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NIGHT FELL AS death rode into the Great Library of Summershall. It

arrived within a carriage. Elisabeth stood in the courtyard and watched the
horses thunder wild-eyed through the gates, throwing froth from their
mouths. High above, the last of the sunset blazed on the Great Library’s
tower windows, as if the rooms inside had been set on fire—but the light
retreated swiftly, shrinking upward, drawing long fingers of shadow from
the angels and gargoyles who guarded the library’s rain-streaked parapets.

A gilt insignia shone upon the carriage’s side as it rattled to a halt: a
crossed quill and key, the symbol of the Collegium. Iron bars transformed
the rear of the carriage into a prison cell. Though the night was cool, sweat
slicked Elisabeth’s palms.

“Scrivener,” said the woman beside her. “Do you have your salt? Your
gloves?”

Elisabeth patted the leather straps that crisscrossed her chest, feeling for
the pouches they held, the canister of salt that hung at her hip. “Yes,
Director.” All she was missing was a sword. But she wouldn’t earn that
until she became a warden, after years of training at the Collegium. Few
librarians made it that far. They either gave up, or they died.

“Good.” The Director paused. She was a remote, elegant woman with
ice-pale features and hair as red as flame. A scar ran from her left temple all
the way to her jaw, puckering her cheek and pulling one corner of her
mouth permanently to the side. Like Elisabeth, she wore leather straps over
her chest, but she had on a warden’s uniform beneath them instead of an
apprentice’s robes. Lamplight glinted off the brass buttons on her dark blue
coat and shone from her polished boots. The sword belted at her side was
slender and tapered, with garnets glittering on its pommel.

That sword was famous at Summershall. It was named Demonslayer,
and the Director had used it to battle a Malefict when she was only nineteen
years old. That was where she had gotten the scar, which was rumored to



cause her excruciating agony whenever she spoke. Elisabeth doubted the
accuracy of those rumors, but it was true that the Director chose her words
carefully, and certainly never smiled.

“Remember,” the Director went on at last, “if you hear a voice in your
mind once we reach the vault, do not listen to what it says. This is a Class
Eight, centuries old, and not to be trifled with. Since its creation, it has
driven dozens of people mad. Are you ready?”

Elisabeth swallowed. The knot in her throat prevented her from
answering. She could hardly believe the Director was speaking to her, much
less that she had summoned her to help transport a delivery to the vault.
Ordinarily such a responsibility fell far above the rank of apprentice
librarian. Hope ricocheted through her like a bird trapped within a house,
taking flight, falling, and taking flight again, exhausting itself for the
promise of open skies far away. Terror flickered after it like a shadow.

She’s giving me a chance to prove that I’m worth training as a warden,
she thought. If I fail, I will die. Then at least I’ll have a use. They can bury
me in the garden to feed the radishes.

Wiping her sweaty palms on the sides of her robes, she nodded.

The Director set off across the courtyard, and Elisabeth followed.
Gravel crunched beneath their heels. A foul stench clotted the air as they
drew nearer, like waterlogged leather left to rot on the seashore. Elisabeth
had grown up in the Great Library, surrounded by the ink-and-parchment
smell of magical tomes, but this was far from what she was used to. The
stench stung her eyes and stippled her arms with goose bumps. It was even
making the horses nervous. They shied in their traces, scattering gravel as
they ignored the driver’s attempts to calm them down. In a way she envied
them, for at least they didn’t know what had ridden behind them all the way
from the capital.

A pair of wardens leaped down from the front of the carriage, their
hands planted on the hilts of their swords. Elisabeth forced herself not to
shrink back when they glowered at her. Instead she straightened her spine
and lifted her chin, endeavoring to match their stony expressions. She might
never earn a blade, but at least she could appear brave enough to wield one.

The Director’s key ring rattled, and the carriage’s rear doors swung
open with a shuddering groan. At first, in the gloom, the iron-lined cell
appeared empty. Then Elisabeth made out an object on the floor: a flat,
square, iron coffer, secured with more than a dozen locks. To a layperson,



the precautions would have appeared absurd—but not for long. In the twilit
silence, a single, reverberating thud issued from within the coffer, powerful
enough to shake the carriage and rattle the doors on their hinges. One of the
horses screamed.

“Quickly,” the Director said. She took one of the coffer’s handles, and
Elisabeth seized the other. They hefted its weight between them and
proceeded toward a door with an inscription carved atop it, the arching
scroll clasped on either side by weeping angels. orricium ApusQUE MORTEM, it
read dimly, nearly obscured by shadow. The warden’s motto. Duty unto
death.

They entered a long stone corridor burnished by the jumping light of
torches. The coffer’s leaden weight already strained Elisabeth’s arm. It did
not move again, but its stillness failed to reassure her, for she suspected
what it meant: the book within was listening. It was waiting.

Another warden stood guard beside the entrance to the vault. When he
saw Elisabeth at the Director’s side, his small eyes gleamed with loathing.
This was Warden Finch. He was a grizzled man with short gray hair and a
puffy face into which his features seemed to recede, like raisins in a bread
pudding. Among the apprentices, he was infamous for the fact that his right
hand was larger than the other, bulging with muscle, because he exercised it
so often whipping them.

She squeezed the coffer’s handle until her knuckles turned white,
instinctively bracing herself for a blow, but Finch could do nothing to her in
front of the Director. Muttering beneath his breath, he heaved on a chain.
Inch by inch, the portcullis rose, lifting its sharp black teeth above their
heads. Elisabeth stepped forward.

And the coffer lurched.

“Steady,” the Director snapped, as both of them careened against the
stone wall, barely keeping their balance. Elisabeth’s stomach swooped. Her
boot hung over the edge of a spiral stair that twisted vertiginously down
into darkness.

The horrible truth dawned on her. The grimoire had wanted them to fall.
She imagined the coffer tumbling down the stairs, striking the flagstones at
the bottom, bursting open—and it would have been her fault—

The Director’s hand clasped her shoulder. “It’s all right, Scrivener.
Nothing’s happened. Grip the rail and keep going.”



With an effort, Elisabeth turned away from Finch’s condemning scowl.
Down they went. A subterranean chill wafted up from below, smelling of
cold rock and mildew, and of something less natural. The stone itself bled
the malice of ancient things that had languished in darkness for centuries—
consciousnesses that did not slumber, minds that did not dream. Muffled by
thousands of pounds of earth, the silence was such that she heard only her
own pulse pounding in her ears.

She had spent her childhood exploring the Great Library’s myriad nooks
and crannies, prying into its countless mysteries, but she had never been
inside the vault. Its presence had lurked beneath the library her entire life
like something unspeakable hiding under the bed.

This is my chance, she reminded herself. She could not be afraid.

They emerged into a chamber that resembled a cathedral’s crypt. The
walls, ceiling, and floor were all carved from the same gray stone. The
ribbed pillars and vaulted ceilings had been crafted with artistry, even
reverence. Statues of angels stood in niches along the walls, candles
guttering at their feet. With sorrowful, shadowed eyes, they watched over
the rows of iron shelves that formed aisles down the center of the vault.
Unlike the bookcases in the upper portions of the library, these were welded
in place. Chains secured the locked coffers, which slid between the shelves
like drawers.

Elisabeth assured herself that it was her imagination conjuring up
whispers from the coffers as they passed. A thick layer of dust coated the
chains. Most of the coffers hadn’t been disturbed in decades, and their
inhabitants remained fast asleep. Yet the back of her neck still prickled as
though she were being watched.

The Director guided her beyond the shelves, toward a cell with a table
bolted to the floor at the center. A single oil lamp cast a jaundiced glow
across its ink-stained surface. The coffer remained unsettlingly cooperative
as they set it down beside four enormous gashes, like giant claw marks, that
scarred the table’s wood. Elisabeth’s eyes darted to the gashes again and
again. She knew what had made them. What happened when a grimoire got
out of control.

Malefict.

“What precaution do we take first?” the Director asked, jolting
Elisabeth from her thoughts. The test had begun.



“Salt,” she answered, reaching for the canister at her hip. “Like iron,
salt weakens demonic energies.” Her hand trembled slightly as she shook
out the crystals, forming a lopsided circle. Shame flushed her cheeks at the
sight of its uneven edges. What if she wasn’t ready, after all?

The barest hint of warmth softened the Director’s severe face. “Do you
know why I chose to keep you, Elisabeth?”

Elisabeth froze, the breath trapped in her chest. The Director had never
addressed her by her given name—only her last name, Scrivener, or
sometimes just “apprentice,” depending on how much trouble she was in,
which was often a fantastic amount. “No, Director,” she said.

“Hmm. It was storming, I recall. The grimoires were restless that night.
They were making so much noise that I barely heard the knock on the front
doors.” Elisabeth could easily picture the scene. Rain lashing against the
windows, the tomes howling and sobbing and rattling beneath their
restraints. “When I found you on the steps, and picked you up and brought
you inside, I was certain you would cry. Instead, you looked around and
began to laugh. You were not afraid. At that moment I knew I couldn’t send
you away to an orphanage. You belonged in the library, as much as any
book.”

Elisabeth had been told the story before, but only by her tutor, never the
Director herself. Two words echoed through her mind with the vitality of a
heartbeat: you belonged. They were words that she had waited sixteen years
to hear, and desperately hoped were true.

In breathless silence, she watched the Director reach for her keys and
select the largest one, ancient enough to have rusted almost beyond
recognition. It was clear that for the Director, the time for sentiment had
passed. Elisabeth contented herself with repeating the unspoken vow she
had held close for nearly as long as she could remember. One day, she
would become a warden, too. She would make the Director proud.

Salt cascaded onto the table as the coffer’s lid creaked open. A stench of
rotting leather rolled across the vault, so potent that she almost gagged.

A grimoire lay inside. It was a thick volume with disheveled, yellowing
pages sandwiched between slabs of greasy black leather. It would have
looked fairly ordinary, if not for the bulbous protrusions that bulged from
the cover. They resembled giant warts, or bubbles on the surface of a pool
of tar. Each was the size of a large marble, and there were dozens
altogether, deforming nearly every inch of the leather’s surface.



The Director pulled on a heavy pair of iron-lined gloves. Elisabeth
hastened to follow her example. She bit the inside of her cheek as the
Director lifted the book from the coffer and placed it within the circle of
salt.

The instant the Director set it down, the protrusions split open. They
weren’t warts—they were eyes. Eyes of every color, bloodstained and
rolling, the pupils dilating and contracting to pinpricks as the grimoire
convulsed in the Director’s hands. Gritting her teeth, she forced it open.
Automatically, Elisabeth reached into the circle and clamped down the
other side, feeling the leather twitch and heave through her gloves. Furious.
Alive.

Those eyes were not sorcerous conjurations. They were real, plucked
from human skulls long ago, sacrificed to create a volume powerful enough
to contain the spells etched across its pages. According to history, most
sacrifices had not been willing.

“The Book of Eyes,” the Director said, perfectly calm. “It contains
spells that allow sorcerers to reach into the minds of others, read their
thoughts, and even control their actions. Fortunately, only a handful of
sorcerers in the entire kingdom have ever been granted permission to read
it.”

“Why would they want to?” Elisabeth burst out, before she could stop
herself. The answer was obvious. Sorcerers were evil by nature, corrupted
by the demonic magic they wielded. If it weren’t for the Reforms, which
had made it illegal for sorcerers to bind books with human parts, grimoires
like the Book of Eyes wouldn’t be so exceptionally rare. No doubt sorcerers
had attempted to replicate it over the years, but the spells couldn’t be
written down using ordinary materials. The sorcery’s power would instantly
reduce the ink and parchment to ashes.

To her surprise, the Director took her question seriously, though she was
no longer looking at Elisabeth. Instead she focused on turning the pages,
inspecting them for any damage they might have sustained during the
journey. “There may come a time when spells like these are necessary, no
matter how foul. We have a great responsibility to our kingdom, Scrivener.
If this grimoire were destroyed, its spells would be lost forever. It’s the only
one of its kind.”

“Yes, Director.” That, she understood. Wardens both protected grimoires
from the world, and protected the world from them.



She braced herself as the Director paused, leaning down to examine a
stain on one of the pages. Transferring high-class grimoires came at a risk,
since any accidental damage could provoke their transformation into a
Malefict. They needed to be inspected carefully before their interment in
the vault. Elisabeth felt certain that several of the eyes, peering out from
beneath the cover, were aimed directly at her—and that they glittered with
cunning.

Somehow, she knew she shouldn’t meet their gaze. Hoping to distract
herself, she glanced aside to the pages. Some of the sentences were written
in Austermeerish or the Old Tongue. But others were scrawled in Enochian,
the language of sorcerers, made up of strange, jagged runes that shimmered
on the parchment like smoldering embers. It was a language one could only
learn by consorting with demons. Merely looking at the runes made her
temples throb.

“Apprentice . ..”

The whisper slithered against her mind, as alien and unexpected as the
cold, slimy touch of a fish beneath the water of a pond. Elisabeth jerked and
looked up. If the Director heard the voice, too, she showed no sign.

“Apprentice, I see you. . ..”

Elisabeth’s breath caught. She did as the Director had instructed and
tried to ignore the voice, but it was impossible to concentrate on anything
else with so many eyes watching her, agleam with sinister intelligence.

“Look atme ... look...”

Slowly but surely, as if drawn by an invisible force, Elisabeth’s gaze
began to travel downward.

“There,” said the Director. Her voice sounded dim and distorted, like
she was speaking from underwater. “We are finished. Scrivener?”

When Elisabeth didn’t answer, the Director slammed the grimoire shut,
cutting its voice off midwhisper. Elisabeth’s senses rushed back. She sucked
in a breath, her face burning with humiliation. The eyes bulged furiously,
darting between her and the Director.

“Well done,” the Director said. “You held out much longer than I
expected.”

“It almost had me,” Elisabeth whispered. How could the Director
congratulate her? A clammy sweat clung to her skin, and in the vault’s chill,
she began to shiver.



“Yes. That was what I wished to show you tonight. You have a way with
grimoires, an affinity for them that I have never seen in an apprentice
before. But despite that, you still have much to learn. You want to become a
warden, do you not?”

Spoken in front of the Director, witnessed by the angel statues lining the
walls, Elisabeth’s soft reply possessed the quality of a confession. “It’s all
I’ve ever wanted.”

“Just remember that there are many paths open to you.” The scar’s
distortion gave the Director’s mouth an almost rueful cast. “Be certain,
before you choose, that the life of a warden is what you truly desire.”

Elisabeth nodded, not trusting herself to speak. If she had passed the
test, she didn’t understand why the Director would advise her to consider
forsaking her dream. Perhaps she had shown herself in some other way to
be unready, unprepared. In that case, she would simply have to try harder.
She had a year left before she turned seventeen and became eligible for
training at the Collegium—time she could use to prove herself beyond a
doubt, and earn the Director’s approval. She only hoped it would be
enough.

Together, they wrestled the grimoire back into the coffer. As soon as it
touched the salt, it ceased struggling. The eyes rolled upward, showing
crescents of milky white before they sagged shut. The slam of the lid
shattered the vault’s sepulchral quiet. The coffer wouldn’t be opened again
for years, perhaps decades. It was secure. It posed a threat no longer.

But she couldn’t banish the sound of its voice from her thoughts, or the
feeling that she hadn’t seen the last of the Book of Eyes—and it had not
seen the last of her.
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ELISABETH SAT BACK, admiring the view from her desk. She had

been assigned to transfers on the third floor, a vantage from which she
could see all the way across the library’s atrium. Sunlight streamed in



through the rose window high above the front doors, casting prisms of ruby,
sapphire, and emerald across the circular balconies’ bronze rails. Bookcases
soared upward toward a vaulted ceiling six stories above, rising around the
atrium like the layers of a wedding cake or the tiers of a coliseum. Murmurs
filled the echoing space, punctuated by the occasional cough or snore. Most
of those sounds did not belong to the blue-robed librarians striding to and
fro across the atrium’s tiles. They came from the grimoires, muttering on
the shelves.

When she breathed in, the sweetness of parchment and leather filled her
lungs. Motes of dust hung suspended in the sunbeams, perfectly still, like
flakes of gold leaf trapped in resin. And teetering stacks of paperwork
threatened to spill from her desk at any moment, burying her in a landslide
of neglected transfer requests.

Reluctantly, she wrested her attention toward the imposing piles. The
Great Library of Summershall was one of six Great Libraries in the
kingdom. It was a full three day’s journey from its closest neighbors, which
were spaced evenly apart in a circle around Austermeer, with the Inkroads
connecting them to the capital at the center like the spokes of a wheel.
Transferring grimoires between them could be a delicate task. Some
volumes nurtured such a potent grudge toward each other that they couldn’t
be brought within miles of the same location without howling or bursting
into flame. There was even a house-sized crater in the wilderness of the
Wildmarch where two books had clashed over a matter of thaumaturgical
doctrine.

As an apprentice, Elisabeth was entrusted with approving transfers for
Classes One through Three. Grimoires were classed on a ten-point scale
according to their level of risk, with anything Class Four and above
requiring special confinement. Summershall itself held nothing above a
Class Eight.

Closing her eyes, she reached for the paper on top of the stack.
Knockfeld, she guessed, thinking of Summershall’s neighbor to the
northeast.

But when she turned the paper over, it was a request from the Royal
Library. Unsurprising; that was where more than two-thirds of her transfers
went. One day she might pack up her belongings and travel there, too. The
Royal Library shared a grounds with the Collegium at the heart of the
capital, and when she wasn’t busy with her warden training, she would be



able to wander its halls. In her imagination its corridors stretched on for
miles, lined with books and passageways and hidden rooms that contained
all the secrets of the universe.

But only if she earned the Director’s approval. A week had passed since
the night in the vault, and she hadn’t come any closer to deciphering the
Director’s advice.

She still remembered the exact moment that she’d vowed to become a
warden. She had been eight years old, and she had fled into the library’s
secret passageways in order to escape one of Master Hargrove’s lectures.
She hadn’t been able to bear another hour of fidgeting on a stool in the
stifling storeroom-turned-classroom, reciting declensions in the Old
Tongue. Not on an afternoon when summer pounded its fists against the
library’s walls, thickening the air to the consistency of honey.

She recalled the way sweat had trickled down her spine as she crawled
through the passage’s cobwebs on her hands and knees. At least the passage
was dark, away from the sun. The golden glow that filtered between the
floorboards provided enough light to see by, and to avoid the skittering
shapes of booklice as she disturbed their nests, sending them racing around
in a panic. Some grew to the size of rats, engorged on enchanted parchment.

If only Master Hargrove had agreed to take her into town that day. It
was just a five-minute walk down the hill through the orchard. The market
would be bustling with people selling ribbons and apples and glazed
custards, and travelers sometimes came in from outside Summershall to
peddle their wares. She had once heard accordion music, and seen a
dancing bear, and even watched a man demonstrate a lamp whose wick
burned without oil. The books in her classroom hadn’t been able to explain
how the lamp worked, so she assumed it was magic, and therefore evil.

Perhaps that was why Master Hargrove didn’t like taking her into town.
If she happened to encounter a sorcerer outside the library’s protection, he
might steal her away. A young girl like her would no doubt make a
convenient sacrifice for a demonic ritual.

Voices snapped Elisabeth back to attention. They were emanating from
directly beneath her. One voice belonged to Master Hargrove, and the other
to...

The Director.

Her heart leaped. She flattened herself against the floorboards to peer
through a knothole, the light that poured through it setting her tangled hair



aglow. She couldn’t see much: a slice of desk covered in papers, the corner
of an unfamiliar office. The thought that it might belong to the Director sent
her pulse racing with excitement.

“That makes for the third time this month,” Hargrove was saying, “and
I’'m simply at my wit’s end. The girl is half-wild. Vanishing off to who-
knows-where, getting into every possible kind of trouble—just last week,
she released an entire crate of live booklice in my bedchambers!”

Elisabeth barely stopped herself from shouting an objection through the
knothole. She’d collected those booklice with the intention of studying
them, not setting them free. Their loss had come as a tremendous blow.

But what Hargrove said next made her forget all about the lice.

“I simply have to question if it’s the right decision, raising a child in a
Great Library. I’m certain that whoever left her on our doorstep knew we
are in the practice of taking on foundlings as our apprentices. But we do not
accept those boys and girls until the age of thirteen. I hesitate to agree with
Warden Finch on any matter, yet I do believe we ought to consider what
he’s been saying all along: that young Elisabeth might fare better in an
orphanage.”

While unsettling, this was nothing Elisabeth hadn’t heard before. She
endured the remarks knowing that the Director’s will assured her place in
the library. Why, she could not say. The, Director rarely spoke to her. She
was as remote and untouchable as the moon, and equally as mysterious. To
Elisabeth, the Director’s decision to take her in possessed an almost
mystical quality, like something out of a fairy tale. It could not be
questioned or undone.

Holding her breath, she waited for the Director to counter Hargrove’s
suggestion. The skin on her arms tingled with the anticipation of hearing
her speak.

Instead, the Director said, “I have wondered the same, Master Hargrove.
Almost every day for the past eight years.”

No—that couldn’t be right. The blood slowed to a crawl in Elisabeth’s
veins. The pounding in her ears almost drowned out the rest.

“All those years ago, I did not consider the effect it might have on her to
grow up isolated from other children her age. The youngest apprentices are
still five years her elder. Has she displayed any interest in befriending
them?”



“I’m afraid she’s tried, with little success,” Hargrove said. “Though she
may not know it herself. Recently I overheard an apprentice explaining to
her that ordinary children have mothers and fathers. Poor Elisabeth had no
idea what he was talking about. She quite happily replied that she had
plenty of books to keep her company.”

The Director sighed. “Her attachment to the grimoires is . . .”

“Concerning? Yes, indeed. If she does not suffer from the lack of
company, I fear it is because she sees grimoires as her friends in place of
people.”

“A dangerous way of thinking. But libraries are dangerous places. There
is no getting around it.”

“Too dangerous for Elisabeth, do you think?”

No, Elisabeth begged. She knew these weren’t ordinary books the Great
Library kept. They whispered on the shelves and shuddered beneath iron
chains. Some spat ink and threw tantrums; others sang to themselves in
high, clear notes on windless nights, when starlight streamed through the
library’s barred windows like shafts of mercury. Others still were so
dangerous they had to be stored in the underground vault, packed in salt.
Not all of them were her friends. She understood that well.

But sending her away would be like placing a grimoire among
inanimate books that didn’t move or speak. The first time she had seen such
a book, she had thought it was dead. She did not belong in an orphanage,
whatever that was. In her mind’s eye the place resembled a prison, gray and
shrouded in damp mists, barred by a portcullis like the entrance to the vault.
Terror squeezed her throat at the image.

“Do you know why the Great Libraries take in orphans, Master
Hargrove?” the Director asked at last. “It is because they have no home, no
family. No one to miss them if they die. I wonder, perhaps . . . if Scrivener
has lasted this long, it is because the library wished it to be so. If her bond
to this place is better left intact, for good or for ill.”

“I hope you are not making a mistake, Director,” Master Hargrove said
gently.

“I do as well.” The Director sounded weary. “For Scrivener’s sake, and
our own.”

Elisabeth waited, ears straining, but the deliberation over her fate
seemed to have concluded. Footsteps creaked below, and the office’s door
clicked shut.



