake, a show of prosperity. Matilda ate with an anxious mechanical thoroughness, barely tasting any of what passed her lips, struck by a nauseating sense that if she were to stop or stumble or, worse, drop her fork, someone would instruct her to leave. The thought frightened her greatly.

More than anything, she wanted to belong.

Forget the rest of it. Forget her ambitions and Delilah’s softly worded cruelties, how the woman had smiled pityingly as she suggested that a hedge witch might be the most Matilda could ever hope to be. Matilda would renounce all her previous aspirations if it bought her this instead: this life, these fineries, nights like this, except in the company of people just like the Briarwoods, laughing about the cleverest things. Delilah might not see Matilda as a prospective student, but perhaps she could be convinced to adopt her as a lady-in-waiting. That seemed a tenable compromise. And if she were a handmaiden for the Briarwoods, she might have the opportunity to attract the eye of a viscount or viscountess.

But not if she embarrassed herself here. So, she ate because the Briarwoods were eating, and she drank because the Briarwoods were drinking, and what they ignored, she did as well. The Briarwoods sat on opposite ends of the long banquet table: Delilah still in her dress, although now she wore a stole of raven feathers over it, the candlelight bringing out their iridescence; Sylas in a black tailcoat with a pearly white cravat. They exchanged sinuous grins with each other as they spoke with their guests, and Matilda found herself relieved she’d been positioned in the middle of the tableau, too far for either of them to engage her in small talk; it was one thing to emulate them, another to do so while trying to sound eloquent, something she’d never been adept at. She might have felt more guilt about this distance if her parents weren’t bracketing the Lady Briarwood, all three of them in energetic conversation.

Two hours into the dinner, their plates were retrieved, their filthy cutlery and stained napkins delicately taken away. Matilda’s heart seized at this. Her expression must have changed because her mother glanced over abruptly, signaling, with a sharp pursing of her bow-shaped mouth, for her to behave. Chastened, Matilda straightened her posture, gazing ahead into a colossal portrait of the de Rolos’ scions, the children all precociously stern for a cluster of prepubescents. She wondered where the other siblings had gone. Cassandra was still here, after all, a sullen figure to the left of Sylas. The young de Rolo was dressed in a copy of Delilah’s own outfit, but neither her haggard gaze nor her gaunt frame did it any justice. She spoke to no one, stared at nothing, and Matilda suspected she tasted nothing of their sumptuous meal either.

When the last plate was whisked back into the kitchens, a man dressed in chef’s raiment emerged with a tray of silver goblets, each inlaid with milky chunks of moonstone.

“My friends,” said Sylas as the cook stationed himself beside the lord. “It is not often that we are able to invite people to our home. My love and I”—he took a chalice as it was offered—“spent many years alone, searching for a place to call our own. When we found Whitestone, we weren’t sure if it’d be our true home or if we’d be driven to go elsewhere again. But your city welcomed us like we were family, and we promise to love you as you love us.”

The Lord Briarwood raised his cup. The chef made a circle of the table, handing each guest a chalice of their own. Inside was something that smelled like wine, only smokier, and so thick it almost seemed curdled.

“To Whitestone,” said Sylas when each man, woman, and child held a drink in hand.

“To the de Rolos,” said Delilah fondly, lifting her goblet. “We wouldn’t be here if it were not for their kindness and open hearts.”

“To a better future,” rasped Cassandra hoarsely, but her smile seemed genuine, even if it didn’t quite light her eyes.

One by one, the other guests in attendance added to the moment, some giving thanks for their flocks, others their ancestors, their health, the health of their businesses, their partners, their children, the future they foresaw for their offspring. The bolder, more opportunistic diners cited the Briarwoods in their toasts, wishing them fortune and longevity, which did not ignite blazing smiles in their hosts as they likely wished, but earned them strange laughter instead.

Her parents were the last to speak.

“To Matilda,” said her mother. “You are our joy.”