She had been granted a reprieve—for now. How long would it last?
With the foundations of her world left shaken, it seemed the rest of her life
might come tumbling down at any moment. A single decision by the
Director could send her away for good. She had never felt so uncertain, so
helpless, so small.

It was then that she made her vow, crouched amid the dust and
cobwebs, grasping for the only lifeline within reach. If the Director was not
certain that the Great Library was the best place for Elisabeth, she would
simply have to prove it. She would become a great and powerful warden,
just like the Director. She would show everyone that she belonged until
even Warden Finch could no longer deny her right.

Above all . ..

Above all, she would convince them that she wasn’t a mistake.

“Elisabeth,” a voice hissed in the present. “Elisabeth! Are you asleep?”

Startled, she jerked upright, the memory swirling away like water down
a drain. She cast around until she found the source of the voice. A girl’s
face peered out from between two nearby bookcases, her braid flicking over
her shoulder as she checked to make sure no one else was in sight. A pair of
spectacles magnified her dark, clever eyes, and hastily scribbled notes
marked the brown skin of her forearms, their ink peeking out from beneath
her sleeves. Like Elisabeth, she wore a key on a chain around her neck,
bright against her pale blue apprentice’s robes.

As luck would have it, Elisabeth hadn’t remained friendless forever. She
had met Katrien Quillworthy the day they had both begun their
apprenticeship at the age of thirteen. None of the other apprentices had
wanted to share a room with Elisabeth, due to a rumor that she kept a box
full of booklice underneath her bed. But Katrien had approached her for that
very reason. “It had better be true,” she had said. “I’ve been wanting to
experiment with booklice ever since I heard about them. Apparently they’re
immune to sorcery—can you imagine the scientific implications?” They
had been inseparable ever since.

Elisabeth covertly shoved her papers to the side. “Is something
happening?” she whispered.

“I think you’re the only person in Summershall who doesn’t know
what’s happening. Including Hargrove, who’s spent the entire morning in
the privy.”

“Warden Finch isn’t getting demoted, is he?” she asked hopefully.



Katrien grinned. “I’m still working on that. I’'m sure I’'ll find something
incriminating on him eventually. When it happens, you’ll be the first to
know.” Orchestrating Warden Finch’s downfall had been her pet project for
years. “No, it’s a magister. He’s just arrived for a trip to the vault.”

Elisabeth nearly tumbled from her chair. She shot a look around before
darting behind the bookcase next to Katrien, stooping low beside her.
Katrien was so short that otherwise, all Elisabeth could see was the top of
her head. “A magister? Are you certain?”

“Absolutely. I’ve never seen the wardens so tense.”

Now that Elisabeth thought back, the signs from that morning were
obvious. Wardens striding past with their jaws set and their hands clenching
their swords. Apprentices forming clusters in the halls, whispering around
every corner. Even the grimoires seemed more restless than usual.

A magister. Fear thrilled through her like a note shivering up and down
the strings of a harp. “What does that have to do with us?” she asked.
Neither of them had so much as seen a regular sorcerer. On the rare
occasions that they visited Summershall, the wardens brought them in
through a special door and ushered them straight into a reading room. She
was certain a magister would be treated with even greater caution.

Katrien’s eyes shone. “Stefan’s made a bet with me that the magister has
pointed ears and cloven hooves. He’s wrong, naturally, but I have to find a
way to prove it. I’'m going to spy on the magister. And I need you to
corroborate my account.”

Elisabeth sucked in a breath. She glanced reflexively at her abandoned
desk. “To do that, we’d have to go out of bounds.”

“And Finch would have our heads on pikes if he caught us,” Katrien
finished. “But he won’t. He doesn’t know about the passageways.”

For once, Finch wasn’t Elisabeth’s greatest concern. The Book of Eyes’
bloodshot, bulging stare flashed through her mind. Any of those eyes could
have previously belonged to someone like her or Katrien. “If the magister
catches us,” she said, “he’ll do worse than put our heads on pikes.”

“I doubt it. The Reforms made it illegal for sorcerers to kill people
outside of self-defense. He’ll just make our hair fall out, or cover us in
boils.” She wiggled her eyebrows enticingly. “Come on. This is a once-in-a-
lifetime opportunity. For me, at least. When will 1T ever get to see a
magister? How many chances will I have to experience magical boils?”



Katrien wanted to become an archivist, not a warden. Her job wouldn’t
involve dealing with sorcerers. Elisabeth’s, on the other hand . . .

A spark blazed to life inside her breast. Katrien was right; this was an
opportunity. The other night, she’d resolved to try harder to impress the
Director. Wardens were not frightened of sorcerers, and the more she
learned about their kind, the better prepared she would be.

“All right,” she said, rising from her crouch. “They’ll most likely take
him to the eastern reading room. This way.”

As she and Katrien wound through the shelves, Elisabeth shook off her
lingering misgivings. She did try not to break the rules, but her efforts had a
curious way of never working out. Just last month there had been the
disaster with the refectory’s chandelier—at least old Mistress Bellwether’s
nose looked mostly normal now. And the time she’d spilled strawberry jam
all over . . . well. Best not to dwell on that memory.

When they reached the bust of Cornelius the Wise that Elisabeth used as
a place marker, she cast around for a familiar crimson binding. She found it
halfway up the shelf, its gold title too worn and flaked to read. The
grimoire’s pages rustled a drowsy greeting as she reached up and scratched
it just so. A click came from inside the bookcase, like a lock engaging.
Then the entire panel of shelves swung inward, revealing the dusty mouth
of a passageway.

“I can’t believe that doesn’t work for anyone but you,” Katrien said as
they ducked inside. “I’ve tried scratching it dozens of times. Stefan, too.”

Elisabeth shrugged. She didn’t understand, either. She concentrated on
trying not to sneeze as she led Katrien through the narrow, winding
corridor, batting away the cobwebs that hung like spectral garlands from the
rafters. The other end let out behind a tapestry in the reading room. They
paused, listening, to make sure the room was empty before they fought their
way out from behind the heavy fabric, coughing into their sleeves.

Apprentices were forbidden from entering the reading room, and
Elisabeth was both relieved and disappointed to discover that the room
appeared quite ordinary. It was a manly sort of space, with a great deal of
polished wood and dark leather. A large mahogany desk sat in front of the
window, and several leather armchairs encircled a crackling fireplace,
whose logs popped and sent up a fountain of sparks when they entered,
making her jump.



Katrien didn’t waste any time. While Elisabeth looked around, she went
straight to the desk and started rifling through the drawers. “For science,”
she explained, which was frequently what she said right before something
exploded.

Elisabeth drifted toward the hearth. “What’s that smell? It isn’t the fire,
is it?”

Katrien paused to waft some air toward her nose. “Pipe smoke?” she
guessed.

No—it was something else. Sniffing industriously, Elisabeth tracked the
smell to one of the armchairs. She inhaled above the cushion, only to recoil
at once, her head spinning.

“Elisabeth! Are you all right?”

She sucked in gulps of fresh air, blinking away tears. The caustic odor
clung to the back of her tongue thickly enough that she could almost taste
it: a scorched, unnatural smell, like what she imagined burnt metal would
smell like, if metal were able to burn.

“I think so,” she wheezed.

Katrien opened her mouth to speak, then shot a look at the door.
“Listen. They’re coming.”

Moving quickly, they squeezed behind the row of bookcases lined up
against the wall. Katrien fit easily, but the space proved cramped for
Elisabeth. At the age of fourteen, she had already been the tallest girl in
Summershall. Two years later, she towered over most of the boys. She kept
her arms rigid at her sides and breathed shallowly, hoping to appease the
grimoires, who were muttering in disapproval at the intrusion.

Voices came from the hall, and the doorknob turned.

“Here you are, Magister Thorn,” said a warden. “The Director will
arrive shortly to escort you to the vault.”

Her stomach somersaulted as a tall, hooded figure strode inside, his
emerald-green cloak billowing around his heels. He crossed to the window
and flicked the curtains open, then stood gazing out across the library’s
towers.

“What’s happening?” Katrien breathed below her shoulder. “I can’t see
anything from down here.”

Elisabeth’s perspective consisted of a horizontal slice above the books’
spines. She couldn’t see much, either. Slowly, carefully, she inched
sideways for a better angle. The tip of the magister’s pale nose came into



view. He had taken down his hood. His hair was pitch-black and wavy,
longer than the men wore it in Summershall, shot through at the left temple
with a vivid streak of silver. Another inch to the side, and . . .

He’s hardly any older than we are, she thought in surprise. Both the
silver streak and his title had prepared her for someone far older. Perhaps
his appearance was deceiving. He might maintain the semblance of youth
by bathing in the blood of virgins—she had once read something to that
effect in a novel.

For Katrien’s benefit, she gave a slight shake of her head. His hair was
too thick for her to tell whether or not he had pointed ears. If he had hooves,
the hem of his cloak concealed them.

She followed up the signal with another, more urgent shake of her head.
The magister had turned in their direction, his gaze fixed on the shelves. His
gray eyes were extraordinarily light in color, like quartz, and the look in
them as they scanned the grimoires turned her blood to ice. She had never
seen eyes so cruel.

She didn’t share Katrien’s confidence that if he found them, he wouldn’t
hurt them. She had grown up on tales of sorcery: armies raised from mass
graves to fight on the behalf of kings, innocents sacrificed in gory rituals,
children flayed as offerings to demons. And now she had been to the vault,
and seen for herself the work of a sorcerer’s hands.

As the magister drew nearer, Elisabeth found to her horror that she
couldn’t move. A grimoire had seized her robes between its pages. It
growled around the mouthful of fabric, tugging like an angry terrier. The
sorcerer’s eyes narrowed, searching for the source of the noise. Desperately,
she grabbed her robes and yanked, only for the grimoire to release it at the
exact same time, throwing her against the shelves—

And the bookcase collapsed, taking her with it.
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ELISABETH’S EARS RANG. She choked in a cloud of dust. When
her vision cleared, the magister was standing over her. “What’s this?” he
asked.

Her fearful cry emerged as a croak. She flung herself away from him,
scrambling amid the pile of books and broken shelving. Half-blind with
terror, it took her longer than it should have to realize that she felt fine, with
the exception of several highly unmagical splinters. He hadn’t cast a spell
on her. Her scrabbling slowed, then stilled. She looked over her shoulder.

And froze.

The sorcerer had sunk down onto one knee and clasped his hands atop
the other. Firelight played across his pale, angular features. She tried to
avert her eyes, but couldn’t. As her heart threw itself against her ribs, she
wondered whether he was using magic to lock her gaze in place, or whether
she was simply too terrified to look away. His every feature projected
villainy, from his dark, arching eyebrows to the sardonic twist of his mouth.

“Are you hurt?” he asked at last.

She said nothing.

“Can’t you speak?”

If she didn’t answer, he might hurt her to provoke a reaction. Trying her
best, she managed another croaking sound. Amusement glittered in his
eyes.

“I was warned I’d see some strange things in the countryside,” he said,
“but I admit, I didn’t expect to find a feral librarian roaming the stacks.”

Elisabeth possessed only the vaguest notion of what she must look like,
aside from the parts of herself that she could see. Ink stained her fingernails,
and dust streaked her robes. She couldn’t remember the last time she had
remembered to brush her hair, which stuck out in tangled chestnut-brown
wisps. Her spirits lifted a cautious fraction. If she were dirty and homely
enough, he might not find her worth his time or his magic.

“I didn’t expect you to find me, either,” she heard herself say. Then,
horrified, she clapped a hand over her mouth.

“So you can speak. You’d just rather not speak to me?” He lifted an
eyebrow when she nodded. “A wise precaution. We sorcerers are terribly
wicked, after all. Prowling the wilds, stealing away maidens for our unholy
rituals . . .”

Elisabeth didn’t have time to react, because just then, a knock came on
the door. “Everything all right in there, Magister? We heard a crash.”



That deep, gravelly voice belonged to Warden Finch. Elisabeth reared
back in alarm, protectively gripping her wrists. When Finch discovered her
out of bounds—out of bounds and speaking to a magister—he wouldn’t
bother with the switch; he would cane her within an inch of her life. The
welts would last for days.

The magister’s gaze lingered on her for a moment, appraisingly, before
he turned toward the door. “Perfectly all right,” he replied. “I’d prefer not to
be disturbed until the Director’s ready to take me to the vault, if you don’t
mind. Sorcerer’s business. Very private.”

“Yes, Magister.” Finch’s reply sounded grudging, but his footsteps
moved away from the door.

Too late, Elisabeth’s foolishness sank in. She should have called out to
Finch. She could think of several reasons why the magister might want to
be alone with her in private, and a caning paled in comparison.

“Now,” he said, turning back to her. “I suppose I should clean up this
mess before someone blames it on me, which means you have to move.” He
unclasped his hands from his knee and offered her one. His fingers were
long and slender, like a musician’s.

She stared at them as though he had aimed a dagger at her chest.

“Go on,” he said, growing impatient. “I’m not going to turn you into a
salamander.”

“You can do that?” she whispered. “Truly?”

“Of course.” A wicked gleam entered his eyes. “But I only turn girls
into salamanders on Tuesdays. Luckily for you, it’s a Wednesday, which is
the day I drink a goblet of orphan’s blood for supper.”

He looked entirely serious. He didn’t seem to have noticed her robes,
which labeled her an apprentice, and therefore an orphan by default.

Determined to distract him, she took his hand. She hadn’t forgotten her
mission for Katrien. When he pulled her up, she pretended to stumble, and
landed with her fingers buried in his black-and-silver hair. He blinked at her
in surprise. He was almost as tall as her, and their faces nearly touched. His
lips parted as if to speak, but no sound came out.

Her breath quickened. With that startled expression on his face, he
looked less like a sorcerer who bargained with demons and more like an
ordinary young man. His hair was soft, the texture of silk. She didn’t know
why she would notice such a thing. Hastily, she snatched her hands from
him and backed away.



To her dismay, he grinned. “Don’t worry,” he assured her, smoothing his
tousled hair. “Young ladies have seized me in far more compromising
locations. I understand the impulse can be overpowering.”

Without waiting for her reaction, he turned to study the wreckage. After
a moment of consideration, he raised his hand and spoke a string of words
that left her ears buzzing and her head turned inside-out. Dazed, she
realized that he was speaking Enochian. It was unlike any language she had
heard before. She felt as though she should recognize the words, but the
moment she tried to repeat them to herself, the syllables trickled from her
mind, leaving only a raw, resounding silence, like the air after a deafening
clap of thunder.

Her hearing returned with a susurrus of rustling paper. The pile of
spilled grimoires had begun to stir. One by one, they lifted into the air,
floating in front of the sorcerer’s extended hand amid swirls of emerald
light. They spun and flipped and shuffled, sorting themselves back into
alphabetical order while behind them, the fallen bookcase righted itself with
a labored creak. The broken shelves fused, whole again; the grimoires flew
back to their original positions, a few reluctant stragglers switching places
at the last second.

Magic, she thought. That is what magic looks like. And then, before she
could stop herself, It’s beautiful.

She would never dare give voice to such a thought aloud. The sentiment
verged on betraying her oaths to the Great Library. But a part of her
rebelled against the idea that in order to be a good apprentice, she should
close her eyes and pretend she hadn’t seen. How could a warden defend
against something they didn’t understand? Surely it was better to face evil
than cower from its presence, learning nothing.

Emerald sparks still danced across the tidied shelves. She stepped
forward to touch the grimoires, and felt the magic skate across her skin,
bright and tingling, as though she’d plunged her hands into a bucket of
champagne. Surprisingly, the sensation wasn’t painful. Nothing happened to
her body—her hands didn’t change color, or shrivel like a prune.

When she looked up, however, the sorcerer was staring at her as though
she’d grown a second head. Clearly, he had expected her to be afraid.

“Where is the smell?” she asked, emboldened.

He appeared momentarily at a loss. “The what?”

“That smell—the one like burnt metal. That’s sorcery, isn’t it?”



“Ah.” A line appeared between his dark brows. Perhaps she had
overstepped. But then he went on, “Not exactly. It accompanies sorcery
sometimes, if the spell is powerful enough. Technically it isn’t the smell of
magic, but a reaction when the substance of the Otherworld—that is, the
demon realm—comes into contact with ours—”

“Like a chemical reaction?” Elisabeth asked.

He was looking at her even more strangely now. “Yes, precisely.”

“Is there a name for it?”

“We call it aetherial combustion. But how did you—?”

He broke off as another knock came on the door. “We’re ready for you,
Magister Thorn,” said the Director outside.

“Yes,” he replied. “Yes, [—one moment.”

He glanced back at Elisabeth, as though he half expected her to have
vanished like a mirage the instant he turned away. His pale eyes bored into
her. For a moment, it seemed he might do something more. Utter a parting
word, or conjure a spell to punish her for her insolence. She squared her
shoulders, bracing for the worst.

Then a shadow crossed his face, and his eyes shuttered. He pivoted on
his heel and started for the door without speaking. A final reminder that he
was a magister and she a lowly apprentice librarian, wholly beneath his
notice.

She slipped back behind the shelves, breathless. A hand darted out and
gripped hers.

“Elisabeth, you’re absolutely mad!” Katrien hissed, materializing from
the darkness. “I can’t believe you touched him. I was poised to jump out
and bludgeon him with a grimoire the entire time. Well? What’s the
report?”

Her nerves sang with exhilaration. She smiled, and then for some reason
began to laugh. “No pointed ears,” she gasped. “They’re completely
normal.”

The reading room’s door creaked open. Katrien clamped a hand over
Elisabeth’s mouth to smother her laughter. And not a moment too soon—
the Director was waiting outside. She appeared as stern as always, her
tumble of red hair gleaming like molten copper against the dark blue of her
uniform. She glanced back into the room, and paused; after a moment of
searching, her gaze unerringly found and held Elisabeth’s through the
shelves. Elisabeth went rigid, but the Director said nothing. One corner of



her mouth twitched, tugging at the scar on her cheek. Then the door clicked
shut, and she and the magister were gone.
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THE MAGISTER’S VISIT marked the last exciting event of the

season. Summer arrived in an onslaught of scorching heat. Soon afterward,
an epidemic of Brittle-Spine left everyone exhausted and miserable, forced
to massage the afflicted grimoires with foul-smelling ointment for weeks on
end. Elisabeth was assigned to care for a Class Two called The Decrees of
Bartholomew Trout, which developed a habit of wiggling provocatively
every time it saw her coming. By the time the first autumn storm blew over
Summershall, she never wanted to see another pot of ointment again. She
was ready to collapse into bed and sleep for years.

Instead, she jolted awake in the dead of night, convinced she had heard
a sound. Wind lashed the trees outside, howling through the eaves. Twigs
pelted against the window in staccato bursts. The storm was loud, but she
couldn’t shake the feeling that she had woken for a different reason. She sat
up in bed and threw off her quilt.

“Katrien?” she whispered.

Katrien rolled over, muttering in the throes of a dream. She didn’t rouse
even when Elisabeth reached across the space between their beds and shook
her shoulder. “Blackmail him,” she mumbled against her pillow, still
dreaming.

Frowning, Elisabeth slipped out of bed. She lit a candle on the
nightstand and glanced around, searching for anything amiss.

The room she shared with Katrien was located high in one of the
library’s towers. It was small and circular, with a narrow, castle-like
window that let in drafts whenever the wind blew from the east. Everything
looked exactly as it had when Elisabeth had gone to bed. Books lay open on
the dresser and slumped in piles along the curved stone walls, and notes
belonging to Katrien’s latest experiment littered the rug. Elisabeth took care



not to step on them as she crossed to the door and drifted into the hall, her
candle enfolding her in a hazy glow. The library’s thick walls deadened the
wind’s howling to a faraway murmur.

Barefoot, dressed in only her nightgown, she drifted down the stairs like
a ghost. A few turns brought her to a forbidding oak door reinforced with
strips of iron. This door separated the library from the living quarters, and it
always remained locked. Prior to the age of thirteen, she hadn’t been able to
unlock it herself; she’d had to wait for a librarian to come past and usher
her through. Now she possessed a greatkey, capable of unlocking the outer
doors of any Great Library in the kingdom. She wore it around her neck at
all times, even when sleeping or bathing, a tangible symbol of her oaths.

She lifted the key, then paused, running her fingertips across the door’s
rough surface. A memory flashed before her: the claw marks on the table in
the vault, which had scored the wood as though it were butter.

No—that was impossible. Grimoires only transformed into Maleficts if
damaged. It was not something that would happen in the middle of the
night, with no visitors and all the grimoires safely contained. Not with
wardens patrolling the darkened halls, and the Great Library’s colossal
warning bell hanging undisturbed above their heads.

Resolving to banish her childish fears, she slipped through the door and
locked it again behind her. The atrium’s lamps had been dimmed for the
night. Their light glimmered off the gilt letters on books’ spines, reflected
from the brass rails that connected the wheeled ladders to the tops of the
shelves. Straining her ears, she detected nothing out of the ordinary.
Thousands of grimoires slumbered peacefully around her, velvet ribbons
fluttering from their pages as they snored. In a glass case nearby, a Class
Four named Lord Fustian’s Florilegium cleared its throat self-importantly,
trying to get her attention. It needed to be complimented out loud at least
once per day, or it would snap shut like a clam and refuse to open again for
years.

She stole forward, holding her candle higher. Nothing’s wrong. Time to
go back to bed.

That was when it struck her—an eye-watering, unmistakable smell. The
last few months fell away, and for a moment she stood in the reading room
again, bending over the leather armchair. Her heart skipped a beat, then
began pounding in her ears.

Aetherial combustion. Someone had performed sorcery in the library.



Quickly, she snuffed out her candle. A banging sound made her flinch.
She waited until it happened again, quieter this time, almost like an echo.
Now suspecting what it was, she snuck around a bookcase until the library’s
front doors came into view. They had been left open and were blowing in
the wind.

Where were the wardens? She should have seen someone by now, but
the library seemed completely empty. Chill with dread, she made her way
toward the doors. Though every shadow now possessed an ominous quality,
stretching across the floorboards like fingers, she skirted around the shafts
of moonlight, not wanting to be seen.

Pain exploded through her bare toe halfway across the atrium. She had
stubbed it on something on the floor. Something cold and hard—something
that shone in the dark—

A sword. And not just any sword—Demonslayer. Garnets glittered on
its pommel in the gloom.

Numbly, Elisabeth picked it up. Touching it felt wrong. Demonslayer
never left the Director’s belt. She would only allow it out of her sight if . . .

With a stifled cry, Elisabeth rushed to the shape that lay slumped on the
floor nearby. Red hair feathered by moonlight, a pale hand outflung. She
gripped the shoulder and found it unresisting as she turned the body over.
The Director’s eyes stared sightlessly at the ceiling.

The floor yawned open beneath Elisabeth; the library spun in a dizzy
whirl. This wasn’t possible. It was a bad dream. Any moment now she
would wake up in her bed, and everything would be back to normal. As she
waited for this to happen, the seconds unspooling past, her stomach heaved.
She stumbled away from the Director’s body toward the doors, where she
coughed up a sour string of bile. When she put out her hand to steady
herself, her palm slipped against the door frame.

Blood, she thought automatically, but the substance coating her hand
was something else—thicker, darker. Not blood—ink.

Elisabeth instantly knew what this meant. She wiped her hand on her
nightgown and gripped Demonslayer’s pommel in both hands, shaking too
violently to hold it with only one. She stepped out into the night. The wind
rushed over her, tangling her hair. At first she saw nothing, only the
twinkling glow of a few lamps still lit down in Summershall. Their lights
flickered as the orchard’s trees thrashed in the wind. A high wrought iron
fence stood around the library’s gravel yard, its sharp finials spearing the



restless sky like daggers, but the gate hung open, warped on its hinges,
dripping with ink.

Then, in the distance, a hulking silhouette moved among the trees.
Moonlight shone on its greasy surface. It limped toward the village with a
rolling, ungainly gait, like a malformed bear clumsily attempting to walk on
two legs. There was no mistaking what it was. A grimoire had escaped from
the vault. Drawing upon the power of the sorcery between its pages, it had
swelled into a gruesome monster of ink and leather.

Upon sighting a Malefict, Elisabeth was supposed to alert the nearest
warden or, if that was impossible, race up the stairs to ring the Great
Library’s warning bell. The bell would call the wardens to arms and prompt
the townspeople to evacuate into the shelter beneath the town hall. But there
was no time. If Elisabeth turned back, the monster would reach
Summershall before anyone even had a chance to rise from bed. Countless
people would die in the streets. It would be a slaughter.

Officium adusque mortem. Duty unto death. She had passed beneath
that inscription a thousand times. She might not be a warden yet, but she
would never be able to call herself one if she turned away now. Protecting
Summershall was her responsibility, even at the cost of her life.

Elisabeth flew through the gate and down the hill. The sharp gravel
gave way to a soft, wet carpet of moss and fallen leaves that soaked the hem
of her nightgown. She tripped over a root in her path, nearly losing her grip
on the sword, but the Malefict didn’t pause, only continued its lumbering
advance in the opposite direction.

Now she was close enough to gag on its rotten stench. And to see how
big it was, far larger than a man, with limbs as thick and gnarled as tree
stumps. Paralyzing waves of fear crashed over her. Demonslayer grew
heavy in her hands at last. She was no hero, just a girl in a nightgown who
happened to be holding a sword. Was this the way the Director had felt,
Elisabeth wondered, when she faced her first Malefict?

I don’t have to beat it, she thought. If she could distract it for long
enough, and make enough of a commotion doing so, she might save the
town. After all, disturbing the peace is what I’'m good at. Most of the time, I
do it without even trying. Courage crept back to her, freeing her frozen
limbs. She drew in a deep breath and shouted wordlessly into the night.

The wind tore her voice to shreds, but the monster finally lumbered to a
halt. The oily black leather of its hide rippled as if reacting to a fly. After a



long, considering pause, it turned to face her.

It was bulky and roughly man-shaped, but lopsided, crude, as if a child
had fashioned it from a lump of clay. Dozens of bloodshot eyes bulged
across every inch of its surface, ranging from the size of teacups to the size
of dinner plates. Their pupils had shrunk to pinpricks, and all of them stared
directly at Elisabeth. The library’s most dangerous grimoire walked free.
The Book of Eyes had returned.

After gazing at her for a moment, it wavered, torn between her and the
town. Slowly, its eyes began to roll back in the direction of Summershall. It
must not have seen her as a threat. Compared to all those people ahead, she
wasn’t worth bothering with. She needed to convince it otherwise.

She raised Demonslayer and charged, leaping over fallen branches,
dodging between the trees. The Malefict’s bulky form loomed above her,
blocking out the moonlight. She held her breath against its nauseating
stench. Several of its eyes swiveled to focus on her, their pupils enlarging in
surprise, but that was all they had a chance to see before the blade swiped
across them, spattering ink in an arc through the shadows.

The monster’s roar shook the ground. Elisabeth kept running; she knew
she couldn’t face the Book of Eyes head-on. She plunged through the
orchard and skidded to a crouch behind the mossy ruin of an old stone well,
sucking in gasps of clean air.

Somehow, hiding from the monster was worse than facing it. She
couldn’t see what it was doing, which allowed her imagination to fill in the
gaps. But she did determine, without a doubt, that it was looking for her.
Though it moved with unnerving stealth, it was too large to pass between
the trees without betraying its presence. Branches snapped here and there,
and apples plopped to the ground with hollow smacks. The sounds
gradually drew nearer. Elisabeth stopped panting; her lungs burned with the
effort of holding her breath. An apple struck the well and burst, spattering
her with sticky fragments.

“Apprentice . . . I’ll find you . . . only a matter of time . . .”

The whisper caressed her mind like a flabby hand. She reeled, clutching
her head.

“Better if you gave up now . ..”

The greasy suggestion swirled through her thoughts, compelling in its
bloodless pragmatism. Her mission was impossible. Too hard. All she had



to do was give in, put down the sword, and her suffering would be over. The
Book of Eyes would make it quick.

The Book of Eyes was lying.

Gritting her teeth, Elisabeth looked up. The Malefict stood above her,
but it hadn’t seen her yet. Its eyes twisted in their sockets, moving
independently of one another as they scanned the orchard. The ones she’d
injured had closed up, weeping rivulets of ink like tears.

“Apprentice . . .”

Resisting the whispers was like treading water in sodden clothes, barely
keeping her nose and mouth above the surface. She forced herself to stop
holding her head and clenched her fingers around Demonslayer’s grip. Just
a little longer, she told herself. The monster shifted closer, and a yellow eye
looked down. When it spotted her, its pupil dilated so hugely that the entire
iris appeared black.

Now.

She thrust Demonslayer upward, piercing the eye. Ink cascaded down
her arms and dripped onto the moss. The Malefict’s bellow shuddered
through the night. This time, as she scrambled away, she saw new lights
winking on in the town below. More joined them with every second that
passed, spreading from house to house like banked embers flaring back to
life. Summershall was waking. Her plan was succeeding.

And her own time was running out.

An arm swept from the darkness, tossing her through the air like a rag
doll. A bright shock of pain sparked through her as her shoulder clipped a
tree trunk, sending her spinning through the damp grass. She tasted copper,
and when she sat up, gasping for breath, her surroundings blurred in and
out. A strap of her nightgown hung loose, torn and bloodied. The Malefict’s
dark shape towered over her.

It leaned closer. It had a lumpy head, but no face, no features aside from

those countless bulging eyes. “An odd girl, you are. Ahhh . . . there’s
something about you . . . a reason why you woke tonight, while the others
slept. . ..”

The Director’s sword lay in the grass. Elisabeth snatched it up and held
it between them. The blade trembled.

“I could help you,” the monster coaxed. “I see the questions inside your
head . . . so many questions, and so few answers . . . but I could tell you



secrets—oh, such secrets, secrets you cannot imagine, secrets beyond your
strangest dreams. . . .”

As if caught in a whirlpool, her thoughts followed its whispers toward
some lightless, hungry place—a place from which she knew her mind
would not return. She swallowed thickly. Her hand found the key hanging
against her chest, and she imagined the Director slamming the grimoire
shut, cutting off the monster’s voice. “You are lying,” she declared.

Guttural laughter filled her head. Blindly, she lashed out. The monster
heaved back, and Demonslayer whistled harmlessly through the air. Wood
splintered behind her as she scrambled away. The Book of Eyes had struck
the tree that had stood behind her a moment before, a blow that would have
crushed her like a toy.

She fled, stumbling over fallen apples. Disoriented, she nearly smacked
into a pale shape that stood between the trees. Something winged and white,
with a sad, solemn face eroded by time. A marble angel.

Hope seized her. The statue marked a cache with supplies that could be
used by wardens or townspeople during an emergency. She fumbled in the
earthen hollow beneath the pedestal until her fingers bumped against a rain-
slicked canister.

The Malefict’s voice pursued her. “I will tell you,” it whispered, “the
truth of what happened to the Director. Is that a secret you would like to
hear? Someone did this, you know . . . someone released me. . . .”

Elisabeth’s fingers froze as she fumbled the canister open.

“I could tell you who it was—apprentice!”

The air rippled with motion, but she reacted too slowly. Slimy leather
closed in on her from all sides, capturing her in a squeezing, stinking grip.
The monster had caught her. It raised her up, lifting her feet from the
ground, surveying her with eyes so near she could see the hemorrhaged
veins that traced through them like scarlet threads. The fist began to tighten.
Elisabeth felt her ribs bend inward, and her breath escaped in a thin gasp.

This is not how it will end, she thought, struggling against the dark. She
was to be a warden, keeper of books and words. She was their friend. Their
steward. Their jailer. And if need be, their destroyer.

Her arm came free, and she flung the canister’s contents into the air.
The Malefict gave an agonized howl as a cloud of salt enveloped its body.
Its grip loosened, and Elisabeth slid from its grasp to land with a sickening
crack against the angel statue. She blinked away stars. For a moment she



could not move, couldn’t feel her limbs, and wondered if she had broken
her back. Then the feeling in her fingers returned in a prickling wash of
agony. Demonslayer’s grip pressed against her skin. She hadn’t let go.

Before the monster’s whispers could sink their claws into her again, she
rolled onto her side, where she found herself face to face with a giant, filmy
blue eye. It was reddened and watering, quivering in pain as it attempted to
remain open long enough to focus on her. Using the last of her strength, she
dragged herself upright. She raised the Director’s sword above the
monster’s body and drove it downward with all her strength, burying it to
the hilt in the monster’s greasy hide.

The eye’s pupil expanded, then contracted. “No,” the Malefict gurgled.
“No!”

Gouts of ink bubbled from the wound. She clenched her jaw and twisted
the blade. The monster heaved, throwing her aside. Demonslayer remained
stuck fast in its body, far from her reach, but she no longer needed it. The
eyes twitched wildly and then went still, rolling upward, the lids relaxing.
As if aging in rapid time, the leather skin began to turn gray, then crack and
peel. A cloudy film spread over the eyes. Chunks of its body collapsed
inward, sending up fountains of fiery ashes. As she watched, the Malefict
disintegrated on the wind.

She remembered what the Director had told her in the vault. This
grimoire had been the only one of its kind. She had been responsible for it,
and she had destroyed it. She knew she hadn’t had a choice. But still she
thought to herself, What have I done?

Ash swirled around her like snow. A brassy ringing filled the air. At
last, far too late, the Great Library’s bell had begun to ring.
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“THIS 1S MADNESS. The girl has done nothing. You know she is
innocent—"



“I do not know that, Master Hargrove,” said Warden Finch. “Only two
people handled the Book of Eyes when it arrived in Summershall. Now one
of them is dead. Tell me, why was Scrivener out of bed when the Malefict
broke free?”

Hargrove wheezed a disbelieving laugh. “Are you truly suggesting that
Scrivener had something to do with this? That she sabotaged a Class Eight
grimoire? Preposterous. What earthly reason would she have to do such a
thing?”

“She was found out of bed, out of bounds, with the Director’s sword.”

“Which the Director left to her in her will, for heaven’s sake! It belongs
to Scrivener now—"

Elisabeth’s eyelids fluttered. She lay beneath a thin, scratchy blanket in
an unfamiliar bed. Not a bed, a cot. Her toes were cold; her feet stuck off
the end. The stone wall she faced didn’t belong to her room, and Finch and
Hargrove’s argument didn’t make any sense.

“The Director’s keys were missing from her key ring,” Finch growled,
“and we found them at the entrance to the vault. Someone took them.
Scrivener was the only one there. The library had been secured for the
evening—no one else could have gotten inside.”

“I’m certain there’s another explanation.” She had never heard Hargrove
so upset, even after the booklouse incident. Sunk halfway into a dream, she
envisioned him gesticulating the way he did during his lectures, his fragile,
age-spotted hands waving through the air as though he were conducting an
orchestra. “We must investigate,” he said, “speak to Scrivener, employ logic
to understand what happened last night.”

“I’ve already sent a report to the Magisterium. A priceless grimoire has
been destroyed, and the sorcerers will want someone to answer for it.
They’ll get the truth from her, one way or another.”

A long silence followed. “Please, I beg you to reconsider.” Hargrove’s
voice sounded muffled, as if he had moved off, intimidated into backing
away. “The Director trusted Scrivener, even loved her. We both know she
wasn’t one for sentiment. Surely that must count for something.”

“It does. It tells me that the Director loved the wrong person, and the
mistake killed her. You’re dismissed, Hargrove.”

“Warden Finch—”

“Director,” Finch corrected. “If you’ve forgotten your place, Hargrove,
I’'m sure I can find you a new one.”



Why is Finch calling himself the Director?

Elisabeth’s memory flooded back as she fought her way awake. Ashes.
Bells. Wardens surrounding her with their swords drawn, Finch emerging
from the group to seize her arm. He had dragged her downstairs and thrown
her in this cell. She recalled the rage that had twisted his pockmarked face
in the torchlight. And she remembered the wetness that had shone on his
cheeks when he turned away.

At once, she regretted waking. Every inch of her body ached. Bruises
throbbed on her arms and back, and whenever she breathed in, her ribs
stabbed her lungs. But far worse than the pain was the rush of
understanding that followed.

He blames me for what happened. She hadn’t expected to be hailed as a
hero—but this? And if he’s the Director now . . .

Biting the inside of her cheek, she forced herself to sit up. She clutched
the coarse blanket to her chest, finding that she was still dressed in her
nightgown, crusted stiff with ink and stained with her own blood. Looking
around, she found no sign of Hargrove, but Finch stood outside the bars of
the cell door. Hard lines etched his features as he gazed down the corridor.
A single torch blazed on the wall behind him, throwing his long,
threatening shadow into the cell. She struggled to make sense of her final
memory from last night. Why had his face been wet? It hadn’t started
raining.

The truth dawned on her. “You were in love with the Director,” she
realized aloud.

Her voice was little more than a thin scratching, but Finch swung
around as though she’d hurled an insult. “Shut your mouth, girl.”

“Please,” she insisted. “I loved her, too. You must listen to me.” The
words came tumbling out as though a dam had broken inside her. “Someone
else released the Book of Eyes last night. I came downstairs, and . . .”

As she began recounting the story in fits and starts, Finch’s hand stole
toward the hilt of his sword. He squeezed the leather grip until it creaked.
Elisabeth stammered to a halt.

“Always telling tales,” he said. His eyes shone like black beetles in the
torchlight. “Always causing trouble. You expect me to believe you, after all
the rules you’ve broken?”

“I’m telling the truth,” she said, willing him to see the honesty on her
face. “You can’t send me away to the sorcerers. It was a sorcerer who did



this.”

“Why, pray tell, would a sorcerer free a grimoire, knowing it would be
destroyed? Those spells are gone now. No chance of getting them back, and
all the sorcerers are weaker for their loss.”

He was right. There was no reason for a sorcerer to have done it. But
she knew that what she had sensed had been real, and if he would only
believe her . . .

“There was something wrong last night,” she blurted, grasping at a
memory. “There weren’t any wardens on patrol aside from the Director. I
didn’t see anyone in the halls. It was a spell—it must have been. You can
check the logs, ask the wardens. Someone else must have noticed.”

“Lies and more lies.” With satisfaction, he spat on the ground outside
the cell.

Terror seized Elisabeth. She had the sense of wandering into a dark
wood and suddenly realizing that she was lost with no hope of finding her
way. Finch was never going to believe her, because he did not want to. Her
guilt was the best gift he had ever received. The Director had chosen to love
Elisabeth, not him, and finally he had an opportunity to punish her for it.

“An idiot, you are,” he was saying. “Always thought so. Irena never
believed me, claimed you had promise, but I knew you weren’t worth the
trouble of room and board, ever since you were a fat little babe, filling the
library with your squalling.”

Irena. That was the Director’s name? She had died without Elisabeth
even knowing it.

“I’m telling the truth,” she whispered again. Her face prickled, hot with
humiliation. “I smelled sorcery in the library. A smell like burnt metal.
Aetherial combustion. I swear it.”

His lip curled in a sneer. “And how would you know that smell?”

“I—Ilast spring, when—" She cut herself off, feeling ill. If she explained
that she’d snuck into the reading room and spoken to a magister, she would
only make things worse. She looked down and shook her head. “I just
know,” she finished weakly.

“Read it in a grimoire, no doubt,” he growled. “One you shouldn’t have
been reading, filling your head with the words of demons. Are you
consorting with demons, girl? Have you begun dabbling in sorcery—is that
how you know?”



She retreated in bed until her back thumped against the wall. “No!” she
cried. How could he accuse her of such a thing? She had sworn her oaths,
just like him. If she broke them by attempting sorcery, she would never
become a warden, never be permitted to set foot in a Great Library again.

“We’ll find out soon enough.” He turned away, lifting the torch from the
wall. “I’ve heard what the Magisterium does to traitors. Their interrogations
are worse than torture. When they’re finished with you, girl, you won’t be
fit to sweep the library’s floors.” The light began to recede, taking his
shadow with it.

Elisabeth scrambled free of the blanket and stumbled to the cell door,
gripping the bars. “Stop calling me girl,” she called after him. “I’m an
apprentice!”

There came a dreadful pause. “Are you, now?” Finch asked, his voice
ugly, full of relish.

His torch bobbed away, leaving her in darkness. Slowly, she reached for
the key around her neck, the key she hadn’t taken off in the three and a half
years since the Director had given it to her, and grasped only emptiness.

There was nothing there.

Elisabeth’s days blurred together. The Great Library’s dungeon lay deep
underground, far from any glimpse of sunlight, and she was alone. She
rested on her cot listening to the scufflings of rats and booklice, grateful for
their company. Without them a thick, suffocating silence descended over
her cell, tormenting her with strange imaginings.

Finch didn’t visit her again; neither did Master Hargrove. At regular
intervals, torchlight flooded the corridor and a warden came to shove a tray
of food beneath the cell door. Less often, he unlocked the door and replaced
the waste bucket in the corner. It was always the same warden who did this.
She tried pleading with him the first few times, but he didn’t listen. The
looks he gave her were proof enough that he believed whatever Warden
Finch—the Director—had told him.

That I am a traitor, she thought, and a murderer.

Despair dulled her mind. Grief lapped at her in a ceaseless tide. She had
never guessed that the Director loved her. Certainly not enough to leave her
Demonslayer, her most prized possession. Elisabeth wished she could carry
that knowledge back in time and do everything differently. She finally had



proof that the Director had believed in her all along, but it had come too
late, and at far too great a cost.

As the days crept past and her tears ran dry, she obsessively combed
through the attack in her head, trying to piece together exactly what had
happened. It was difficult for her to imagine the Directer being taken by
surprise, but every piece of evidence pointed to the fact that a sorcerer had
ambushed her. He’d stolen her keys and gone down to the vault, then freed
the Book of Eyes. No one had interrupted him, because he’d used a spell to
—what?

To trap the rest of the library in an enchanted sleep. That was what the
Book of Eyes had meant, when it had told her that she’d woken while
everyone else slept. Katrien was ordinarily a light sleeper, and yet even a
firm shake hadn’t roused her. Meanwhile the sorcerer had needed the
Director awake, alone, so that he could take her keys. . . .

But how had he gotten inside the library in the first place? All of its
locks were made of solid iron, impossible to open with magic.

It didn’t matter. He had found a way. And now Elisabeth was to be
given over to the sorcerers, any one of whom could be the saboteur, waiting
for the chance to eliminate a loose end. No justice awaited her at the
Magisterium. Only death.

She laughed—a strange, unpleasant sound that she barely recognized as
her own. The warden had just arrived to deliver her daily meal, and he gave
her a wary look as he pushed the tray beneath the door. He thinks I have
gone mad. As darkness returned to her cell, seeping in from the corners like
water over the deck of a sinking ship, she wondered whether he was right. It
seemed that it was the rest of the world that had gone mad, not her—but if
she was the only one who thought so, could she truly call herself sane?

The bruises on her arms, glimpsed every so often in the torchlight,
faded from deep purple to a sickly, mottled yellow. A week passed in the
world above. Her routine never varied, until one day, after the portcullis
ground upward with a shriek of iron against stone, two pairs of boots
echoed down the corridor instead of only one.

Elisabeth knew what this meant: the sorcerers had come for her at last.

SIX
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LIGHT AND NOISE assaulted Elisabeth. She squeezed her eyes shut
against the glare, deafened by the pounding of boots as wardens marched
her through the hall. Finch gripped one of her shoulders so tightly that her
bones ground together. After so long underground, she felt less like a
human being and more like some small creature torn from its den by a
hawk’s talons, fearful and flinching, confused by every sound. An ill-fitting
dress pinched her ribs and flapped around her calves, foreign after years of
wearing a comfortable robe. No doubt it was the longest one they had been
able to find, and it was still a good six inches too short for her tall frame.

Somewhere nearby, a familiar voice called out to her. “Katrien!” she
called back, her own voice ragged with disuse. She glanced around wildly
until Katrien pressed into view, struggling to squeeze between two wardens.
There were shadows beneath her eyes, and strands stuck out from her
unraveling braid.

Elisabeth’s chest constricted. “You shouldn’t be here,” she croaked.

“I tried to visit you, but the wardens wouldn’t let me,” Katrien panted,
barely seeming to hear. A warden thrust an arm in front of her, trying to
force her back, but she ducked under it and continued her pursuit. “Then I
organized a distraction—we disguised Stefan as a senior librarian and had
him run through the archives with his trousers off—but one of the wardens
still wouldn’t leave his post, and I couldn’t sneak past him.”

Even dizzy with fear, Elisabeth sobbed out a laugh.

“We wouldn’t have given up,” Katrien insisted. “A few more days, and I
would have figured out a way to get you out. I swear it.”

“I know,” Elisabeth said. She reached for Katrien’s hand, but at that
moment Finch shoved her toward the door. Their fingertips brushed before
the wardens tore them apart, and she had the horrible feeling that that was
the last time she and Katrien would ever touch.

“I’ll—TI’1l come back,” Elisabeth shouted over her shoulder. She didn’t
believe that was true. “I’ll write letters.” She was almost certain she
wouldn’t be able to do that, either. “Katrien,” she said, as Finch shoved her
out the door. “Katrien, please don’t forget me.”

“I won’t. Don’t forget me, either. Elisabeth—"



The door slammed shut. Elisabeth staggered, blinking spots from her
eyes. She stood in the courtyard. Sodden autumn clouds filled the sky, but
the natural light still pounded against her head like a hammer against an
anvil. When her vision adjusted, she saw that she had emerged from the
same door through which she and the Director had taken the Book of Eyes,
with its inscription at the top, which now more closely resembled an
accusation.

Why did I survive, and the Director did not?

A hoof raked through gravel, drawing her attention away. Two
enormous black horses stood before Elisabeth, champing at their bits, and
behind them, a coach waited. Emerald curtains hung in its windows, and its
wood was carved with an elaborate design of twining thorns. The artisan
had taken particular care to render the thorns in lifelike detail; she could
almost feel the stab of their cruel points from where she stood.

A shadow swept across the courtyard. The wind picked up, scattering
loose leaves across the ground with a dry, hissing rattle. Desperately, she
glanced around until her gaze settled on one of the courtyard’s many
statues: a towering marble angel with a sword clasped against its chest. Ivy
twined up its robes, forming natural handholds. She knew from experience
that she could shimmy atop it in seconds if she didn’t mind skinning a knee.
With luck, she’d be off across the rooftops before the sorcerer could catch
her. She sucked in a breath and bolted, her boots spraying gravel in every
direction.

A whiff of burning metal scalded her lungs, and then the sound of
cracking, crumbling stone filled the air. She skidded to a halt in front of the
statue. It had begun to move.