“You are the best of us both,” said her father as he stood too quickly, chair legs screeching over the polished floor, his cup thrust in an increasingly horrified Matilda’s direction. Like her mother, he spoke with the rawness of a heart offered on an altar, with the brilliance of a hearth-fire stoked so hot one could almost forget the winter without. “The absolute best, and the Briarwoods—”

“Father, please. No.”

Ignoring Matilda, he turned to their hosts. His love shone like an earnest light.

“She’s a good girl, Matilda. She’s smart, she’s clever. She has so much magic in her you’d wish she was your daughter. We won’t let you adopt her, but if you want to be godparents—”

Matilda sunk her face into her hands.

“Godparents,” said Lady Briarwood, turning the word over in her mouth. “Well, that would be something, wouldn’t it, Sylas?”

“Indeed. To your beloved child, then,” said her husband, standing. Juxtaposed against Sylas’s elegant figure, Matilda’s father looked almost unmolded, half-made. “We drink to her, and we drink to the rest of you. This is a night you will remember to your dying day.”

At the words dying day, Matilda raised her head, feeling something twinge in her, like a fox alerted to the premonition of hounds, the hunter and his pack not yet arrived but close enough for their murderous intent to envenom the air. But when she looked up, she saw no animosity in the Briarwoods’ expressions, only kindness. The rest of the guests were on their feet too, the blond-haired girl swaddled in her father’s arms, and were looking kindly to Matilda with raised glasses and expectant gazes, no rancor in their expressions, as this was a dinner between friends, wasn’t it?

Maybe she was wrong.

Maybe they’d all been wrong about them. Surely, some rumors evolved from resentment of another’s blessings, and Matilda could see how people might come to be jealous of Delilah’s perfect manners and Sylas’s perfect beauty. Her heart unwound into open affection for the event, their hosts, the evening itself. Maybe Delilah had done her a kindness by euthanizing Matilda’s ambition; better she be embarrassed in private by the Lady Briarwood than in public by a court of magi, all shocked to see a taxidermist’s daughter exhibiting airs in their august company.

She rose, careful not to spill her drink over the fine vestments Delilah had provided, and said, “To new friends. May we always be together.”

When they’d all drained their glasses, Sylas glanced into the velveted near-dark and said ringingly, “The dessert courses can now begin.”
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IT WAS RED.

All of it. Every subsequent dish to emerge was some variety of red or another, whether it was sorbet or soufflé, madeleine or macaron. The banquet table ached under its burden of confections, and at certain angles, the candlelight made them resemble the bounty of an abattoir, bloody and gleaming. Matilda picked listlessly at the berries she could find, eschewing the rest. Half because if she ate another sliver of cake, she would vomit the entirety of her dinner onto the floor. Half because she was afraid.

The Briarwoods were gone.

They’d absconded with her parents after a marzipan swan dyed—what else?—a brilliant crimson was presented to their guests, a long-necked miracle of sugar that had everyone but Matilda applauding over its artistry. There’d been nothing untoward about the interaction; it’d been courtly, contingent on their consent. Sylas had taken her mother by the hand even as Delilah offered her own to Matilda’s father, who fumbled to hold it with adequate grace. There was no coercion that Matilda could see or sense, and her parents had smiled at her before they left the dining hall, mouthing, Be good.

It was fine. It would be fine. Matilda repeated these reassurances to herself until they unmade themselves into gibberish. When it dawned on her she could no longer make sense of the words, Matilda stopped and threaded her fingers through her hair, pulling, tugging, strands coming loose with sharp little bites of pain. Something was wrong. She didn’t know what shape that wrongness wore, only that her certainty of it was eating through her belly like a dog.

“It’d be nice if all of us got private audiences,” said a woman to Matilda’s right sometime later, when the gauntlet of desserts was taken away and replaced by small cups of strong black coffee.