Marble ground against marble as it opened its featureless eyes and
raised its head. With a serene expression, it drew the sword from its
scabbard and unfurled its wings above the courtyard. Emerald sparks
danced over the edges of its pinions as the feathers spread apart, almost
translucent in the morning light. Then the sword lowered, pointing directly
at Elisabeth. The angel’s placid face gazed down at her without mercy.

She stumbled back, only to find that the entire courtyard had come
alive. The hooded men in the alcoves above her head turned shadowed
faces in her direction. Gargoyles stretched, testing their claws against the
edges of the roof. Even the angels who clasped the scroll over the door
looked down at her, their gazes pitiless and cold. Elisabeth choked down a



scream. Now she understood why Finch hadn’t bothered to bind her hands.
There was no escaping a sorcerer.

She took another step back, and another, until a shadow fell across her:
the shadow of a man. She hadn’t heard him exit the carriage. Frost crept
through her veins, freezing her in place.

“Elisabeth Scrivener,” said the shadow’s owner. “My name is Nathaniel
Thorn. I’ve come to escort you to Brassbridge for your questioning, and I
don’t recommend trying to run. Attempting to escape will only prove your
guilt to the Chancellor.”

She spun around. It was him. The emerald cloak billowed at his heels,
and the wind tangled his dark, silver-streaked hair. His gray eyes were just
as pale and piercing as she remembered, but if he recognized her in return,
he showed no sign. A faint, bitter smile tugged at one corner of his mouth.

She took a step back. Of course. He must be the real culprit. Why else
would a magister embark upon this lowly errand? It would certainly be
convenient for the saboteur if she never reached Brassbridge, the sole
witness to his crime vanished by an accident along the way.

“You’re afraid of me,” he observed.

A tremor ran through her, but she stood her ground. If she didn’t reveal
that she suspected him, she might survive long enough to escape. “You’re a
sorcerer,” she rasped, feeling that was answer enough. And then she asked,
hoping to distract him, “Who is the Chancellor?”

His eyes narrowed. “If you’re going to play the fool, you’ll need to do a
better job than that.”

“'m not playing.” Her nails dug into her palms. “Who is the
Chancellor?”

“That word truly doesn’t mean anything to you?”

She shook her head. He leaned in for a closer look, his pale eyes
searching her face. She waited for something to happen: a bolt of pain
meant to force a confession, or an alien presence clawing through her
thoughts in search of the truth. Behind him, statues bent their heads together
as if they were discussing her fate. She even heard them whispering, in
grinding voices of earth and stone. A long moment passed, but the sorcerer
only exhaled a single, humorless laugh and withdrew. Relief poured
through her.

“Chancellor Ashcroft is the second most powerful person in the
kingdom. He’s the current head of the Magisterium.” He paused. “You do



know what the Magisterium is?”

“It’s the sorcerers’ government. I’m to be taken there.” If you don't kill
me first. Clad in only the threadbare, too-short dress, she had never felt
more defenseless. “The journey to the city takes three days,” she ventured,
struck by an idea. “I don’t have any of my things.”

The magister, Nathaniel, glanced at the door. “Ah, yes. I'd nearly
forgotten. One moment.” Bowing his head, he murmured an incantation.
The Enochian words sizzled when they struck the air, like grease spattered
on a hot stove.

Elisabeth tensed, uncertain what he meant to do. Prepared for the worst,
she nearly missed the curious whistling sound that came from above. A
shadow appeared on the ground beside her, rapidly growing larger. She
leaped aside as a sizable object came plummeting from the sky and landed
with a thud on the gravel.

The object was her own trunk. She gaped at Nathaniel, then rushed to
the trunk and flipped its latches open. The inside contained several dresses
she hadn’t worn since she’d turned thirteen, neatly folded. Her rarely used
hairbrush. Nightclothes. Stockings. No apprentice’s robes, but then, she
hadn’t expected those. As the spell dissipated, an emerald glow shimmered
over the trunk’s contents.

“Why are you looking at me like that?” he inquired.

“You used a demonic incantation to pack my stockings!”

He raised an eyebrow. “You’re right, that doesn’t sound like something
a proper evil sorcerer would do. Next time, I won’t fold them.”

She didn’t have a chance to dig deeper inside the trunk without arousing
suspicion. She had hoped for an opportunity to fetch her belongings herself.
She doubted that Nathaniel had included anything she could arm herself
with, certainly not Demonslayer, but there might be something of use. She
would have to take a closer look later, in private.

She straightened, and the blood rushed from her head. She staggered,
overcome by a wave of dizziness. The dungeon had left her body weak.

A hand caught her elbow. “Steady, miss,” said a soft voice beside her.

She turned to find a servant standing there, supporting her, and realized
this must be the coachman, though somehow she hadn’t seen him until now.
He was a young man dressed in old-fashioned livery, his hair meticulously
powdered white. He appeared to be around Nathaniel’s age, and he was
slight of build and quite short—not as short as Katrien, but still a good deal



shorter than Elisabeth. In all other respects he was unusually forgettable.
What an unremarkable person, she thought, and then frowned. She never
thought of anyone as unremarkable. Where had that come from?

There was something strange about this servant. Try as she might, she
couldn’t seem to describe anything else about him, not even the color of his
eyes, though she stood less than an arm’s length away.

“Excuse me,” he said in his courteous, whispering voice. “Shall I take
your trunk?”

She nodded dumbly. When he bent to lift her trunk, she reached out,
feeling as though she should help. He was so slender, he looked likely to
hurt himself.

“Don’t worry about Silas,” Nathaniel said. “He’s stronger than he
looks.” His tone held the air of a private joke.

Was Nathaniel mocking him? She inspected the servant’s face for any
sign of discomfort, but found none. Instead, he wore a faint smile. Where
Nathaniel’s smile was villainous, this boy’s smile belonged to a saint.
Elisabeth wondered why she had only just noticed how beautiful he was,
almost ethereal, as though he were spun from frost or alabaster in place of
flesh and blood. She had never seen anyone so beautiful, never known it
was possible; a lump formed in her throat simply looking at him.

As if he sensed her attention, the servant looked up and met her eyes.
And her breath caught on a scream.

His eyes are yellow. He isn’t human. He’s—

The observation vanished like a candle snuffing out. Yes, he truly is an
unremarkable person, she thought, watching the servant return to her side.

“May I help you into the carriage, miss?” he asked.

She nodded and took his gloved hand. She trusted him, though she
didn’t know why. Strange; she could have sworn—sworn there was
something. . . .

“Is Nathaniel cruel to you?” she asked under her breath. She could not
imagine what it would be like to be a sorcerer’s servant, forced to witness
depravities day in and day out.

“No, miss. Never. I am essential to him, you see.” As he assisted her up
the steps, he lowered his voice even further. “No doubt you have heard that
sorcerers bargain away their lives to demons in exchange for their power.”

Elisabeth frowned, but Nathaniel spoke before she could wrap her head
around the servant’s words.



“Make yourself comfortable, Miss Scrivener. We have a long journey
ahead of us. The sooner we get started, the faster I can get back to
tormenting widows and scandalizing the elderly with my nefarious black
arts.”

She bolted inside, requiring no further encouragement. The interior of
the coach was as opulent as its exterior, full of deep green velvet and glossy
woodwork. She had never ridden in a carriage before. Her closest
experience was sitting in the back of a wagon on the road down to
Summershall, holding a chicken on her lap.

She pressed herself into the corner, folding up her legs to fit the space,
waiting for Nathaniel to follow. Would he sit beside her, or across from her?
Perhaps he planned to amuse himself at her expense before he killed her.
She tensed when the carriage dipped beneath someone’s weight. But the
door closed, leaving her inside, dry-mouthed and alone.

Hooves clattered, and the coach swayed into motion. To distract herself
from the queasy churning of her stomach, she tugged the curtains open.
Nathaniel’s spell was wearing off the courtyard outside. She watched the
angel sheath its sword and sink back into its original position, closing its
eyes as though falling asleep. The gargoyles yawned, blinked, tucked their
faces beneath their tails. Everywhere faces settled, pinions furled; the
hooded men turned away and clasped their hands in silent prayer. She
released a held breath when the last statue went still, returning the courtyard
to lifeless stone, as if its occupants had never moved, never spoken, never
opened their marble eyes.

The courtyard slid past, and the gates fell behind them. As they passed
the orchard and picked up speed, a muffled conversation carried through the
wall. Elisabeth inspected the window, then slipped open its latch, hoping to
overhear something useful. Nathaniel’s voice wafted in on a trickle of fresh
air.

“I do wish you would stop bringing up demons in public,” he was
saying.

The servant’s soft voice answered, barely audible above the clopping of
the horses’ hooves. “I can’t help myself, master. It’s in my nature.”

“Well, your nature vexes me.”

“My sincerest apologies. Would you like me to change?”

“Not now,” Nathaniel said. “You’ll spook the horses, and frankly, I have
no idea how to drive a carriage.”



Elisabeth’s brow wrinkled. Spook the horses? What was he talking
about?

“You truly should learn how to do things for yourself, master,” the
servant replied. “It would be useful if you could tie your own cravat, for
example, or for once manage to put your cloak on the right side out—"

“Yes, yes, I know. Just try to behave more normally around the girl. It
wouldn’t do for her to find out.” Nathaniel paused. “Is that window open?”

She jerked away as a swirl of green light twined around the latch and
forced the window shut, cutting off their conversation. She could try again
later, but she suspected the latch would remain stuck fast for the remainder
of the journey.

The little she had overheard filled her with dread. It sounded as though
the servant was Nathaniel’s accomplice in the scheme to kill her. Before the
coach stopped for the night, she needed to formulate a plan. Planning had
always been Katrien’s strength, not hers. But if she failed to escape, she
would die, and if she died, she would never bring the Director’s murderer to
justice.

Desperate for inspiration, she looked out the window again, only to
confront a view she didn’t recognize: sheep grazing on a hill, surrounded by
woodland. She sought and found the Great Library beyond the trees, nestled
amid a patchwork of farms, its brooding towers looming above the
countryside amid wreaths of gray cloud. She had gazed out of those towers
her entire life, dreaming of her future far away. Doubtless she had gazed at
this very road, understanding the landscape as a bird might, now finding it
strange and unfamiliar from the ground.

She pressed her forehead against the glass, swallowing back the ache in
her throat. This was the farthest she had ever been from Summershall. After
so long dreaming, it seemed cruel beyond measure that she was to receive
her first and very likely last taste of the world as a captive, a traitor to
everything she held dear.

The carriage swung around a bend in the road, and Summershall’s
rooftops vanished behind the hill. Soon the trees closed in, and the Great
Library, too, was gone.

SEVEN
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THE COACH JOSTLED, shaking Elisabeth awake. She sat up,

wincing at the crick in her neck, then froze, every sense on the alert. She
heard only insects singing—no hooves clattering, no wheels rattling over
the road. The coach had come to a stop. It was dark out, but lamplight
shone disorientingly through the crack in the curtains. Peering between
them, she found that they’d drawn up outside an old stone inn.

The door’s latch turned. She slumped back into the position from which
she’d just awoken, her mind racing. Through her eyelashes, she watched
Nathaniel lean inside, his face a pale blur in the dark. The wind had left his
hair tousled, its silver streak agleam.

“I hope you haven’t died in here, Miss Scrivener,” he said.

She didn’t move. She barely allowed herself to breathe.

“It would be rather inconvenient for me if you did,” he went on. “There
would be all sorts of tedious meetings, an inquest, an accusation or two of
murder . . . Miss Scrivener?”

Elisabeth still did not move.

Nathaniel heaved a sigh and climbed into the carriage. Her pulse
pounded as he drew nearer, carrying with him the smell of night air and
sorcery. What she planned to do was dangerous. But she had no choice—or
at least, she had no better one.

When he reached for her shoulder, she came to life. He wasn’t wearing
gloves, and when her teeth sank into his hand, he shouted. In a flash she
was outside the carriage and running. The lights of the inn juddered up and
down as she sprinted toward the road. They winked out of sight when she
skidded down the embankment on the opposite side, and for a terrible
moment, tumbling over rocks, she saw nothing: only blackness lay ahead.
Then she struck the bottom with a splash. Water flooded her stockings,
accompanied by the stench of mud and rotten weeds. She had landed in a
ditch. Beyond, she made out a gloomy tangle of branches—a thicket.

She plunged inside. Twigs lashed her face, and leaves snagged in her
hair. Her heart seized as something clamped down on her shoulder, but it
was only another branch, disturbed by her passage. She half expected the
trees to come alive around her; for their roots to uncoil from the earth like



snakes and wrap around her ankles. But there was no sign of pursuit. No
sign, in fact, of anything else living at all.

If there were animals in these woods—birds, squirrels—they had all
fallen silent, leaving her alone with the sounds of her harsh breathing and
her crashing progress through the brush. At first the silence didn’t trouble
her, not so late at night. Then she thought, Where have the crickets gone?

She burst into a clearing and stumbled to a halt. Nathaniel’s servant,
Silas, stood in front of her. His hands were folded behind his back, and he
wore a slight, apologetic smile. Not a single white strand had escaped the
ribbon that tied his hair. He was so pale that he resembled a ghost against
the shadowed trees.

Terror clutched her throat with strangling fingers. “How did you get
here?” she asked, her voice a thread in the dark. She should have seen him
chasing her. At the very least, she should have heard him. It was as though
he had appeared from thin air.

“All good servants have their secrets,” he replied, “which are better left
unspoken, lest they spoil the illusion so dear to the master and his guests.
Come.” He extended a gloved hand. “It’s cold outside, and dark. A warm
bed awaits you at the inn.”

He was right. Elisabeth suddenly felt foolish for running through the
woods at this hour. She couldn’t even recall why she had fled. She took a
step toward him, then balked, darting a look around. Why did she trust
Silas? She didn’t know him. He was going to help Nathaniel—

“Please, miss,” he said quietly. “It’s for the best. Dreadful things roam
the shadows while the human world sleeps. I wouldn’t like to see you
harmed.”

Concern and sorrow transformed his features into those of an angel,
easing her fears. No one so beautiful, so full of sadness, could have
anything but her best interests at heart. She stepped forward as though
hypnotized. “What sort of dreadful things?” she whispered.

Without any effort, Silas lifted her into his arms. “It is better if you do
not know,” he murmured, almost too softly for her to hear.

She gazed up at his face in wonder. The moon shone silver overhead,
the black branches laced beneath it like fingers clasped in prayer. Frosted by
its glow, Silas looked as though he were spun from moonlight himself. He
carried her between the silent trees, over the ditch, and back across the road.



When they reached the inn’s yard, a boy was leading Nathaniel’s horses
toward the stable. The nearest horse pinned back its ears and flared its
nostrils. A shrill whinny split the night.

The sense of peace fell from Elisabeth at once, like a heavy blanket
flung from her body. She sucked in a breath. “Let me down!” she said,
struggling in Silas’s arms.

What had happened just now? She had tried to run—she knew that. But
how had she gotten so dirty? She couldn’t have made it far before Silas had
caught her. Her last memory was of reaching the road, and after that . . . she
must have struck her head in the scuffle.

Nathaniel jumped down from the carriage. “My god, she bit me,” he
said to Silas in disbelief. “I think she broke the skin.”

Elisabeth hoped so. “That’s what you get for drinking orphan’s blood!”
she shouted. The stable boy stopped and stared.

Unexpectedly, Nathaniel began to laugh. “You impossible menace,” he
said. “I suppose it’s my fault for assuming you were harmless.” He shook
his hand. “By the Otherworld, this stings. I’ll be lucky if I haven’t
contracted a disease. Silas? Make sure her room has a lock. A good one.”

Elisabeth’s struggling subsided as Silas carried her toward the inn. He
was stronger than he looked, and she needed to save her energy, which was
fading rapidly—more rapidly than she’d expected, even after the dungeon.
Nathaniel watched her, but she couldn’t make out his expression in the
dark.

Silas set her down inside the door. To her relief, the inn bustled with
activity. The Inkroads were the best-kept roads in Austermeer, maintained
by the Collegium, and heavily traveled. Lamplight glowed against the
whitewashed walls, upon which the shadows of patrons stretched and
laughed and raised their glasses. Her stomach growled at the smell of
cooking sausages, greasy and laden with spices. A wave of hunger left her
light-headed.

A maid hurried past them, but she didn’t so much as glance in their
direction. No one in the busy inn seemed to have noticed Elisabeth looming
there, dripping ditch water on the rug, or Silas standing silently beside her.

Before she could call for help, Silas steered her toward the stairs. “This
way. Our rooms have been arranged.” He placed a steadying hand on her
back when she tripped. “Careful. I fear Master Thorn would not forgive me
if I let you fall.”



She had no choice but to obey. Her head felt stuffed with cotton wool.
The noise of the inn’s crowd throbbed in her temples like a second pulse:
cheers and laughter, the clattering of cutlery. Upstairs, Silas led her down
the hall, toward a door at the end. As he unlocked it, she noticed that he had
on the same white gloves as that morning. But there wasn’t a speck of dirt
upon them, even though he’d spent all day handling the carriage’s reins.

“Wait,” she said, when he turned to leave. “Silas, I...”

He paused. “Yes?”

Her head pounded. There was something important she’d forgotten.
Something she needed to know. “What color are your eyes?” she asked.

“They are brown, miss,” he said softly, and she believed him.

The lock clicked behind her. At once, the pounding in her skull
improved. The room was small and warm, with a fire crackling in the hearth
and a braided rug whose colorful patterns reminded her painfully of the
quilt on her bed at home. First she tested the window and found it wouldn’t
open. Then she yanked on the doorknob, to no success. Temporarily out of
options, she peeled off her dress and sodden stockings, which she laid out
on the hot stones to dry. Despite the warmth, she’d begun shivering.

She was busy reviving herself by the fire, trying to decide what to do
next, when green light flared in the corner of the room. She leaped up,
seized a poker from the hearth, and flung it in the light’s direction. The
poker bounced off with a thud. It was not Nathaniel who had materialized
there, but merely her trunk, now sporting a new dent on top.

Her weariness forgotten, she rushed to the trunk and flung it open,
rummaging around for anything useful. Dresses and stockings went flying
across the room. Her hairbrush skidded beneath the bed. She had nearly
reached the bottom, and resigned herself to a lost cause, when instead of
encountering another layer of linen or cotton, her fingertips brushed leather.

Warm leather, imbued with a life of its own.

A thrill ran through her. Cautiously, she lifted the object from the
bottom of her trunk. It was a grimoire, an unusually thick and heavy volume
bound in glossy burgundy leather. Gilt lettering shone across its spine: A
Lexicon of the Sorcerous Arts. Without hesitation, she pressed her nose to
its pages and inhaled deeply. The edges of the paper had worn velvet-soft
with age, and possessed a warm, sweet scent, like custard.

“How have you gotten here?” she asked, now assured of the grimoire’s
friendliness. I1l-natured grimoires tended to smell musty or sour. “You’re as



far from home as I am.”

The Lexicon’s pages whispered as though trying to answer. She turned
it over and found a numeral I stamped on the back cover. Class One
grimoires were typically reference works or compendiums. They couldn’t
speak to people directly like a Class Seven or higher, or even make
vocalizations, an ability that most grimoires demonstrated beginning at
Class Two.

The cover nudged her hand. Puzzled, she let go, and a scrap of paper
slipped out from between the pages. She lifted it with a frown.

Elisabeth, the note read in a familiar messy scrawl, if you’ve found this,
then I was right, and the sorcerer has spelled your trunk to his carriage.
I’ve hidden this grimoire inside in case it can help you prepare for whatever
lies ahead. Never forget that knowledge is your greatest weapon. The more
knowledge the better, so you can hit the sorcerer over the head with it and
give him a concussion. That’s why I chose such a big one.

I would tell you to remain brave, but I don’t have to. You’re already the
bravest person I know. I promise we’ll see each other again.

—K

P.S.: Don’t ask how I managed to smuggle the grimoire out of bounds. I
didn’t get caught, which is the important part.

Tears stung Elisabeth’s eyes. Katrien made it sound like a small matter,
but she could lose her apprenticeship if she were found to have stolen a
grimoire. She had risked a great deal to sneak it out of the library. No doubt
she had known how much it would lift Elisabeth’s spirits to hold a piece of
home.

Elisabeth ran thoughtful fingers over the Lexicon’s cover, wondering
where Katrien would begin. Surely there was something inside that could
tell her more about Nathaniel. The more she knew about him, the better
equipped she would be to fight back.

She held the grimoire aloft. “Do you have a section on magisters,
please?” she inquired. It was always wise to be polite to books, whether or
not they could hear you.

The Lexicon folded open in her hands. A golden glow kindled within
the pages, bathing her face in light. The pages ruffled as if stirred by a



breeze. They moved faster and faster, flipping on their own, until they
reached a point about halfway through. Then they halted with a flourish and
graciously smoothed aside. A red velvet ribbon slid into place, marking the
spot. The glow faded to a burnished gleam, like candlelight shining from
polished bronze.

The Magisterial Houses of the Kingdom of Austermeer, read the section
heading at the top. And then, beneath that:

Of all the sorcerous families, none are so powerful as those descended
from the great sorcerers granted the title of “Magister” by King Alfred
during the Golden Age of Sorcery, as a reward for the miraculous feats they
performed for the crown. It was these first magisters who founded the
Magisterium in the early sixteenth century. The organization, which began
as a private occult society, later developed into a governing council from
whom a Chancellor of Magic is elected every thirteen years. . . .

Elisabeth skipped onward, skimming the paragraphs until a familiar
name caught her eye.

House Ashcroft, elevated to prominence by Cornelius Ashcroft, also
known as Cornelius the Wise, is celebrated for its participation in a number
of public works that have shaped the landscape of present-day Austermeer.
Cornelius Ashcroft laid down the Inkroads and transported thousands of
tons of limestone for the construction of the Great Libraries in 1523, while
his successor, Cornelius II, raised Brassbridge’s famous Bridge of Saints
from the waters of the Gloaming River in a single day.

Meanwhile House Thorn is known for the darkest of all magics—
necromancy—with which the house’s founder, Baltasar Thorn, repelled the
Founderlander invasion of 1510 using an army of dead soldiers raised to
fight for King Alfred. Though necromancy is classified as a forbidden art as
of the Reforms of 1672, concessions exist for its use during wartime. The
might of House Thorn is credited with the kingdom’ continued
independence from its neighbors, who have not threatened Austermeerish
soil since the War of Bones.

She stopped reading. Her skin crawled. Tales of the War of Bones had
given her nightmares as a child. It did not seem possible that all its horrors
were the work of a single man, Nathaniel’s ancestor. She was in worse
danger than she had realized.

The grimoire stirred beneath her hands. Without prompting, it flipped to
a different section. She only had time to read the chapter heading, Demonic



Servants and Their Summoning, before a knock sounded on the door. She
froze, consumed by the urge to pretend she wasn’t there. Slowly, stealthily,
she closed the grimoire and set it aside.

“I know you’re awake, Miss Scrivener,” Nathaniel said through the
door. “I heard you talking to yourself in there.”

Elisabeth bit her lip. If she didn’t answer, he might break into her room
by force. “I was talking to a book,” she replied.

“Somehow I’m not in the least surprised. Well, I’ve brought you dinner
if you promise not to bite me again. Or throw anything at me, for that
matter.”

She glanced at the poker.

“Yes, we heard you all the way from downstairs. The owner made me
leave an extra deposit. I’'m fairly certain she thinks you’re up here knocking
holes in the walls.” He paused. “You aren’t, are you? Because I’m afraid
you won’t be able to tunnel your way to freedom before morning, no matter
how hard you try.”

An evasive silence seemed like the best response, but just then, her
body’s needs betrayed her. Her stomach gave a dizzying twist of hunger,
accompanied by a noisy growl. She could barely think for the smell of
sausages drifting through the door.

Why had Nathaniel brought her dinner? Perhaps he had poisoned the
food. More likely, he was attempting to lull her into a false sense of security
before they reached a remote area, where he could kill her and dispose of
her body more easily. It didn’t make sense that he would murder her in an
inn, surrounded by potential witnesses. In fact, he had practically admitted
as much inside the coach.

Better to accept the food, and keep up her strength, than starve and grow
too weak to fight.

“One moment,” she said, stealing toward the door. Carefully, she tested
the doorknob. It was unlocked. She wrenched it open in a sudden rush of
courage, only to promptly slam it shut again in Nathaniel’s face. She had
recalled, too late, that she was wearing only her shift.

“I’m not decent,” she explained, hugging her arms to her chest.

“That’s all right,” he replied. “I hardly ever am, myself.”

The split-second glimpse of him standing in the hall was seared into her
mind. He wore a white undershirt, open at the throat, the sleeves rolled up
to his elbows. The light of the hallway’s sconces had revealed a long, cruel



scar twisting across the inside of his left forearm. Riding outside all day had
left his cheeks flushed and his lips reddened, which gave him a startlingly
debauched look, enhanced by his disheveled hair and cynical, penetrating
gaze. The effect was such that she almost hadn’t noticed the tray in his
hands.

No, he hadn’t looked decent at all. How much of her had he seen in
return? Those gray eyes seemed to miss nothing.

After a moment, he sighed. “I’ll set the tray on the floor. You can take it
once I’ve left. And don’t try to run—Silas is guarding the stairs. The door
will lock with magic when you’re finished.”

A jingle of silverware and crockery followed his instructions. She
waited until she heard his footsteps move away, and then cracked the door
open again. Through the narrow space, she inspected the tray, which was
laden with dark bread and herb-freckled cheese. And there—sausages. They
did not seem to be a trap. She crouched down, pushing the door open wider.

Nathaniel had almost reached the end of the hallway. Watching him, she
made out the sore-looking bite mark on the skin of his right hand. Proof that
he could be hurt like an ordinary man. He might have killed the Director,
but he wasn’t invincible. As long as Elisabeth lived, she still stood a chance.

She gathered her courage. “Nathaniel,” she said.

His stride slowed, then stopped. He tilted his head, waiting.

“I’'m—" She swallowed as her voice gave out, and tried again. “I’m
sorry that I bit you.”

He turned. His gaze flicked over her, casually appraising the way she
reached out and clutched the edge of the tray, as if someone might try to
snatch it away from her. His eyes lingered on the fading bruises that marked
her arms from the battle with the Malefict. As the moment spun on, she had
the uncomfortable feeling of being turned inside out and inspected like an
empty pocket. “Are you?” he asked at last.

Unconvincingly, she nodded.

“I see you haven’t had much practice lying,” he said, still scrutinizing
her. “You’re awful at it. Even if you weren’t, that tactic wouldn’t work on
me.”

“What tactic?”

“Pretending to be meek and obedient in the hopes I’'ll let my guard
down in time for your next escape attempt. You’ve already proven yourself



to be an agent of chaos. I’'m not about to forget it. Is there anything else
before I go?”

Heat flooded Elisabeth’s cheeks. The tray’s edges bit into her fingers. It
had been foolish of her to imagine that she could trick him. But if he were
willing to answer questions, at least she could take the opportunity to learn
more. “How old are you?” she asked.

“Eighteen.”

She sat back in surprise. “Truly?”

“I haven’t sacrificed virgins for my perfect cheekbones, if that’s what
you mean. Virgins, in general, have fewer magical properties than people
tend to assume.”

Elisabeth tried not to look too relieved by that information. “It’s only
that you’re young to be a magister,” she ventured.

His face grew unreadable. Then he smiled in a way that sent a chill
down her spine. “The explanation is simple. Everyone standing between
myself and the title is dead. Does that satisfy your curiosity, Miss
Scrivener?”

She found, suddenly, that it had. She didn’t want to know what could
put an expression like that on a boy’s face, as though his eyes were carved
from ice, and his heart had turned to stone. She no longer wished to face the
person who had murdered the Director in cold blood. Looking down, she
nodded.

Nathaniel made to leave, then paused. “Before I go, can I ask you
something in return?”

Staring at her supper, she waited to hear what the question was.

“Why did you grab my hair that day in Summershall?” he asked. “I
know you didn’t do it by accident, but I can’t for the life of me come up
with a rational explanation.”

Her stomach unknotted in relief. She had expected him to ask
something terrible. Distantly, she thought, So he does remember me from
the reading room, after all.

“I was finding out whether you had pointed ears,” she said.

He paused, considering her answer. “I see,” he said, with a serious
expression. “Good night, Miss Scrivener.” He strode around the corner.

Elisabeth wasted no time dragging the tray inside. She was so hungry
that she set upon her dinner on the floor, devouring it with her hands. She



barely noticed in between bites that someone, somewhere else in the inn,
was laughing.

EIGHT
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AUSTERMEER’S COUNTRYSIDE FLOWED past the coach’s

window. They passed farms, and rolling wildflower meadows, and wooded
hills tinged gold with autumn color. Mist pooled in the hollows between the
valleys, and sometimes stretched fingers across the road. As the afternoon
shadows deepened, the coach clattered into the Blackwald, the great forest
that slashed through the kingdom like the stroke of a knife. Everything grew
dark and damp. Here and there among the undergrowth stood shocking
white stands of birch trees, like specters floating among the black gowns of
a funeral party. Gazing out at the gently falling leaves, the thick carpets of
ferns, the occasional deer bolting into places unseen, Elisabeth was
enveloped by a pall of dread, as though the mist had seeped inside the coach
and surrounded her.

Nathaniel would make the attempt here, she was certain. When he
reached the city without her, he could claim she’d run and vanished among
the trees. In a place like this, no one would find a girl’s body. No one would
even bother looking.

Escape felt increasingly hopeless. She had tried again last night, but
after breaking her room’s window and climbing down the roof, Silas had
been waiting for her in the inn’s garden. Strangely, she didn’t remember the
rest. She must have been overcome by exhaustion. Afterward she’d had an
unsettling dream of being back in Summershall’s orchard, digging the
emergency salt canister out from under the angel statue. But this time the
statue had come alive, and looked down at her with vivid yellow eyes.

A nudge against her hand interrupted her thoughts. Frowning, she tore
her gaze from the forest to the grimoire on her lap. This was the third time it
had bumped her with its cover, like a dog begging for attention.



“What is it?” she asked, and the Lexicon gave another, more insistent
nudge, until she loosened her grip and it flipped itself open with an eager
flutter.

It had opened to the same section as last night, Demonic Servants and
Their Summoning. Elisabeth shuddered. Illustrations from books flashed
through her mind: drawings of pentagrams and bleeding maidens, of
demons with horns and snouts and tails feasting on entrails like ropes of
sausage. But the Lexicon wanted her to read this for a reason. Steeling
herself, she bent over the pages.

Relatively little is known about demons even within the sorcerous
community, it told her beneath the heading, in part due to the danger of
conversing with demons, who are notorious deceivers, and will seize any
chance to betray their masters. For once a bargain with a demon is struck,
it is in the demon’s best interest to see its master dead; thus it may secure
another bargain with a new master, and maximize the amount of human life
that it receives in payment.

Demons populate a realm known as the Otherworld, a plane adjacent to
our own, which is the source of all magical energy. Without the connection
established by a demonic bargain, humans cannot draw energy from the
Otherworld. Therefore sorcery’s very existence is contingent upon the
summoning and servitude of demons—a regrettable, but necessary, evil. It is
both a blessing and a curse that demons crave mortal life above all else,
and are therefore eager to treat with humans. . . .

Could this be Nathaniel’s weakness? She grasped in vain at the thought.
Her head felt muddy, as though she had been reading for hours instead of
only seconds. The grimoire nudged her hand again, and she realized she’d
been staring off into space. Determinedly, she rubbed her eyes and
continued reading.

The Otherworld teems with hordes of lesser demons: imps, fiends,
goblins, and the like, which are not difficult to summon; but they do not
make reliable servants, for they are little more intelligent than common
beasts. Being the province of criminals and unskilled dabblers, lesser
demons are illegal to summon as of the Reforms. True sorcerers seek only
the service of highborn demons, which for all their danger may be bound to
the conditions of their summoning, and therefore compelled to obey the
orders given to them by their masters.



“Where on earth is Nathaniel’s demon?” Elisabeth murmured. It seemed
odd for him to travel without it. She briefly had the sensation of teetering on
the edge of a revelation, but the epiphany leaked from her mind like sand,
leaving only a tinny ringing in her ears.

Further speculation on the nature of demons and the Otherworld exists,
the Lexicon continued on the next page, but by and large the sources are
highly inconsistent—if not fabricated outright—and their value dismissed
by contemporary scholarship. The most notorious example of these is the
Codex Daemonicus, by Aldous Prendergast, written in 1513, once held in
high esteem but now believed to be nothing more than the ramblings of a
madman. Prendergast was declared insane by his own friend, Cornelius the
Wise, for his claims that he entered the Otherworld and discovered a
terrible secret, which he concealed within his manuscript in the form of a
cipher—

“Miss Scrivener?”

Elisabeth flinched and slammed the grimoire shut. She had been
concentrating so hard on reading that she hadn’t noticed the coach had
come to a halt.

“We’ve reached our stop for the evening,” Nathaniel went on, opening
the door wider. “It’s best not to travel in this forest after dark.” His eyes
tracked her as she set the Lexicon aside, but he didn’t comment on its
presence.

When Silas helped her out of the coach, she tensed. The coach had
pulled off the road into a forest clearing. Stars glittered above, and the trees
clustered close around them, dark and watchful, breathing mist. They were
far from any sign of civilization, even an inn.

This was the place. It had to be. Her hands curled into fists as Nathaniel
stepped away into the meadow, casting around on the ground as though
searching for something. A place to bury her body? She shot a look over her
shoulder, only to find Silas standing close behind her. Though he kept his
gaze politely lowered, she felt the weight of his attention.

“There are no buildings in the Blackwald,” he said, as though he had
been reading her mind. “The moss folk do not take kindly to intrusions on
their territory. While few of them remain, they can still prove dangerous
when the mood strikes them.”

Elisabeth’s breath caught. She had read stories about the moss folk, and
had always hoped to see one, but Master Hargrove had assured her that the



spirits of the forest were all long dead—if they had ever existed to begin
with.

“Don’t let Silas frighten you,” Nathaniel put in. “As long as we take
care not to disturb the land when we make camp, and stay out of the trees,
they won’t bother us.”

He paused, looking down. Then he knelt and placed a hand on the
ground. She saw his lips move in the dark, and felt a snap of magic in the
air. The spell that followed wasn’t anything like what she expected.
Emerald light unfolded around him into the shape of two tents, which
swelled with bedrolls and unrolled lengths of fine green silk down their
sides. Nathaniel stood to examine his handiwork. Afterward, he gestured
toward the farthest tent. “That one’s yours.”

She stiffened in surprise. “You’re giving me my own tent?”

He looked around, eyebrows raised. A lock of silver-streaked hair had
fallen over his forehead. “Why, would you prefer to share one? I wouldn’t
have expected it of you, Scrivener, but I suppose some species do bite each
other as a prelude to courtship.”

Heat flooded her cheeks. “That’s not what I meant.”

After a moment of studying her, his grin faded. “Yes, I’'m giving you
your own tent. Just remember what I told you about running. Silas will keep
watch tonight, and I assure you, he’s a great deal harder to get past than a
locked door.”

Why give her a tent if he only meant to kill her? This had to be a trick.
She remained awake long after she crawled inside, alert and listening. She
didn’t take off her boots. Hours passed, but a fire continued to crackle, and
the murmured tones of Nathaniel and Silas’s conversation carried through
the canvas walls. Though she couldn’t make out any words, the ebb and
flow of their exchange reminded her more of two old friends than a master
and servant. Occasionally Nathaniel would say something, and very softly,
Silas would laugh.

Finally, the conversation ceased. She waited for an hour or so longer—
long enough for the fire’s embers to fade to a dull red glow against the
canvas. Then, unable to stand the tension any longer, she crawled out of her
bedroll and poked her head through the tent’s flap. The air smelled of pine
and wood smoke, and crickets sang a silvery chorus in the night. Silas was
nowhere to be seen. Bent at the waist, she took a step outside. And stopped.

“Out for an evening stroll, Scrivener?”



Nathaniel was still awake. He sat on a fallen log near the edge of the
forest, his chin resting on his clasped hands, facing the trees. The embers
smoldering behind him cast his face into shadow. He didn’t turn, but she
knew he would cast a spell the instant she tried to flee.

She had a choice. She could run from her fate, or she could face it head
on. After a moment of stillness, she picked her way through the
wildflowers, feeling strangely as though she were trapped in a dream.

“Do you not sleep?” she asked as she drew near.

“Very little,” he replied. “But that’s particular to me, not sorcerers in
general.” As he spoke, he didn’t look away from the trees. She followed his
gaze, and froze.

A shape moved within the ferns and pale thin birches, picked out by
moonlight. A spirit of the wood. It was stooped over, collecting objects
from the ground. A curtain of mossy hair hung from its head, and a pair of
antlers crowned its brow. Its skin was chalk-white and cracked, like birch
bark, and its long, crooked arms hung to its knees, ending in knotted,
twiglike claws. A chill shivered up and down Elisabeth’s arms. Slowly, she
stepped forward and sank down on the opposite end of the log.

Nathaniel spared her a glance. “You aren’t afraid of it,” he observed,
almost a question.

She shook her head, unable to tear her gaze from the forest. “I’ve
always wanted to see the moss folk. I knew they were real, even though
everyone told me differently.”

The fire at Nathaniel’s back etched the lines of his jaw and cheekbones,
but didn’t reach the hollows of his eyes. “Most people grow out of fairy
stories,” he said. “Why did you carry on believing, when the rest of the
world did not?”

She wasn’t sure how to answer. To her, his question made little sense—
or if it did, it wasn’t a kind of sense she wished to understand. “What is the
point of life if you don’t believe in anything?” she asked instead.

He gave her a long look, his half-hidden expression indecipherable. She
wondered why he had been sitting here watching the moss spirit, alone, for
so long.

Movement caught her eye. As they’d spoken, the spirit had raised
something small—an acorn—to inspect it in the moonlight. That was what
it had been collecting, and surely it had found many, but there seemed to be
something special about this acorn in particular. Using its gnarled claws, it



raked aside the covering of leaves on the ground and scooped out a hole
from the loam. It buried the acorn and mounded the leaves back on top. A
sigh stirred through the forest at that exact moment, a breeze that rushed
forth from the heart of the wood and swept over Elisabeth, combing through
her hair.

The stories claimed that the moss folk were stewards of the forest. They
tended to its trees and creatures, watched over them from birth to death.
They had a magic of their own.

“Why are there so few of them left?” she asked, pierced by a sorrow she
couldn’t explain.

For a moment, she thought he wasn’t going to answer. Then he said,
“Do you know of my ancestor, Baltasar Thorn?”

She nodded, hoping her goose bumps weren’t visible in the firelight.
The embers popped and snapped.

“At the beginning of the sixteenth century, the Blackwald covered half
of Austermeer. This was a wild country. It was ruled as much by the forest
as it was by men.”

But not any longer, she finished. “What did he do?”

“It was the necromantic ritual he performed during the War of Bones.
To grant life, even a semblance of it, one must take life, trade it like
currency. Unsurprisingly, raising thousands of soldiers from the grave took
a great deal. The life came from the land itself. His magic left two-thirds of
the Blackwald dead and dying in a single night. The moss folk are tied to
the earth—those that survived were stricken like blighted trees.” Nathaniel
paused. He added in a dry tone, “Baltasar, of course, received a title.”

Elisabeth’s fingernails dug into the wood of the log beneath her, soft
and spongy with decay. Now that she looked more closely at the moss spirit
she saw that one of its knees was swollen and disfigured, like a canker on
the trunk of an oak.

“I suppose you must be proud,” she said. “It’s the reason why you’re a
magister.”

“Is that what you think I'm doing?” He sounded amused. “Meditating
fondly on my ancestor’s deeds?”

“I don’t know. I hope not. No one should take pleasure from such a
thing.” Not even someone like you.

Perhaps his supply of mockery wasn’t as infinite as she assumed. He
only gazed into the forest a moment longer, then stood. “It’s late.” He



nodded at the spirit. “You’re lucky to have seen one. A hundred years from
now, they’ll all be gone.”

He brought his fingers to his lips. Before she could stop him, a whistle
broke the stillness.

The spirit jerked toward the sound like a startled deer. In the gloom she
saw two blue-green eyes, glowing incandescently, like fox fire. Withered
lips pulled back from sharp, gnarled, brown teeth, and then the spirit had
vanished, leaving only a patch of trembling ferns where it had once stood.

“You don’t know that for certain,” Elisabeth said. But her voice sounded
tentative in the dark. Looking at the empty hill, where magic had once
walked and now was gone, she could almost imagine that he was right.

“I never did answer your question.” He set off toward his tent. “If you
don’t believe in anything,” he said over his shoulder, “then you have a great
deal less to lose.”

When they reached Brassbridge the next evening, Elisabeth was still
alive, and faced the troubling possibility that she had been wrong about
Nathaniel Thorn. Alone with her questions, she gazed out the window as
the sunset’s light poured over the city, transforming the river into a ribbon
of molten gold.

Even from afar, her first glimpse of the capital had taken her breath
away. Brassbridge sprawled on an unimaginably large scale along the
winding bank of the river. The city’s peaked slate rooftops formed an
endless maze, their chimneys trickling threads of smoke toward a ruddy
sky. Above them loomed the somber edifices of cathedrals and academies,
their spires topped with bronze figures that blazed like torches against the
darkening rooftops, flaming ever brighter as the shadows deepened. She
sought the Collegium and the Royal Library among the clutter of towers,
but she couldn’t tell any of the grand buildings apart.

Soon the horses’ hooves clashed over a bridge’s cobblestones, and the
river slid beneath them, stinking of fish and algae. Statues flashed past the
windows, their hooded silhouettes ominous against the glowering clouds.

Doubt gnawed at Elisabeth’s thoughts, intensifying as the sun sank
beneath the statues’ bowed heads. Last night in the Blackwald, Nathaniel
hadn’t tried to kill her. He hadn’t so much as touched her. Had he intended
to hurt her, he almost certainly would have done so by now. But if he wasn’t
the sorcerer who sabotaged the library, that meant—



The clamor of traffic intensified as the coach’s door swung open.
Nathaniel clambered inside amid a swirl of emerald silk. He flashed
Elisabeth a grin, pulling the door shut as he took a seat in the opposite
corner.

“Best if I don’t show myself,” he explained. “I don’t want to inflame the
public. They go absolutely mad in the presence of celebrity, you see, and
I’d prefer them not to storm the carriage. There are only so many
propositions of marriage a man can bear.”

Elisabeth stared at him, nonplussed. “Aren’t they afraid of you?”

Nathaniel leaned toward the window, using his reflection to fix his
disheveled hair. “This may come as a shock, but most people don’t think
sorcerers are evil.” He gestured toward the city. “Welcome to the modern
world, Scrivener.”

Elisabeth looked out. Wrought iron lamps cast an orange glow over the
bridge’s sidewalk. A group of soot-smudged children ran parallel to
Nathaniel’s coach, pointing and shouting. A woman selling pastries
attempted to hail them, nearly overturning her tray in excitement. They
clearly recognized the coach with its thorns and emerald curtains.
Recognized it, and were not afraid.

The truth, astonishing though it was, began to sink in. “All those things
you said, about drinking blood and turning people into salamanders . . .”

Nathaniel propped his elbow on the door and covered his mouth with
his hand. His eyes shone with suppressed amusement.

Shock swept over her. “You were teasing me!”

“To be fair, I didn’t think you would actually believe I drank orphan’s
blood. Are all librarians like you, or is it only the feral ones who have been
raised by booklice?”

Elisabeth wanted to object, but she suspected he had a point. Almost
everything she knew, she had learned either from Master Hargrove, who
hadn’t traveled farther than the privy in over a half a century, or from
books, many of which were hundreds of years out of date. The rest—stories
told to her by the senior librarians, their details so frightening that she
behaved as a good apprentice ought and ceased asking about sorcerers
altogether. Now she wondered how many of those stories had been lies. Her
teeth ground at the betrayal.

“Why did you come to fetch me from Summershall?” she demanded,
rounding suddenly on Nathaniel. “Why you, and not anyone else?”



The ferocity in her voice took him aback. His grin disappeared, and the
sparkle left his eyes, leaving them as cold and gray as doused embers.
“When the report arrived at the Magisterium, I recognized your name.”

“How? I never told you my name.”

“The Director did.” Seeing her expression, he explained, “I wanted to
know the name of the girl who almost murdered me with a bookcase. It
seemed wise, in case I ever crossed paths with you again.”

“Did the Director say anything else about me?”

“No.” Then, after a pause, “I’m sorry.”

A lump closed Elisabeth’s throat. She turned back to the view. As she
watched the sky deepen to indigo, a sick feeling of despair pooled in her
stomach. Soon the journey would reach its end, and she did not know what,
or who, awaited her there. She could no longer put a face to the Director’s
killer.

In the dark, her first impression of the city’s streets was an imposing
one. Buildings nearly as high as her Great Library reared from the fog,
candlelight wavering through their windowpanes. She had never seen so
many structures in one place, nor even a fraction of the people. As their
coach wove through the traffic, pedestrians bustled past: men with walking
sticks and top hats, and women wearing high-collared dresses trimmed in
lace. They carried shopping parcels, hurrying across the street and climbing
in and out of carriages with a sense of urgency that seemed foreign to
Elisabeth, accustomed to the sleepy rhythm of country life. Everything was
painted by the hazy glow of the lamps, which Nathaniel informed her did
not run on magic, as she’d assumed, but rather an invention called gaslight.

The carriage finally rolled to a stop on a narrow, gloomy side street.
Numbly, she followed Nathaniel outside. The fog enveloped her boots and
eddied around the hem of her dress. The nearest streetlamp had gone out,
submerging them in shadow. There were no other people in sight.

“This is the lodging house where the Magisterium has arranged for you
to stay,” Nathaniel said. “I may see you briefly at your hearing tomorrow,
but otherwise, you’re rid of me from here onward.”

Elisabeth gazed up at the lodging house in silence. Once it had been a
dignified brick building. Now its forbidding walls were blackened with
soot, and bars had been affixed to its windows, the metal leaving rusty
streaks down the brick. She folded her arms across her stomach to suppress
a shiver.



“Odd,” he went on, speaking to himself. “There’s supposed to be
someone waiting for us—but no matter, I can take you to the door. . . .”
Without looking, he offered her his arm.