Matilda opened her mouth to say—well, something not nice, but shut it a second later as Delilah floated in from the gloom alone. Gone was her feathered stole; the Lady Briarwood’s shoulders were bare and white as cold marble. She smiled like something that’d gobbled its way through a henhouse.

“There you are, darling,” she crooned. “We were looking all over for you. Come, now. I need you for something very special.”

The words, Delilah’s honeyed tone, the daggered looks of envy she was shot—these all dizzied Matilda. A few hours ago, she had felt so very out of place: crude and awkward and irredeemably provincial. Now Delilah Briarwood, Lady of Whitestone, magus most extraordinaire, her voice silken with invitation, was asking for her specifically, Matilda and no other. Those green eyes seemed to register no one else.

That intimacy of interest should have sent a frisson of joy through Matilda. This was every one of her lofty dreams manifested. But she couldn’t shake that sense of wrongness, of her world lurching off its axis, spinning off-balance. Her head swam. She wasn’t made to be the center of anyone’s attention, least of all Delilah’s.

“You know,” said Delilah once she’d reached Matilda’s side, hooking a hand under the latter’s elbow, guiding her upright. “I thought at first I’d wait to show you our big surprise. I don’t want anyone to feel left out. But your parents changed my mind. All that talk about how special you are, and your boldness earlier—”

Unease prickled at the back of Matilda’s neck, but she was too overwhelmed still to do more than smile and be shepherded wherever Delilah intended to take her. The chatter didn’t help either: effervescent and endless, filling up the silence so there wasn’t any room for independent thinking. Nonetheless, the discomfort remained lodged in Matilda.

“—makes me think you’re more than your mousy exterior.”

Delilah led Matilda from the dining hall into a vaulted corridor, this one bare of decorative accents. The few guttering candles Matilda saw spat a watery gray light onto the walls. None penetrated the ceiling, their light swallowed by the murk there.

“Anyway, I decided I’d have you be the very first to see what Sylas and I are working on. Your father helped so very much.”

She wanted to run then. Every molecule in Matilda’s body wanted to strip her from Delilah’s side and have her run, run far, run fast, run until all memory of the contact bled out of her, and even farther after that. Run until she could forget Whitestone, forget the candescence of Delilah’s skin. She wanted to be anywhere but within the orbit of Delilah’s reach, but the new Lady of Whitestone had invoked Matilda’s father, which was grievously unfair. Whatever Matilda’s other faults were, she was not unfilial. No matter her own terrors, she was all but obligated now to go with Delilah, to find her father, to protect him however best she could and, failing that, hold his hand tight through whatever was coming next because Matilda knew, without need for evidence, that something was coming: a terrible revelation, a thing like death, or perhaps death itself if they were lucky and the Briarwoods could be tempted to kindness.

“Oh,” said Matilda weakly. “That is very good, I think.”

For some reason, that made Delilah laugh, and the sound filled the air like an omen.
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CASSANDRA DE ROLO EMERGED FROM behind the reinforced door just as Matilda and Delilah turned the corner. She had changed from the ladylike couture she’d worn during dinner into a more workman-like getup: Leather gloves, like Matilda’s father would own. Overalls, blotched with drying gore. Though Cassandra was not much older than Matilda, her dark hair was splattered with white. From this close, Matilda could see how bruised Cassandra’s eyes were from a lack of sleep, the thick shadows that had accumulated under her horrified blue gaze.

“You can’t,” said Cassandra emptily, and Matilda thought for a moment her existence was being repudiated. That the last surviving de Rolo was castigating her for having the temerity to come to Whitestone Castle, to travel down into its belly without permission, down into its quiet basements where an indigo sheen now lit every stone. That she was being reprimanded for having the poor taste of being a peasant girl with limited manners and daring to bring to Whitestone a ragged shawl so old it was beginning to feather into even more ragged threads. “Please, you can’t.”

“I cannot what, my dear?” said Delilah.