Elisabeth barely saw the gesture. She was still staring up at the lodging
house. It reminded her of the orphanage she had imagined as a child, the
grim place where she would be cast away, unwanted and forgotten. “You’re
going to leave me here?” The words forced themselves out, sounding small.

Nathaniel hesitated, his expression wiped clean. A heartbeat passed. He
looked young and very pale in the dark. Then he stepped forward,
motioning for Elisabeth to follow.

“Don’t tell me you’ve succumbed to my charms,” he said over his
shoulder. “I assure you, no good will come of a passionate affair between
us. You, a small-town country librarian, me, the kingdom’s most eligible
bachelor—you needn’t scoff, Scrivener. It’s true—go out on the street and
ask anyone. I’m quite famous.”

But Elisabeth hadn’t scoffed. The sound that had escaped her had been a
stifled cry of alarm. In a nearby alley, behind the extinguished streetlamp, a
group of figures stood watching them: hulking and shining-eyed, their
breath steaming in the night. She blinked, and they were gone—but she was
certain she hadn’t imagined them.

She opened her mouth to warn Nathaniel, who was by now several
paces ahead. But before she could make another sound, a rough grip seized
her around the waist and yanked her toward the alley. A hand crushed her
mouth, and the cold point of a knife appeared at her throat.
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THE HAND CLAMPED over Elisabeth’s mouth reeked of sweat.
When she tried to bite it, her teeth couldn’t find purchase against the man’s
palm. The taste of his skin filled her mouth: bitter and metallic, like dirty
coins. She threw herself against his hold in a panic, only for the blade to
press more firmly against her throat. She fell still, rattled by her own
helplessness. He dragged her a scuffling step backward. Then another.

She didn’t know what awaited her in the alley, but she suspected it was
far worse than this man and his knife.

Nathaniel paused with his foot on the lodging house’s bottom step.
“Scriv—" he began as he turned, only to fall silent, calmly taking in the
scene. “For heaven’s sake,” he said. “What is all this about?”

Her captor must have smirked, because his breath wafted foully over
her cheek.

“What do you want?” Nathaniel persisted. “Money?” He glanced
between the knife, Elisabeth, and the man restraining her, whereupon he
made a face at what he saw. “No, let me guess. A wart remedy? If I were
you, I suppose I would be equally desperate.”

He didn’t seem impelled by any sense of urgency. But as he spoke, he
discreetly flicked together his thumb and middle finger, the motion almost
hidden by the folds of his cloak. A single green spark flew from his
fingertips. Nothing else happened.

“Can’t cast a spell on my knife.” The man’s coarse voice vibrated
against Elisabeth’s back. He sounded pleased with himself. “It’s pure iron.
Made sure of that.”

“Well, you can’t blame me for trying.” Nathaniel’s gaze drifted toward
the alleyway, casually, then back to them. “The alternative causes such a
mess. Blood is impossible to get out of silk, and I can’t tell you how many
times my servant has had to wash questionable stains from this cloak.”



A soft, resigned sigh came from very close nearby. Her captor flinched
and yanked her around toward the source, but no one was there: only a dim
expanse of empty street, littered with discarded newspapers.

“I’m afraid I’ve lost count,” said Silas’s whispering voice directly
behind them. The ghost of a breath fluttered Elisabeth’s hair.

Her captor spun again, but once more, he was met with nothing.
Elisabeth felt his heart pounding through his shirt. The blade trembled in his
slippery grip. An image floated to the surface of her mind, like a drowned,
ghostly flower rising from a deep pool: Silas standing in a dark wood, his
hands folded behind his back. But that hadn’t actually happened, had it?
She had seen it in a dream.

“Stay back,” the man warned. “If you make a move, I’ll cut her. Don’t
matter to me whether she lives or dies. And I’m not alone, neither—”

“You never did explain to me what some of those stains were, master,”
Silas said.

“Best if I leave that to your imagination,” Nathaniel replied.

“Where the bloody hell are you?” her captor roared, and then his roar
turned into a scream. Both the knife and the hand fell away at once, and
Elisabeth stumbled forward; but Nathaniel was there, and he caught her
before she fell.

She gagged and spat on the ground, desperate to rid the man’s taste
from her mouth. “There are more,” she gasped, “more men, in the alley.”

“I’m truly sorry to have to tell you this, for both our sakes,” Nathaniel
said, “but those are not men.”

As if in agreement, a growl shuddered through the dark. A shadow
detached itself from the mouth of the alley and prowled into the glow cast
by the faraway streetlamps. The light delineated a long, snarling muzzle,
much too large to belong to a dog. Slit-shaped nostrils flared as they scented
the air. Steam gusted from them on the exhale. A pair of horns emerged
next, curved and frontward-pointed. Mist flowed over black scales, shifting
as powerful muscles bunched beneath them. Not a man—and not an animal,
either.

“They are demons,” she whispered.

“Lesser demons. Fiends.” Nathaniel glanced behind them. “Highly
illegal to summon, in part because they’ll do practically anything for the
promise of a . . . oh, never mind.”

“The promise of a what?”



Nathaniel winced. “A meal. That charming gentleman with the knife
probably told them they’d get to eat you.”

Given what she knew about demons, Elisabeth wasn’t surprised. As the
fiend came fully into view, ribs strained against its starved-looking sides.
Vertebrae bulged from its spine like knuckles. It resembled a huge, gaunt
hound that had been skinned and armored in scales.

Before she could reply, two more of the creatures prowled into sight,
cutting her and Nathaniel off from the route that led past the lodging house.
Their breath fogged the air, and their narrow eyes shone red. Whinnies rang
out as the horses spooked, but the fiends’ attention didn’t waver, fixed
hungrily on Elisabeth.

Silently, Nathaniel nodded toward the building. She caught his eye to
signal that she’d understood. Together they moved backward toward the
steps, matching each other’s slow, deliberate movements. As they went,
Nathaniel muttered an incantation. Emerald light spun out between his
cupped hands, coiling like a rope.

“She’s stringy,” he insisted as the fiends advanced, speaking in a
conversational tone. “A bit gamey. Do you see all that hair? There’s
practically nothing underneath it.”

A snarl came from behind them, reverberating through Elisabeth’s
bones. Hot, fetid breath gusted across the back of her neck. They turned
simultaneously to find a fourth fiend crouched on the stoop, blocking the
door. Saliva hung in quivering strings from its jaw.

“Worth a try,” Nathaniel said, and pulled Elisabeth toward him in a hard
embrace.

The world exploded around them. A shower of brick, wood, and metal
erupted outward, crashing down amid a billowing cloud of dust. She was
aware of Nathaniel’s heart thundering against her own, of the muscles of his
shoulders pulling taut as he wrenched something back to him—a rope of
emerald fire, a whip. He lashed out again, and this time she saw the whip
strike the side of the building, which collapsed so quickly it seemed to turn
into liquid, cascading downward in a waterfall of stone. A single high-
pitched yelp sounded from beneath.

He released her body, but kept hold of her wrist, towing her through the
wreckage. She couldn’t tell where the fiends were buried. The silence was
as thick and choking as the dust that filled the air, punctuated by the clatter
of a brick tumbling to the ground as the debris settled.



“I need you to get inside the coach,” Nathaniel explained, a snap of
urgency breaking his composure at last. “They won’t stay down for long.
What are you doing?”

Elisabeth had tugged her arm from Nathaniel. She kicked aside a stray
brick and snatched up a metal bar that had rolled free from the rubble. She
clutched it and scowled at him. His eyes assessed her. A slight change came
over his face, a recalculation.

“Very well, you unutterable menace,” he said. “Help me hold them off.”
He nodded toward the driver’s seat.

She climbed up first. Silas was nowhere to be seen. She seized the rail
for balance as the coach shuddered, rolling forward a few precarious inches.
The wheels creaked ominously against the brakes. Any moment now the
horses were going to take off regardless of whether the carriage came with
them. Judging by the sweat lathering their coats, that moment would be
soon. She considered the incomprehensible tangle of reins.

Instead of springing up beside her, Nathaniel hesitated. He looked over
his shoulder. Dust obscured the street behind them, but in one place an eddy
stirred the cloud.

The moment she saw it, a fiend hurtled from the spot with a
reverberating snarl. Nathaniel’s whip cracked, meeting the demon in midair.
Green fire curled around its neck, and a leisurely flick of his wrist sent it
flying back into the wreckage.

The horses screamed, straining against their restraints. Nathaniel threw
his whip aside, yanked on the brakes, and vaulted toward the coach as it
lurched into immediate motion. He clung to the edge for a breath-stopping
moment as the wheels jolted over loose bricks, throwing the vehicle to and
fro like a ship on storm-tossed waves. Elisabeth stretched out a hand. He
took it, and she pulled hard, lifting him into the air. Another yank, and his
weight struck the bench beside her. Without waiting to see his reaction, she
twisted around to face the rear. He took up the reins and snapped them. The
horses straightened their course.

As the buildings slid past, the dust began to blow from the rubble in
tatters. Shapes heaved themselves from the debris, and crimson eyes
winked to life in the dark. She tightened her hold on the metal bar.

“I thought you didn’t know how to drive a carriage,” she shouted over
the pounding of hooves.



“Nonsense,” Nathaniel shouted back. “I’m a fast learner when properly
motivated.”

The coach veered around the corner onto another deserted street, its far
wheels lifting from the ground with the force of the turn. They were picking
up speed, fast, but the fiends had joined the chase. They streamed from the
ruin, teeth bared, shaking dust from their horns. Elisabeth counted six, and
felt a clutch of panic.

“Does this qualify as proper motivation?” she asked.

“That depends. How close are they?”

A fiend pulled away from the pack, gaining on them with startling
speed. It drew up alongside the coach’s rear wheels, sprinting like a
greyhound, and angled its head, evaluating her with a glittering red gaze—
calculating, she realized, the distance for a jump. The moment it gathered
its haunches, she swung her makeshift weapon.

It connected with a crack. Her whole body shuddered at the impact, and
flecks of drool spattered her face. Thrown off balance, the fiend clung to the
side of the coach much as Nathaniel had a moment earlier, tearing the finely
carved wood to splinters as it scrabbled for purchase. Each claw was as
long as a man’s finger, dirty and hooked. One swipe would tear her apart.
The glaring eyes declared that it intended to do just that.

But the blow she’d landed had left a raw mark seared across its scaled
muzzle. Saliva hissed and sizzled on the bar in her hands, evaporating like
water thrown onto a hot saucepan. Her perspective shifted. The bar was
made of iron.

Encouraged, she swung again, and felt a satisfying crunch. The fiend
went limp. Its claws slid free. When it struck the ground, it tumbled end
over end and lay struggling to rise, its wounded head sending up trickles of
steam. The other fiends leaped over its body, their eyes locked on the coach.

She turned to Nathaniel, her weapon still steaming.

“That close,” she said.

Nathaniel spared her a glance, and then another, followed by a third,
before he wrenched his attention back ahead. “I am applying myself to the
fullest,” he assured her.

The coach swung around another bend. Someone screamed. A horse
reared, struggling against its handler; a basket of cabbages spilled across the
road. They had left the empty byways behind. As they careened down the
street, dodging carts and wagons, Elisabeth had brief impressions of



shocked faces flashing past in the gaslight. Pedestrians scrambled for the
curb, fleeing from their path.

The first fiend rounded the corner behind them. It didn’t bother weaving
through the traffic, but instead took a direct route, bounding over the
displaced carts as if they were stones laid across a river. Coal and apples
and kitchen utensils went flying. Bystanders fell back, shielding their heads
with their arms, as the street disintegrated into chaos.

“Stop,” she cried. “People are going to get hurt!”

“What do you propose I do? Raise a white flag? Ask the fiends nicely
not to eat us?” A muscle worked in Nathaniel’s jaw, betraying his own
frustration.

“Use your magic!” she exclaimed, astonished that she had to be the one
to suggest it.

For a wild moment he looked as though he might laugh. “Sorcery
requires focus,” he shot back instead. “Concentration. There are limits. I
can’t fling spells around while I—”

He swerved the carriage, narrowly avoiding a cart that hadn’t moved out
of their way quickly enough. The pony hitched to the cart shied from the
hooves of Nathaniel’s horses and crashed into a booth stacked with baskets
of herring. The cobblestones vanished beneath a silvery flood of scales.
Elisabeth ducked as the coach’s wheels sent a stray fish spinning over their
heads.

“I’ve seen you bring an entire courtyard of statues to life,” she said.
“You’re a magister. These people are counting on you. Make a stand.”

He conveyed to her with a single look that he found her difficult,
irritating, and probably mad, but as they barreled toward a square, he pulled
up on the reins and swung the coach around. She braced herself as the
wheels jumped the curb. They dragged to a shuddering halt on the paving
stones, drawn up beside the grand brick buildings that lined the square, a
fountain interposed between themselves and the street.

As soon as the coach stopped moving, Elisabeth clambered from the
driver’s bench onto the flat wooden roof. From here she could see the entire
path they had taken after turning onto the main street. She took in the
confusion of toppled wagons, balking horses, scattered produce. Shouts
carried on the night breeze, mingled with the shrill whinnies of the horses.
Closer by, the handful of vendors near the fountain were hastening their
efforts to pack up their carts. The pedestrians had seen the coach coming,



and had already emptied the square. A few stragglers hurried up the steps of
the nearby buildings, where they were swiftly pulled inside. Doors
slammed. Faces pressed to windows. The air smelled of roasted chestnuts,
and despite everything, Elisabeth’s stomach growled.

Her eyes roved across the scene of chaos. At first she saw no hint of the
fiends. Then a hunched, scaled back slinked between two abandoned
wagons; a plume of steam rose from behind an overturned cart. She fixed
her gaze on the spot until a fiend prowled into view, and her heart skipped
at the sight of it. The left side of its head was burnt, its left eye a weeping
ruin. It was the fiend she had struck from the coach.

“How hard are they to kill?” she asked, as Nathaniel climbed over the
rail and joined her.

“That depends on your definition of killing.” The wind ruffled his hair
and teased his cloak. “Anything that comes from the Otherworld can’t be
slain in the mortal realm, just banished back home. Their spirits live on
after their bodies are destroyed.”

It felt dangerous to speak in the tense, expectant hush that had fallen
over the square. Elisabeth noticed that someone had lost their hat, and it had
blown into the water of the fountain. A lady’s glove lay in the gutter. The
fiends prowled nearer, winding sinuously between the carts. They had
separated, advancing from six different directions.

She amended, “How many times do I have to hit them before they won’t
get back up again?”

Nathaniel’s mouth twitched. “I think you’ll get the hang of it, Scrivener.
You aren’t lacking in enthusiasm. Now—give me a moment. I need—
fifteen seconds. Perhaps twenty.”

He closed his eyes.

She had imagined sorcery to be immediate, like drawing a sword. Now,
seeing the stillness of concentration that settled over Nathaniel’s face, she
wondered, for the first time, what it must be like to cast a spell. The effort
that it required—mnot of the body, but of the mind.

He drew in a breath and began to speak without opening his eyes. The
Enochian words fell jagged-edged from his lips, stinging the air. The wind
intensified, whipping around him, flinging leaves and scraps of newspaper
skyward, tousling the spray of the fountain. The hair stood up on
Elisabeth’s arms. His expression remained perfectly serene.



This was not like drawing a sword. It was like commanding an army.
Becoming a god.

Above them, the sky darkened. Black clouds gathered, sweeping
inward, funneling over the square in a boiling vortex. The air grew
oppressive with moisture. The streetlamps dimmed. A greenish glow
bloomed deep within the clouds, drenching everything in the uncanny
twilight that preceded a storm.

Whatever Nathaniel was doing, the fiends weren’t going to give him
fifteen seconds. The moment he began his incantation, the fiend with the
ruined eye sprang forward. It snarled at the others, issuing a command. The
two fiends on either side of it leaped toward the square, their muscles
bunching with powerful strides that carried them toward the coach at an
impossible speed. Their tongues lolled from their mouths, crimson and
steaming.

Elisabeth shook her windblown hair out of her face and raised the bar
over her shoulder. The seething rotation of the clouds matched the sick
turbulence in her stomach.

Teeth flashed. She swung. A crack split the night, and a burst of emerald
fire scorched her vision.

As the spots cleared, she discovered that she was still standing. Both
fiends lay on the ground in front of the coach. The first one was sprawled
with its neck bent at an unnatural angle. She had done that. But something
else had happened to the second. It lay in a tangled heap, its burnt flesh
popping and sizzling like meat on a spit.

Nathaniel extended his hand. Emerald lightning forked down from the
clouds, flashed once, twice, with a sharp crack and an echoing rumble that
shook the ground and rattled the windows—and when it faded, another
fiend lay cooked on the ground. Sparks danced between Nathaniel’s fingers.
He turned to strike the next fiend.

It was the leader, the one with the ruined eye. While Elisabeth and
Nathaniel were busy with the others, it had prowled over to an overturned
cart on the street. Now it stood there, watching them in silence, its lips
skinned back from its teeth.

Lightning rippled through the clouds, spiderwebbing outward in a maze
of jagged filaments. Power coursed around Nathaniel, ready to answer his
call. But he didn’t act.



He was staring at the fiend’s front foot, resting on the cart, the cart that
was pressed against a boy’s chest, who had been trapped there when the cart
toppled over. The boy appeared younger than Elisabeth, his slack,
unconscious face tipped to the side. A knot of people looked on from some
distance away, clustered against a building that hadn’t let them inside. A
woman near the front of the crowd was screaming; two young men held her
back. All three of them had the same ginger hair as the boy beneath the cart.

“I can’t,” Nathaniel said. His lips barely moved, as if he were in a
trance. “Not without hitting him, too.”

Elisabeth reacted instinctively, readying herself to jump down from the
coach. “I’ll lure it away,” she said.

He caught her arm. “That’s exactly what the fiend wants,” he snapped.
“To draw you out on your own so you’ll make an easier target. Don’t be an
idiot, Scrivener.”

She looked at the boy, who would die if they did nothing, and back to
Nathaniel. Don’t be an idiot. “Is that what you call it?” she asked.

Something unidentifiable passed across his face. He let go.

Elisabeth’s boots struck the paving stones. She advanced on the fiend
across the empty square, newspapers blowing past in the wind. She weighed
the iron bar in her hands. The fiend bared its teeth wider, giving her an
inhuman grin. Its claws flexed, pushing the cart harder against the trapped
boy. It wouldn’t move until the last possible second.

Lightning cracked behind her, illuminating the street in a wash of green.
Elisabeth didn’t take her eyes from the demon.

A raindrop spattered the ground at her feet. She broke into a run, feeling
the bar become an extension of her arm. Everything moved quickly after
that. Fangs, claws, snarls. The bone-jarring impact of her weapon glancing
off a horn, a bright ribbon of pain tearing down her shoulder. With each
breath, she inhaled the stink of carrion and brimstone. She concentrated all
her effort on pacing backward as she deflected the fiend’s blows, pulling it
away from the unconscious boy.

The rain began to fall in earnest, sheeting across the square, running
into Elisabeth’s eyes and blurring her vision. Another flash of lightning
transformed her circling opponent into a stark etching of light and shadow.
A second flash, a third. Had Nathaniel missed the other fiends? There
should have only been two of them left. As she spun, searching, she saw
more silhouettes creeping toward her, their eyes shining like embers



through the curtain of rain. Too many of them to count. In her horror, she
faltered.

There was no pain—but suddenly the world turned sideways, and the
paving stones rose to meet her, cold and wet and grimy, slamming the air
from her lungs. The bar skidded out of reach. She struggled to breathe,
feeling as though a vise had clamped around her chest.

A lightning bolt split the air so close by that for a stunned moment she
was certain it had struck her. Then the steaming body of the leader
collapsed at her side, the light dimming from its single red eye.

“Steady on, Scrivener.” Arms lifted her from the ground, gathering her
onto Nathaniel’s lap.

“The boy,” she croaked.

“His family has him,” Nathaniel said. “Don’t worry. He’ll be fine.”

But we won't be. There were too many fiends. They were surrounded.
She gazed up at Nathaniel’s gray eyes, wondering if his face was the last
thing she would ever see. Rain dripped from his nose and clung to his dark
eyelashes. This close, she thought that his eyes did not look as cruel as she
had once imagined. She had been so frightened of him before that she
hadn’t spared much thought for how handsome he was, which now seemed
like a terrible waste.

Nathaniel’s brow furrowed, as though he saw something in Elisabeth’s
expression that troubled him. He looked away, squinting against the
downpour. “Silas?” he asked.

“Yes, master?” The servant’s voice was little more than a whisper in the
storm.

Somehow, Elisabeth had forgotten about Silas. She struggled to keep
her eyes open. And there he was—impeccably dressed, balanced
effortlessly on the edge of a rooftop high above them. He gazed down at the
scene with detached, pitiless interest. The pounding rain left his slender
form untouched.

How did he get all the way up there?

Shadows advanced from every side. They loomed at the corners of
Elisabeth’s vision, permeating the fog with their carrion stench.

“We could use some help down here,” Nathaniel said, “whenever you’re
finished admiring the view.”

Silas smiled. “With pleasure, master.” He removed first his right glove,
then his left, and neatly slipped them both into his pocket. Then he stepped



from the edge of the rooftop, out over a four-story drop.

Elisabeth couldn’t see him after that. Her eyes sagged shut on the sliver
of now-empty sky as all around her there came a chorus of yelps, and
crunches, and howls, punctuated every now and again by the sound of
something limp and heavy being flung against a wall. All of that came from
far away. Her thoughts had stuck on a single image: the sight of Silas’s
hands when he’d taken off his gloves.

He didn’t have fingernails. He had claws.

“Elisabeth?” Nathaniel asked, and the sound of her name chased her
into the dark.
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ELISABETH WOKE SURROUNDED by sunlight. Though she had no

idea where she was, a peaceful sense of well-being enveloped her. Silken
sheets whispered against her bare skin as she stirred. When she turned her
head, her bright, blurry environment resolved itself into a bedroom. The
walls were papered with a pattern of lilacs, and the delicate furniture looked
as though it might break if someone accidentally leaned on it too hard,
which Elisabeth supposed meant that it was expensive.

She wasn’t alone in the room. Porcelain chimed soothingly nearby. She
listened for a moment, then sat up in bed, a down comforter tumbling from
her shoulders. Puzzled, she inspected herself. She had on her spare
nightgown, and a bandage had been neatly applied to her arm. Not only that
—someone had bathed her and brushed her hair.

Her head throbbed. A light touch revealed a knot on her scalp, sore
beneath her fingertips. Perhaps that explained why she couldn’t remember a
thing. Across the room, Silas stood with his back to her, presently in the act
of lifting the lid from a sugar tin. He was dressed, as usual, in his emerald
livery, and appeared to be making her a cup of tea.

“Where am I?” she asked.



“You are in a guest room of my master’s house,” Silas replied. “We
thought it safest to convey you here after the attack.”

The attack. Her gaze fixed on his spotless white gloves, and her blood
turned to ice.

Last night came rushing back: the snarls and the chaos, the lightning
and the rain, and along with it her memories of the journey to Brassbridge,
the ones he had somehow suppressed. She now clearly remembered the way
he had caught her in the woods outside the inn; how he had made her forget
that his eyes were yellow, not once but many times. Whenever she had
drawn close to understanding what he was, he had turned her thoughts
away.

“You’re a demon,” she said. Her voice sounded clumsy in the delicate
room, too loud, out of place among the lilacs and fine china.

Silas tilted his head, acknowledging the obvious. “Do you take sugar in
your tea, miss?”

Elisabeth didn’t answer. She slid to the opposite side of the bed, as far
away as she could get, and seized a chamberstick from the bedside table. It
was heavy, fashioned from solid silver. “I know what you are,” she warned.
“You can’t make me forget again.”

He stirred the tea one last time and fastidiously placed the spoon on a
folded cloth. “As it happens, you’re correct. You have a surprising
resistance to my influence; I doubt I could have continued much longer.”

“What do you mean, your influence?” she demanded. “What did you do
to me? And why?”

Silas turned. He merely looked at her, trembling and clutching a
chamberstick, a single startled reflex away from hurling it at his head. After
a few seconds of meaningful silence, Elisabeth was forced to admit that he
had a point.

“Humans,” he sighed. “Such excitable creatures. At least you didn’t
scream, and I thank you for it. Some demons enjoy the sound of mortals
shrieking and pleading for their lives, but I have never possessed a taste for
melodrama, unless it is safely confined to the opera.” His eyes moved to the
chamberstick. “That won’t do you any good, by the way.”

Slowly, Elisabeth lowered it to the bedspread. She watched Silas cross
the room. When he set the tray down beside her, she flinched, but he
withdrew without touching her, standing with his hands politely folded
behind his back. It was the same way he’d stood in the thicket. She



wondered if he was trying to make himself look less threatening, which was
such a peculiar thought that she bleated out a laugh.

“What is it?” he inquired.

“l didn’t know that demons could make themselves look like us. I
expected . . .” She wasn’t sure what she had expected. Horns and scales,
like a fiend. She certainly hadn’t expected him to be beautiful. “Something
else,” she finished.

A shadow of a smile crossed his face. His hair wasn’t powdered, as she
had first assumed. Everything about him was the flawless white of marble,
down to the long pale lashes that shaded his sulfurous eyes. “Highborn
demons such as I are able to change our shape according to our masters’
wishes. In society I appear as a white cat, but when at home or running
errands, Master Thorn prefers me in this form. Otherwise I am, as you say,
‘something else.’”

A chill passed over Elisabeth. The Lexicon’s words of warning came
back to her. The grimoire had made it sound as though merely speaking to a
demon was dangerous. But after everything Nathaniel had done to bring her
to the city safely, she didn’t think he would leave her alone with Silas if he
posed a threat. She recalled the night in the Blackwald, remembering the
quiet sound of Silas’s laughter, the way the two of them had joked like old
friends.

“Please.” Silas’s voice interrupted her uneasy thoughts. “Won’t you
drink your tea?”

She hesitated before she reached for the teacup. Steam wreathed her
face as she took a cautious sip, aware of Silas’s expectant gaze. Her eyes
widened in surprise. “It’s good.” In fact, it was the best cup of tea she’d
ever tasted in her life. Not what she had expected, considering that it had
been made by a—

She set the cup down with a clatter, sloshing hot liquid over her fingers.
The heat and the steam had brought back a sudden, visceral memory of the
man holding a hand over her mouth, his breath damp on her cheek. Then
the way he had simply been gone, as if he had vanished into thin air. What
had Silas done to him?

“I killed him, miss,” the demon said softly. “He would have done the
same to you, and you wouldn’t have been his first victim. I smelled it on
him—so much death. No wonder the fiends were willing to follow him.”

She made a strangled sound. “You can read my thoughts?”



“Not precisely.”

“Then how . .. ?”

“I’ve spent hundreds of years observing humankind during my service
to the Thorn family. I don’t wish to insult you, but you are not complicated
beings.”

She shuddered, staring at her hands, at the too-perfect cup of tea,
wondering what else he could tell about her simply by looking.

“Are you feeling unwell? Perhaps you should get more rest.”

She shook her head, not meeting his eyes. “I’ve rested enough.”

“In that case, I have news that may ease your mind.” He lifted a
newspaper from the nightstand and passed it to her. She took it warily,
glancing at his gloves, but she couldn’t see any evidence of his claws. “The
attempt on your life has already reached the morning papers.”

Elisabeth almost did a double take. The headline on the front page read
suspecT ... or HERO? and was accompanied by a sketch of Nathaniel and herself
standing on top of the coach as fiends closed in around them. Nathaniel’s
lightning slashed through the crosshatched sky, and the artist had taken the
liberty of replacing her iron bar with a sword. Her eyes flicked back to the
headline. “This is about me?”

Silas inclined his head.

Incredulous, she began skimming the article. The young woman,
identified by an anonymous source as one Miss Elisabeth Scrivener,
demonstrated uncommon courage and vigor in holding off her demonic
attackers, going so far as to save the life of a helpless bystander. . . . She is
believed to have arrived in Brassbridge as a suspect in the acts of sabotage
on the Great Libraries, though we must question the Magisterium’s wisdom
in naming her a suspect when this vicious attempt on her life suggests the
precise opposite. It is clear that the true culprit hoped to silence her using
any means possible. . . .

Elisabeth’s cheeks flamed as the article went on to speak glowingly of
reports from our trusted sources that she had single-handedly defeated a
rampaging Malefict before it imperiled the lives of innocents in the quaint
village of Summershall. Then, annoyingly, it devoted a subsequent column
to Magister Nathaniel Thorn, Austermeer’s Most Eligible Bachelor—When
Will He Select a Bride?

Something nagged at her, and she went back to the beginning to reread
the first several sentences. “Wait a moment,” she realized aloud. “This says



acts of sabotage.”

Silas reached toward her. She tensed, but he only flicked to the second
page. Scanning through the article’s continuation, her breath stopped.

“There was an attack on the Great Library of Knockfeld?” Her lips
moved as she raced through the cramped text. “‘Another Class Eight
Malefict . . . three wardens dead, including the Director . . . first labeled a
tragic accident, now believed to be connected to the incident in
Summershall.” This happened two weeks before the Book of Eyes!” She
looked up at Silas. “Why would any of this ease my mind?”

“Last night has altered your circumstances considerably. Your hearing
has been called off in the midst of the public outcry incited by the press.
Once you are well enough for a carriage ride, Master Thorn has been
instructed to bring you directly to the Chancellor.”

She sat in disbelief, inhaling the paper’s scent of cheap ink and
newsprint. Her head felt empty, ringing with Silas’s words. “Why does the
Chancellor want to see me?” she asked.

“I was not told.” Something like pity shaded the demon’s alabaster
features. “Perhaps you might consider getting dressed. I can assist you, if
you wish. I have taken the liberty of altering today’s selection.”

Elisabeth frowned. Her best dress hung from a hook on the wardrobe,
lengthened with fashionable panels of silk. Now, it looked like it would fit.
Silas had done that himself? She touched her neatly brushed hair, recalling
her earlier observation that someone had bathed her and changed her
clothes. When realization struck, she recoiled. “Did you undress me?”

“Yes. I have decades of experience—" Reading her horror, he raised a
placating hand. “I apologize. I have no interest in human bodies. Not in any
carnal sense. I forget, at times . . . I should have said so earlier.”

Elisabeth was not to be taken for a fool. “I’ve read what demons do to
people. You torture us, spill our blood, devour our entrails. The entrails of
maidens, especially.”

Silas’s lips tightened. “Lesser demons eat human flesh. They are base
creatures with vulgar appetites.”

“And you are so different?”

His lips thinned further. Against all odds, offense shone in his yellow
eyes, and when he spoke, the edges of his courteous, whispered consonants
were slightly clipped. “Highborn demons consume nothing but the life force



of mortals, and even then, only once we have bargained for it. We care for
nothing else.”

She sat back, her heart pounding. Slowly, she calmed. Silas seemed to
be telling the truth. He wasn’t attempting to disguise the fact that he was
evil, only clarifying the nature of his misdeeds. Strangely, that made her
feel that she could trust him, in this matter at least.

She thought of the silver streak in Nathaniel’s hair, so unusual to see in
a boy of eighteen. How much of his life have you taken? she wondered.

“Enough of it,” Silas said, almost too quietly for her to hear. “Now, if
you are certain you don’t require assistance . . .”

“No thank you,” she said hurriedly. “I can get ready without any help.”

His raised eyebrows informed her that had his doubts, but he bowed
politely out the door all the same, leaving Elisabeth alone with a thousand
questions and a cooling cup of tea.

When she opened the door fifteen minutes later, Silas was nowhere in
sight. She poked her head out of the room and peered down the hallway.
While she had never spent much time in a real house, this one seemed
enormous compared to the homes in Summershall. The hallway marched on
for a considerable length, set with dark wood paneling and an astonishing
number of doors. For some reason all the curtains were drawn, reducing the
sunny day to a twilit gloom.

She crept outside and drifted down the hall. Though grand, the house
possessed an air of abandonment. She didn’t see any servants, demonic or
otherwise, and the air was so still that the methodical ticking of a
grandfather clock somewhere deep within the manor seemed to reverberate
through the soles of her boots like a heartbeat. Everything smelled faintly of
aetherial combustion, as if magic had soaked into the building’s very
foundations.

After several twists through the labyrinthine halls, the odor intensified.
She turned this way and that, sniffing the air, and finally determined that the
smell was seeping out from beneath one closed door in particular: a door
whose panels were covered in soft snowdrifts of dust, the wood around the
ornate knob scored with scratches, as though someone’s hand had slipped
repeatedly while trying to unlock it.

Elisabeth wavered. She was not going to touch a sinister-looking door in
a sorcerer’s home. But perhaps . . .



Holding her breath, she bent and brought her eye level with the keyhole.
The room was dark inside. She leaned forward.

“Miss Scrivener,” said Silas’s soft voice, directly behind her.

She flung herself around, striking the wall with enough force to rattle
her teeth. How did Silas move so silently? He had done the same thing to
the man last night, right before he killed him.

Silas’s expression was remote, as though graven in marble, but he spoke
as courteously as ever. “I did not mean to startle you, but I’'m afraid that
room is best left alone.”

“What’s inside it?” Elisabeth’s mouth had gone dry as bone.

“You would not wish to see. This way, please.”

He guided her back the way she had come, and then down a broad,
curving stair, huge and carpeted in velvet, which swept all the way to the
foyer two floors beneath. Unlit chandeliers hung above her head, their
crystals twinkling in the dimness, and her footsteps echoed on the
checkered marble floor. The grandness of it brought to mind a deserted
fairy-tale castle. Her imagination peeled away the dreary pall of
abandonment, replaced it with light and laughter and music, and she
wondered why the house was kept this way, when it could be such a
beautiful place.

“Master Thorn will join us shortly,” Silas said. Then he added, “You
may look around, if you like.”

Without permission, Elisabeth had already crossed the foyer and picked
up a candlestick made of solid crystal. Guiltily, she set it down. As she did
so, Nathaniel’s gray eyes reflected across its facets, multiplied by the dozen,
and she gasped—but when she whirled around, no one stood behind her.
The crystal had reflected a portrait hanging on the wall. And the man in the
portrait was too old to be Nathaniel, though he bore a close resemblance,
down to the silver streak that ran through his black hair. His smile, on the
other hand . . . it was warm and kind and open, far happier than any smile
she had ever seen on Nathaniel’s face.

“My master’s father, Alistair Thorn,” Silas provided. “I served him in
his time.”

He’s dead, she realized with a jolt. He must be. Suddenly, she found it
uncomfortable looking into his eyes. Her gaze strayed to the white cat the
artist had painted on Alistair’s lap. It was a dainty, long-haired creature,
captured in the act of grooming its paw.



The air stirred, and Silas stood beside her, studying the next portrait
over, which depicted a blond woman in a lilac gown. This time Elisabeth
recognized something of Nathaniel in her expression, the way her eyes
sparkled with the suppressed laughter of an unspoken joke. On her face it
looked welcoming instead of mocking, illuminated by love.

Silas said, “His mother, Charlotte.”

Wistfulness tugged on Elisabeth’s heart. “She’s beautiful.”

“She was.”

Elisabeth glanced at Silas, lips parted around an apology, but he was
expressionless, still gazing at the portraits. She instantly felt foolish for
almost apologizing to a demon—a being who had not loved any of them,
for demons could not feel love, or compassion, or loss.

Silently, he gestured to the third and final portrait.

Elisabeth stepped forward and examined it closely. The painting was of
a boy, perhaps seven years of age, pale and grave, with a dark collar
buttoned high around his neck. He looked so serious. Perhaps that came
with being the heir to the Thorn legacy. Had he known the stories about
Baltasar even then? It felt strange to think of Nathaniel as a child. An
innocent.

“So he wasn’t born with the silver in his hair,” she said finally, looking
to Silas.

“No, he wasn’t. The silver is the mark of our bargain. Every sorcerer
possesses one, unique to the demon that serves them. But this portrait isn’t
of Master Thorn. It’s of his younger brother, Maximilian. He passed away a
year after it was painted.”

Elisabeth stepped back. The hair stood up on her arms. The house felt
like a mausoleum, its cold, empty halls full of ghosts. Nathaniel’s entire
family was gone. The Lexicon’s words returned to her: For once a bargain
with a demon is struck, it is in the demon’s best interest to see its master
dead. . . .

“What happened to them all?” she whispered, not certain this time if she
really wanted to know the answer.

Silas had gone still. It took him a moment to reply, and when he did, his
whispering voice floated through the foyer like mist. “Charlotte and
Maximilian perished together in an accident. A senseless tragedy for a
sorcerer’s wife and son. I know what you are thinking—I was nowhere near



them when the accident occurred. Alistair followed only a few months later,
and I was there, that time. It proved . . . a difficult year for my master.”

“You killed him,” Elisabeth said. “Alistair.”

Silas’s reply came as a breath, barely louder than the distant ticking of
the grandfather clock. “Yes.”

“Nathaniel knows?”

“He does.”

Elisabeth grappled with this information. “And he still—he still decided
to—"

“He bound me to his service directly after it happened. He was only
twelve years of age. The ritual was surely frightening for him, but of
course, he already knew me well.” Silas drifted toward a blank spot on the
paneling, where there was an empty spot left for one final portrait. He lifted
his gloved hand and lightly touched the wall. “I was there when Master
Thorn came into the world, you see. I heard him speak his first words, and
watched him take his first steps. And I will be there when Master Thorn
dies,” he said, “one way or another.”

Elisabeth took another step back, almost colliding with a coatrack.
Nathaniel had told her that everyone else in line for his title was gone, but
she hadn’t expected anything like this. Certainly not that he had been
completely alone in the world at only twelve years old, bargaining away his
life to the demon who had killed his father. The demon who would one day
kill him.

A step creaked. Elisabeth turned. Nathaniel was coming down the stairs,
one hand in his pocket, the other skimming along the banister. He looked
striking in an expensively tailored suit, the cut of the green brocade
waistcoat accentuating his strong shoulders and narrow waist. She stared,
trying to reconcile his careless poise with what she had just learned. He
returned her gaze evenly, an eyebrow lifted as though in challenge.

When he reached the bottom, Silas went to him at once. With the silent
efficiency of a professional valet, he went about making minute adjustments
to Nathaniel’s clothes: fixing his cuffs, straightening his collar, tweaking the
fall of his jacket. Then, with a slight frown, he undid Nathaniel’s cravat and
whisked it from his neck.

“Does it need to be so tight?” Nathaniel objected as Silas retied the
cravat in a complicated series of knots, his gloved fingers moving with
nimble certainty over the fabric.



Silas could easily throttle him with that, Elisabeth thought, astonished.
Yet Nathaniel appeared completely relaxed, trusting of his servant’s
ministrations, as if he had a murderous demon’s hands at his throat every
day.

“I’m afraid so, if you wish to remain fashionable,” Silas replied. “And
we wouldn’t want a repeat of the incident with Lady Gwendolyn.”

Nathaniel scoffed. “How was I supposed to know tying it that way
meant that I intended to proposition her? I have better things to do than
learn secret signals with handkerchiefs and neckcloths.”

“Had you listened to me, I would have told you, and spared you from
getting champagne thrown in your face—though I heard several people say
afterward that that was their favorite part of the dinner. There.” He stood
back, admiring his work.

Nathaniel automatically reached up to touch the cravat, then dropped his
hand when Silas narrowed his yellow eyes in warning. With a lopsided grin,
he strode across the hall toward Elisabeth, his boots rapping on the marble
floor.

“Are you ready, Miss Scrivener?” he asked, offering her his arm.

Elisabeth’s heart skipped a beat. She might have misjudged Nathaniel,
but she had been right about one thing. A sorcerer did want her dead. And
somewhere out there, he was waiting.

Chilled to the bone, she nodded and took his arm.

ELEVEN

THE COACH PASSED tall, grand houses of gray stone, stacked tightly
alongside each other like books on a bookshelf. Bright blooms of foxglove
and deadly nightshade spilled from their window boxes, and wrought iron
fences bordered them in front, guarded by statues and gargoyles that turned
their heads as the coach passed. Heraldic devices were carved upon the
pediments above the front doors. Many of the houses were clearly centuries
old, their elegant facades wrapped in a sense of untouchable wealth.



She watched a woman exit a carriage, jewels glittering on her ears. A
small child opened the door for her, and Elisabeth assumed he was the
woman’s son until she dismissively handed him her shopping parcels. She
saw the boy’s eyes flash orange in the light before the door swung shut. Not
a boy—a demon.

“Does this entire neighborhood belong to sorcerers?” she asked
Nathaniel. Her stomach writhed like a nest of snakes. The saboteur could
live in any one of these houses. He could be watching her even now.

“Almost exclusively,” he replied. He was looking out the opposite
window. “It’s called Hemlock Park. Sorcerers like their privacy—our
demons are a bit like dirty laundry, not a secret, but an aspect of our lives
that commoners rarely see, and one that we prefer they don’t think about
too much. A lot of old blood around here, as you can probably tell.
Sorcerous lineages that go back hundreds of years, like mine.”

Curiosity snuck through her guard. “I thought all sorcerers belonged to
old families. Aren’t you born into it?”

“I suppose that’s true in the sense that magic is an inheritance.”
Nathaniel spared her a glance. “Or rather, demons are. A highborn demon
can only be summoned by someone who knows its Enochian name, and
families pass those names down through the generations like heirlooms. But
occasionally a dabbler with no magical heritage digs up the name of a
notable demon in some obscure text and manages to summon it. They have
to keep the demon in the family for a few decades before the old houses
begin to consider them respectable.”

Dabblers and criminals. That was how the Lexicon had referred to
people who summoned lesser demons, like fiends. True sorcerers didn’t
stoop to that level.

Not unless they wanted to eliminate a witness, and blame the murder on
someone else.

Disturbed, Elisabeth mulled this over as they passed a park full of
ancient oaks and winding gravel paths, and then a patch of urban woodland
that made her feel like she was back on the outskirts of the Blackwald. The
coach turned onto a drive flanked by marble plinths. A matching pair of
stone gryphons sat atop them, flicking their tails and sunning their mossy
wings. Eventually a structure came into view beyond a hedge, first visible
as a flash of light on the copper of a domed cupola.

“Oh,” she breathed, pressing her face to the window. “It’s a palace!”



She felt Nathaniel watching her. When he spoke, he sounded oddly
reluctant to correct her. “No, just Ashcroft Manor.”

But there was no “just” about the building they were heading toward, an
immense white manor surrounded by lavish gardens. Its roofline of towers,
domes, and elaborate cornices resembled the skyline of a miniature city, and
the sunlight threw dazzling prisms from a glass-roofed conservatory
attached to its side. The drive circled around a large fountain directly in
front, and as they drew nearer she saw that the water lifted by itself,
splashing in vortices that continually changed shape: first it formed a group
of translucent maidens leaping into the air like ballet dancers, who merged
into a rotating armillary sphere, which next split apart into a pair of rearing
horses, their manes tossing droplets across the drive. A few of the droplets
struck the coach’s windows and clung to the glass, sparkling like diamonds.

“And Silas says I’'m extravagant with my magic,” Nathaniel muttered.

Elisabeth made an effort to stop gaping openmouthed as they neared the
manor. A crowd of people stood scattered around the drive, but as far as she
could tell, they weren’t sorcerers or even servants. They all wore brown
tweed jackets and had notebooks tucked under their arms, repeatedly
consulting their pocket watches as if they were in a great hurry. When they
heard the carriage approaching, they looked up with hungry, eager
expressions, like dogs waiting for scraps to be thrown from the dinner table.

“Who are those people?” Elisabeth asked uneasily. “They look like
they’re waiting for us.”

Nathaniel slid over to her side of the coach, looked out, and swore.
“Chancellor Ashcroft’s allowed the press onto his estate. I suppose there’s
no escaping them. Courage, Scrivener. It will all be over soon.”

When Silas opened the door, a wave of sound immediately swamped the
coach. No one spared Silas a glance; they focused on Elisabeth as she
stepped outside, jostling between themselves for a better position near the
front of the crowd.

“Miss Scrivener!” “Do you have a moment—" “I’m Mr. Feversham
from the Brassbridge Inquirer—” “Over here, Miss Scrivener!” “Can you
tell us how tall you are, Miss Scrivener?”

“Hello,” she said bemusedly. All the men looked very similar. Never
before had she seen so many mustaches together in one place. “I’m sorry—I
have no idea.” She had grown since the last time Katrien had measured her.



“Is it true that you defeated a Class Eight Malefict in Summershall?”
one of the men asked, already scratching away frantically in his notebook.

“Yes, that’s true.”

“Completely on your own?”

She nodded. The man’s eyes nearly popped from his head, so she added
kindly, “Well, I had a sword.”

Another tweed-clad reporter dodged through an opening. “I see you’ve
been spending a great deal of time alone with Magister Thorn. Has he
declared his intentions?”

“I wish he would,” Elisabeth said. “He hardly makes sense half the
time. Knowing his intentions would be helpful.”

Nathaniel made a choking sound. “She doesn’t mean it that way,” he
assured everyone, taking Elisabeth’s arm. “She’s a feral librarian, you see—
raised by booklice, very tragic. . . .” He tugged her out of the crowd and up
the manor’s front steps.

The double doors were engraved with a baroque-style gryphon. A
footman dressed in golden livery stood in front of them. Elisabeth eyed him
suspiciously, but he didn’t have strangely colored eyes, nor did he repel her
thoughts the way Silas had while exerting his influence. He was a man, not
a demon.

“The Chancellor will arrive momentarily,” he said, and Nathaniel
groaned.

“What?” she asked.

“Ashcroft enjoys making grand entrances. He’s an insufferable show-
off. The press can’t get enough of him.”

Elisabeth thought it was rather hypocritical for Nathaniel to complain
about people making grand entrances when he himself had arrived at
Summershall in a carriage carved all over with thorns, and had made every
statue in the courtyard come alive and at least one of them wave a sword,
but she decided to keep that to herself, because she had just caught a whiff
of aetherial combustion.

She stumbled back as a thread of golden light zigzagged through the air
in front of her, like a rip appearing in a piece of fabric. The doors to the
manor rippled, distorted, as a man pushed a flap of air aside and stepped
through, affording a glimpse of a warmly lit study behind him. Elisabeth
blinked, trying to make sense of what she was seeing. It was as if the world
had transformed into a scene painted onto a set of curtains, and this other



room was what lay beyond them. The man—the Chancellor—Ilet go of the
air, or the curtain, or whatever it was, and the sliver of study closed up
behind him. As quickly as it had broken, reality returned to normal.