The softly spoken question startled from Cassandra a sound so miserable, so utterly wretched that Matilda couldn’t restrain herself from opening her arms to the other girl. The Bradburys didn’t have much, but they had kindness to share.

Before Matilda could do so, Delilah’s fingers rippled closed over her shoulder. She steered Matilda past the crestfallen girl, whose face might have been stone, so vacant of expression it was, and set a hand on the door.

“Do me a favor,” said Delilah. “Close your eyes and walk until I tell you to stop.”

Matilda did as she was told.

“And you. Don’t you dare go anywhere. You know how Sylas hates working on ears.”

An oily abattoir reek spilled through the threshold as the door creaked open. Matilda swallowed and she could feel the stench encrust the roof of her mouth, the lining of her throat: It was thick enough to chew on, a crust she could almost tongue, and on the basis of that alone, Matilda should have fled, but she did not. Her father was in there somewhere. Not alive, not any longer, not with this stench in the air. But she could honor his body, at least. Take what remained home to her mother. Matilda recited these and other platitudes to herself as she took one step after another, as if the work of walking was an incantation and if she persisted long enough, she could walk her father right back to life.

Delilah said, “Stop.”

Matilda halted.

The wetly fibrous noise of skin being peeled free. A man, cursing under his breath before raising his voice to a low, pleased laugh.

“You brought his daughter.” Sylas Briarwood spoke the word like it was a gift he had been surprised with. “Well done, my love.”

Matilda heard tools being set down and the susurrus of Delilah’s dress as the folds crawled across stone. She heard Delilah chuckle in triumph and Cassandra retch into the corner. She heard her own heart banging against the walls of her chest like a prisoner desperate for reprieve from the rope.

“Open your eyes, darling,” said Delilah Briarwood.

What Matilda saw made her scream with such injurious, irrecoverable force that she choked on the first gust of noise, her throat closing instinctively on itself to prevent damage to the delicate tissues, but that reflex was soon superseded by the need to displace the horror that now formed the whole of her. It seemed unthinkable that she was ever flesh and collagen, bone and soft organ. That she was ever anything but this keening grief, this agony, this mutilation of a soul.

Oblivious to her pain, Matilda’s father lay with the slick ivory of his cranium exposed to the air, his eyes still whole in their sockets, his tongue lolling in his denuded jaw. Sylas had done an exemplary job at removing the skin from his skull. There was almost no residue in the aftermath. A stitched-together half-giant lay on the operating table next to Matilda’s father, his face placed on a tray of ice beside the abomination, ready to be attached.

And in a poorly lit corner was a sorry heap of limbs, a trail of matted curls that Matilda thought she almost recognized, ringed by a crescent of guards with deadened expressions. Was it her mother? Had her mother watched as they’d flayed her husband? Or was she dead long before? Did Matilda’s father enter to see his wife wadded up like so much laundry? Did—

Matilda sunk to her knees, clawing at her ribs, like she was trying to dig into herself so she could hide there beside her broken heart.

“Such impressive lung capacity,” said Sylas approvingly.

Matilda did not respond to this. Nor did she respond to Delilah’s approach. How could she when she could not stop screaming? She did nothing as her head was tipped backward (hadn’t Delilah done this earlier as well and with just as much tenderness?) and stray hairs were teased from her face (and this too, she must have done, because Matilda was sure she recalled cold nails trailing over her cheeks). Matilda felt almost nothing as Delilah said softly, smiling like what was to come was a mercy, “Don’t worry. I’ll be with you all the way to the end.”

To the guards, she said, “Be careful with the face.”

The guards closed in around her. They didn’t bother with the weapons—shortsword and cudgel, flail and axe—at their hips. They didn’t need to; she was only a girl, after all. Bone broke easily enough under repetition, especially if there were enough hands involved in the task. Matilda’s last thoughts were that her mother had been right, that death and dying were not to be feared; that death was indeed a mercy, a macabre kindness, one impossible to understand until you were teetering on the precipice, begging for all of it to stop; that she would soon be with her parents, who could not be far and who must be waiting for her still, ready to greet her, to go with her, hand in hand, to meet whatever was coming next.

“Don’t forget to dock her ears. It’d be such an utter waste if our darling Vex’ahlia fails to recognize herself.”

And with enormous gratitude, as her ribs staved in and the small fine bones of her hands snapped, Matilda let herself die.




CHAPTER 1

It woke not in pain, per se, but in considerable discomfort, as its body weight was supported entirely by a noose around its throat. This was its first revelation. The next was that it was suspended by said noose from the boughs of a colossal tree. The third, and perhaps the most important, epiphany was that it was surrounded by corpses, some fresher than others. Something about the sight of those bodies, bluish-purple skin tinted green in the last light of a dying day, brought it tremendous solace.

No, it thought to itself, even as it processed the fact that it was a thinking entity, capable of rationalization, even something as dangerous as imagination. It wasn’t the dangling cadavers that comforted it but the knowledge that something—it wasn’t entirely sure what exactly—was missing from that rotting tableau. That was why she—

She?

That sounded correct. She seemed an accurate summation of that aspect of her identity, but of course that impression could be revised later. It—she had only just arrived upon the knowledge that gender was even an applicable variable, after all. More discoveries surely awaited.

Like her name.

Surely, she had a name once. Just as surely as the continued knowledge of it was waiting for her in the derelict and still-unexplored corners of her mind, of which she suspected there were many. An entire warren of memories to excavate until she could recover her essence, whatever it was that once made her singularly her, from the lightless nothing. Right now, she wasn’t so much a person as an agglomeration of parts: bones, sluggishly circulating fluids, fractured cartilage, a mouth and its bitten tongue, a neck bruised to numbness, ears that ached in time with her lethargic heartbeat but only along their very tips.

These were all indispensable constituents of a physical body, but without the context of answers to very specific questions, they were just cold meat and puddling humors. As her awareness of the noose grew further pronounced, she decided what she really wanted was someone to tell her why she’d been hung—

She began to weep. This surprised her. Though she couldn’t articulate a reason for this, a part of her, some dim and remote hemisphere of her revivifying brain not yet on speaking terms with language, had expected something more primordial than the brokenhearted sobs wracking her: a scream, yes, that word seemed right, something louder, something like loss made into sound, like waking up and understanding everything you’d ever loved was gone with no hope of restoration.

She hated the rope then. She hated it for its inadequacy. Had it been better made, thicker, thinner, tied differently, she’d be dead of a broken neck and safe from this grief convulsing through her. If it had done its goddamned job, she would be with her parents. She would—

Oh, she thought, the word parents as illuminating as it was incendiary, a flame set to oil-drenched skin. The amniotic fugue sloughed away, and suddenly she remembered everything.

Every detail. Every exquisite spill of shadow along the panes of her mother’s body, contorted as it was, hunched into itself in a pointless attempt at self-preservation. Every slick of light along the naked bones of her father’s face, lending them a sacramental quality: He looked like a relic, the only thing holy in that room of nightmares. Delilah’s face. Delilah’s laughter as she brought her back just for the delight of seeing her die again on the noose. She screamed then, a shrill and desperate keening that brought no catharsis—not with the noose still there, squeezing—but it was loud enough at least to frighten her memories back into repression and to take her attention from the bite of the rope. As both air and memory fled, her consciousness tumbled away again, the dark rushing up to grasp her like a mother’s arms.
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THERE WAS A BIRD ON her head.

Specifically, it was a grackle, iridescent-throated, its plumage almost black when it turned its head one way and a glossy patinated bronze when it turned its head the other. It was staring upside down from its perch on her skull, several strands of her hair clutched in its beak, its expression peculiarly aggrieved, as if it had been interrupted during a vital errand and was now forced to waste time it never had.

She studied it with some embarrassment. It occurred to
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