Chancellor Ashcroft beamed, bowing to the reporters as they broke into
applause. Though he was almost old enough to be Elisabeth’s father, he was
undeniably handsome. His brilliant smile revealed laugh lines around his
eyes that gave him a look of mischievous good humor, and his thick, glossy
blond hair didn’t show a hint of gray. He wore a golden cloak over a pearl-
white suit, with an embroidered gold waistcoat on underneath.

“It’s so good to see you, Nathaniel,” he said. “And you must be Miss
Scrivener. I am Oberon Ashcroft, the Chancellor of Magic. What a pleasure
to meet you.”

He took her hand and kissed it. All the words flew out of Elisabeth’s
head like a flock of startled pigeons. No one had ever kissed her before,
even on her hand. When Ashcroft straightened again, she saw that while his
right eye was bright blue, the left was a deep, gleaming crimson that caught
the light like a ruby. Remembering what Silas had told her, she guessed that
the crimson eye was his demonic mark.

“Miss Scrivener, I must apologize for the danger you encountered last
night. I never imagined that such a thing could happen—fiends, running
wild through the streets—but that’s no excuse for failing to ensure your
safety while you were under the Magisterium’s protection.”

“Don’t you mean its custody?” she asked. A few of the reporters
gasped, and Elisabeth froze, feeling a stirring of panic.

But Ashcroft didn’t look angry. Instead, he gave her a rueful smile. “No
—you’re quite right. The Magisterium made a mistake, and it would be
distasteful of me to pretend otherwise. How are you coping?”

His concern took her aback. “I .. .”

“You’ve been through a terrible ordeal. Accused of a crime you didn’t
commit, imprisoned, attacked by demons, and of course the loss of your
Director, Irena. She was a remarkable woman. I had the pleasure of meeting
her some years ago.”

Suddenly, Elisabeth’s eyes prickled with unshed tears. “I am well,” she
said, squaring her shoulders, willing the tears to retreat. This was the first
time anyone had suggested to her that she had a right to grieve the
Director’s death, rather than accusing her of being responsible for it.



Ashcroft even knew the Director by name. “I just want whoever killed her
to be caught.”

“Yes.” He looked at her gravely. “Yes, I understand. Excuse me for a
moment . . .” He turned to the reporters. “I called this press meeting to
make a brief announcement. Following the events of last night, and having
reviewed certain discrepancies in the official report from Summershall,
Miss Elisabeth Scrivener is no longer a suspect in our investigation.” Shock
jolted through Elisabeth. “She is, instead, to be commended by the
Magisterium for her brave actions in Summershall, which saved countless
lives. The loss of a Class Eight grimoire is devastating to Austermeerish
magic, but Miss Scrivener made the best choice available to her in a critical
situation, and she performed to the highest possible standard. I will be
personally sending a letter of recommendation to the Collegium, advising
the preceptors to consider her for warden’s training when she completes her
apprenticeship.”

Elisabeth swayed on her feet. A hand steadied her, a light, unexpected
touch between her shoulders. Nathaniel stood at her side, gazing straight
ahead.

“As you know,” Ashcroft was saying, “the Great Libraries were built by
my ancestor, Cornelius, so my commitment to bringing the saboteur to
justice is far more than just a professional concern. . . .”

Elisabeth found that she could no longer follow the words. Her heart felt
like it had grown too large for the confines of her ribs. She tried to keep her
posture straight, desperate to look worthy of the Chancellor’s praises, while
privately, shamefully, another part of her wanted to hide. She had never
known that hope could hurt so badly, like blood rushing back to a deadened
limb.

She was grateful when afterward, as the reporters dispersed, Ashcroft
drew Nathaniel aside to speak to him alone. She studied the gryphons on
the door, pretending she couldn’t hear snatches of their conversation
through the sound of carriage wheels crunching on gravel.

“Before you leave,” Ashcroft was saying in a low voice, “I wanted to
thank you for what you did for Miss Scrivener.” He paused. “Ah. I see. You
haven’t told her, have you?”

Nathaniel’s reply was indistinct. What were they talking about? If only
she could see their faces. The footman came past carrying her trunk, and
she moved out of the way. When she looked up, Nathaniel was nowhere to



be seen. Glancing around wildly, she saw him stepping briskly toward the
coach, his emerald cloak billowing at his heels.

“Nathaniel!” she called out, as he began to climb into the coach. He
flinched at the sound of her voice. Then he angled his face, waiting.

“You were going to leave without saying good-bye,” she said.

“Good-bye, Scrivener,” he said promptly, without looking at her. “It
truly was a pleasure, aside from the time you bit me. Try not to knock over
any of the Chancellor’s bookcases.”

Elisabeth had a strange feeling in her chest, like a soft piece of
parchment being torn, just a little. She might never see Nathaniel again. She
still didn’t have his measure, but they had fought together last night—saved
lives together—and surely that counted for something. Surely it was enough
for him to want to shake her hand, or at least look her in the eye before he
left.

She wished she had something better to say. But she couldn’t think of
anything, so she only said, “Good-bye.”

Nathaniel hesitated for a long moment. Silas, sitting in the driver’s seat,
passed a glance between the two of them, as though he could see something
between herself and Nathaniel that she could not. Then Nathaniel nodded,
in a formal sort of way, and climbed inside and shut the door. Silas flicked
the reins. The coach began to move.

So that’s it, she thought.

She watched the coach grow smaller as it traveled along the drive, the
sun shining from its lacquered roof, feeling a loss she couldn’t explain.
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“MISS SCRIVENER?”

Elisabeth started and looked up. Ashcroft stood beside her, and
Nathaniel’s coach was out of sight. She received the impression that the
Chancellor had been speaking to her for some time now, but she hadn’t
heard a single word. She stammered out an apology, followed by a series of



disjointed thank-yous for everything he had said during the speech, none of
which seemed to make very much sense even to her own ears.

His expression softened. “Don’t worry about any of that. Why don’t you
come inside?”

She followed him into the manor, and her eyes widened in wonderment.
All the chandeliers were lit, throwing a liquid shine from the polished
marble and gilded stuccowork. Mirrors in elaborate gold frames reflected
the light from every angle. Servants in matching golden livery hurried to
and fro, pausing to bow in their direction.

“You will be safe here,” Ashcroft said. “The grounds are heavily
warded; there hasn’t been an intruder on the property in hundreds of years.
In fact, in the seventeenth century, Ashcroft Manor even repelled an army.”

With the manor’s radiance shimmering across his blond hair and
handsome features, the Chancellor resembled a hero from the pages of a
storybook. Shyness gathered around Elisabeth like a layer of tulle, gauzy
and unfamiliar. For once, she had to muster the courage to speak. “Sir, what
was it that Nathaniel didn’t tell me?”

“Ah. I see you overheard.” A smile played about his mouth. “Well, he
insisted on being the one to escort you from Summershall. It sounds as
though you left quite the impression on him last spring—he was utterly
convinced of your innocence. Nathaniel so rarely believes the best of
people, I didn’t have the heart to deny his request.”

Surprise rendered her speechless. She glanced reflexively toward the
windows, but the coach was long gone. Nathaniel had been concerned about
her? That seemed impossible. He certainly hadn’t shown any sign of it. Had
he?

“Ah, Mr. Hob!” Ashcroft called out to a passing butler. “I see you’ve
brought Miss Scrivener’s things upstairs. Would you show her to her
room?” He turned back to Elisabeth. “Miss Scrivener, I’'m afraid my duties
beckon. However, I would like to discuss the Summershall incident with
you tomorrow. If there’s any information you can give me—anything at all
that you think might have caused the saboteur to target you last night—it
would be of great help to our investigation.”

She nodded, then hesitated as the butler led her toward the stairs. She
did have information to give him; she was the only person who knew that
the sabotage had been carried out by a sorcerer. Why not tell him now,
rather than waiting until tomorrow? It would only take a moment. She



paused on the bottom step, feeling dwarfed by the expanse of white marble
and gilded banisters. “Sir?”

Ashcroft turned, his ruby eye catching the light of the chandeliers. He
didn’t look annoyed, only politely questioning, but her conviction faltered.
Perhaps now wasn’t the right time, after all—not with the butler and all the
other servants listening.

“Where is your demonic servant?” she asked instead.

Ashcroft looked faintly surprised. “I keep her out of sight during the
day, since demons upset my wife, Victoria. It’s for the best. Lorelei has
always served me faithfully, but one should never allow oneself to grow
familiar with the creatures. It’s best not to forget that they only obey us
because they are bound to. Sorcerers have paid dearly for that mistake.”

“Like Nathaniel’s father,” she said tentatively.

“Ah ... well.” His face clouded. “I don’t know the full story. Only that
there were certain . . .” He shook his head. “Alistair was a good man. He
wasn’t himself at the end. I wouldn’t wish to speak ill of the dead.”

Elisabeth turned his words over in her head as she followed the butler
upstairs. What had Ashcroft meant to say before he’d trailed off?

She couldn’t begin to fathom the bond between Nathaniel and Silas—
how it was possible for Nathaniel to be so friendly with him not only
knowing what he was, but after what he had done. And yet—Silas didn’t
seem to have ever hurt the younger Master Thorn. Why hadn’t Silas taken
advantage of the opportunity to harm him when he was only twelve years
old, vulnerable and afraid?

She frowned, shoving the thoughts aside. She shouldn’t waste time
thinking about Nathaniel. It was none of her business if he wanted to risk
his life trusting a demon.

“Your room, miss,” the butler said, stopping outside a door. His voice
was muddy-sounding, as if he had difficulty speaking. She looked up at him
in surprise, and felt a twinge of unease. He was a huge man, solidly built,
and considerably taller than even Elisabeth, which made him the tallest
person she had ever seen. His suit fit oddly, and his gaze was curiously
unfocused in a waxy face.

A rosy-cheeked servant bustled over, looking flustered. Flyaway strands
of mousy brown hair wisped free from her bun. “Oh, good gracious, you’re
Miss Scrivener, aren’t you? Come along, come along—I’m Hannah, dear,



and I’m going to look after you while you’re a guest here in the manor.
Thank you, Mr. Hob.”

Mr. Hob nodded and slumped off.

“Don’t worry about old Mr. Hob,” Hannah whispered, noticing
Elisabeth’s stare. “He had a fit some years ago that robbed him of most of
his speech, but Master Ashcroft still hired him on when no one else would.
A very decent thing to do, and Mr. Hob’s as harmless as a fly, though he
does sometimes give people a fright if they aren’t used to him.”

Shame flushed Elisabeth’s cheeks. She resolved not to stare at the butler
again, or to be afraid of him. Obediently, she followed Hannah into the
room.

At first she couldn’t conceive that this was a bedroom. She felt as
though she had walked into an ice sculpture. Everything had been painted,
upholstered, or embroidered in delicate shades of silver and white. A
chandelier hung from the ceiling, reflected in the vanity mirror. The
furniture was carved with elaborate flourishes and curlicues that reminded
Elisabeth of the patterns that frost formed on windowpanes during
Austermeer’s coldest months; the knobs were made of solid crystal. Most
astonishingly of all, a sapphire gown had been laid across the bed, waiting
for her. Amid all of the wintry colors, its deep, lustrous blue stood out like a
gem against snow.

“There must be a mistake,” she said. Carefully, marvelingly, she
touched the vanity table, half expecting it to vanish like an illusion in an
enchanted castle. Next she eyed the gown askance, feeling as though it too
might disappear if she looked at it directly. “That dress doesn’t belong to
me. I’ve never worn clothing so fine.”

“Nonsense. Master Ashcroft is entertaining company tonight, and you
will be expected to look presentable. Just be grateful we were able to find
something close to your size, miss. There was such a fuss this morning,
such a terrible fuss. Fortunately Lady Victoria’s niece is traveling abroad,
and she’s an awfully tall young woman as well. We were able to borrow a
few pieces of her wardrobe and make adjustments in the nick of time.”

Elisabeth’s attention had snagged on a single word. “Company?” she
asked.

“You cannot expect such a great man to spend every evening at his
leisure. Several members of Parliament, and their wives, are joining him for
dinner.”



Her pulse quickened. “Are they sorcerers?”

Hannah gave her an odd look. “No, dear. Master Ashcroft’s guests are
from the Parliament, not the Magisterium—and a good thing, too. I haven’t
the nerves for all those demons. I know they’re necessary, but they’re such
unnatural creatures.” She shuddered, and didn’t notice the way Elisabeth
relaxed. “Now, let’s get this old dress off you. . . . Just look at that scratch
on your shoulder, you poor girl. . . .”

An eternity later, Elisabeth had been groomed within an inch of her life.
Her skin felt tender from Hannah’s scrubbing, and the long, hot bath in the
claw-foot tub had left her fingertips as wrinkled as dried apricots. Her scalp
alternately stung and throbbed from the torture Hannah had inflicted upon it
with a comb. She smelled faintly, and unsettlingly, of gardenias.

Piles of sapphire silk rustled around her body as Hannah fastened the
gown in place. It was beautiful, but it had a great deal of extra fabric;
Elisabeth felt as though she were swimming in her own miniature sea. Then
Hannah began to lace the corset up the back, and Elisabeth’s breath hitched.

“I cannot breathe,” she said, scrabbling at her chest.

Hannah firmly took her hands and set them aside. “It’s the fashion,
miss.”

Elisabeth was deeply alarmed by the idea that not breathing was
fashionable. “What if I have to run,” she said, “or fight something?”

“In the master’s house?” Hannah sounded shocked. “I know you’ve had
some dreadful experiences lately, dear, but it’s best if you keep such
thoughts to yourself. That kind of talk is quite irregular for a young lady.
Why, just look at you.”

She wheeled Elisabeth around to face the mirror. Elisabeth stared at the
girl reflected there, barely recognizing herself. Her hair cascaded over her
shoulders in smooth, glossy chestnut waves, and she was cleaner than she
had ever been before in her life. Her blue eyes contrasted vividly against
her pink, scrubbed cheeks. While she had never possessed much in the way
of curves, the sapphire gown made her figure look proud and statuesque.
Just like the Director, she thought, with a tightness in her throat. Even the
gown’s color reminded her of a warden’s uniform. She didn’t understand
why it was irregular to talk about fighting—not when she looked the way
she did.

“How lovely,” Hannah sighed. “The blue brings out your eyes, doesn’t
it?”



Elisabeth smoothed her hands wonderingly over the dress’s silky fabric.

“I daresay it’s time to bring you down for dinner. Don’t worry, I'll take
you there. It’s awfully easy to get lost in this house—oh, dear, don’t trip!
Just lift the gown up a bit if you have to. . ..”

Twilight now painted the grounds in shades of indigo and violet, but
inside the manor remained as bright as day. Perfume wafted through the
halls, mingling with the fragrance of lilies arranged in vases on every table.
When Hannah ushered Elisabeth into the dining room, its dazzle made spots
bloom across her vision. Light shone from everything: the silver utensils,
the jewels shivering like giant raindrops on the ladies’ ears, the rims of
champagne glasses as guests turned to see who had just entered.

Ashcroft was deep in conversation on the other side of the room, but a
beautiful, frail-looking woman rushed over to Elisabeth and introduced
herself as Ashcroft’s wife, Victoria. Her auburn curls were piled atop her
head in an intricate sweep, and she had a habit of self-consciously touching
the string of pearls around her neck, as if to reassure herself that it was still
there. With her light, nervous movements and glistening silver gown, she
reminded Elisabeth of the dove that had nested in the stonework outside her
and Katrien’s room one spring, warbling anxiously whenever one of them
stuck their head outside.

“I’m afraid Oberon can’t get away from Lord and Lady Ingram,” she
said, smiling warmly. “Why don’t I take you around and introduce you to
some people before we take a seat? Everyone’s so excited to have a look at
you. They’ve read all about you in the papers.”

Elisabeth spent the next several minutes being paraded around the room,
learning the names of various important-looking people and attempting to
curtsy at them, with mixed results. Eventually she gave up and explained
that curtsying had not been included in her lectures at the Great Library, a
statement that was, for some reason, met with peals of laughter. She smiled
along, realizing they thought she’d made a joke.

Soon Ashcroft rang a fork against his glass. Silence fell as he stepped to
the head of the table, and a servant pressed a champagne flute into
Elisabeth’s hand. She listened raptly as the Chancellor proceeded to give a
speech on progress, comparing the new advances in coal, steam power, and
natural gas to sorcery. “Like magic,” he said, “technology frightens those to
whom its inner workings remain a mystery, but for the sake of
advancement, humanity must embrace change with open arms. I have



always believed that sorcerers only hinder ourselves by living apart from
commoners and conducting our affairs in secrecy. I consider it my goal as
Chancellor to bring sorcery out of darkness, and into the light.”

Gasps rang out as a golden radiance filled the room, far brighter than
the candles. The sprays of lilies arranged across the tables had begun to
glow, each delicate stamen blazing incandescently, bathing the guests’ faces
in a twinkling, ethereal light.

Ashcroft spoke over the applause. “To progress,” he said, raising his
glass.

Elisabeth copied the other guests and took a tentative sip of the
champagne. It tasted sourer than she expected, but its bubbles fizzed down
her throat and fanned embers in her stomach. She smiled and clapped,
swept along on a bright tide of happiness that lasted through the dinner.
Servants came in with trays of a fragrant green soup and white fish floating
in an herb sauce, followed by platters of glazed pheasant and venison on
beds of asparagus. She had never eaten anything so sublime. She polished
off her seconds and was working her way through thirds—*“I suppose you
are very tall, dear,” said Lady Ingram charitably—when someone
mentioned Nathaniel’s name near the head of the table. Elisabeth stopped
chewing to listen.

“He must consider marriage promptly, of course, for the sake of
Austermeer,” one of the politicians was booming emphatically, slurred with
drink. “Yes, yes, he is only eighteen—but Her Majesty the Queen is
growing apprehensive. What if we were to have another war, and no Thorn
to strike fear into the hearts of our enemies?” He banged his fist on the
table, making the silverware rattle.

“Lord Kicklighter, we are hardly in danger of a war,” someone else put
in.

Lord Kicklighter’s mustache quivered indignantly. “A nation is always
in danger of a war! If not now, then in fifty years! And if Magister Thorn
fails to produce an heir, what then? We haven’t the population to defend
ourselves against Founderland.”

Elisabeth frowned and turned to Lady Ingram. “That man is speaking of
Nathaniel as though he’s livestock.”

Lady Ingram sniffed. “Men like Magister Thorn have a responsibility to
marry, especially now that he has no surviving relatives,” she replied.
“Baltasar Thorn’s grimoire of necromancy will only open for those of his



line, which means that Nathaniel is presently the only sorcerer who can read
it. His complete disinterest in courtship has put everyone in government on
edge.”

“Unsavory, in my opinion,” another man was muttering. “To resort to
undead hordes in place of good Austermeerish men—"

“—yet it is a last resort, you understand, and it has kept the peace since
the War of Bones—”

“But what about what happened to poor Alistair? Surely his fate is a
sign that necromancy is a relic of the middle ages, not a weapon for the
modern era.” A flurry of scandalized murmuring followed this
pronouncement.

“Such a tragedy, the loss of the younger brother,” a woman sighed from
the other end of the table. “We do not even know if Magister Thorn
possesses an interest in ladies. He has never danced with a girl at the Royal
Ball. If only Maximilian were still alive, there would be less of a fuss about
carrying on the family name.”

Elisabeth gritted her teeth. “But—"

Another woman, Lady Childress, had been watching Elisabeth keenly
for some time now. “You call him by his first name, dear,” she interrupted.
“That’s quite familiar.” At once, every head turned in Elisabeth’s direction.

She had never felt self-conscious about her height before, but now she
wished she were shorter, so that she wasn’t within view of every guest
seated up and down the table. She didn’t know what she was supposed to
say. She had not been aware that there was a rule against referring to a
person one’s own age by their first name. Truthfully, she’d thought
Nathaniel called her “Scrivener” because he didn’t like her. She had the
curdling realization that if she aired any of those realizations out loud,
they’d all think she was an idiot.

“Does he possess an interest in young ladies, then, Miss Scrivener?”
Lady Childress prompted.

“I do not know,” Elisabeth replied, bristling. “He hasn’t told me. I
suppose that means it isn’t any of my business.”

The arrival of the desserts allowed everyone to pretend that they hadn’t
heard Elisabeth’s remark. She frowned as she accepted a heaping plateful of
plum dumplings. Nathaniel’s cynical air was beginning to make more sense.
She didn’t like to imagine how it must feel to have the private details of



one’s life under constant scrutiny, knowing every facet of your existence
was gossiped about at dinner parties across Austermeer.

She was grateful when Ashcroft steered the conversation away to a
discussion about steam power, which she didn’t understand but found
deeply fascinating. As her good mood returned, she polished off a custard
and a pair of plum dumplings. Before she knew it everyone was leaving,
tottering a bit and smelling strongly of liquor while the servants helped
them back into their coats. Elisabeth had had two glasses of champagne
herself, and the manor wore a glittery sheen, as if tinsel had been draped
around the windows and chandeliers.

She followed the guests to the foyer, but no one was paying attention to
her any longer. Ashcroft stood outside, trying to extricate his digits from
Lord Kicklighter’s enthusiastic handshake, and Victoria was deep in
conversation with Lady Childress. Hannah was supposed to come collect
her, yet the servant was nowhere in sight. A nearby clock indicated that it
was almost one thirty in the morning. After a few minutes of waiting,
Elisabeth caught a glimpse of Hannah’s wispy bonnet bobbing down a
hallway. She hurried after it, certain she would get lost in the manor if left
to her own devices.

Hannah had a considerable head start, and Elisabeth soon discovered
that she couldn’t run on the slick floors while wearing satin slippers. After a
few turns, she lost sight of her quarry and found herself stranded in an
unfamiliar hallway. The manor’s grandeur enfolded her in a shimmering
world of marble, gold, and mirror-glass. With the champagne glowing
inside her stomach like a newborn star, she felt as though she had wandered
into a dream.

She paused to examine a filigreed sconce dripping with candle wax,
then to trail her fingers over the features of a marble bust. The statue’s
subject had been young and handsome, and she found herself wondering
what Nathaniel was doing at that very moment. Was he alone in his
cheerless mausoleum of a house, unable to sleep, with only a demon for
company? Perhaps she would see him again one day when she was a
warden. But if she did, they wouldn’t be able to talk about the time they’d
fought off the fiends or watched the moss spirit in the Blackwald. They
would exchange a handful of perfunctory words as she escorted him to a
reading room, no better than strangers.



A strain of music reached her ears, and she snatched her hand from the
bust. Somewhere nearby, someone had begun to sing. The sound unspooled
through the halls like a silver thread, achingly beautiful, its melody
wordless and strange. It lodged a hook in Elisabeth’s heart, somehow
seeming to express precisely the emotion of inarticulate longing that filled
her. Helpless to resist its pull, she set off in search of the source, drifting
past parlors, a ballroom, a conservatory brimming with palms and orchids.

Finally, she stepped into a music room. An elegant woman stood beside
a pianoforte, her face shadowed, turning a lily between her slender, lace-
gloved fingers. Elisabeth hadn’t seen her at the dinner. She would have
remembered. The woman had a fall of gleaming black hair that reached her
waist, and she was dressed in an exquisite black gown against which her
pale, perfect skin looked as white as candle wax. She stopped singing when
Elisabeth entered; her fingers stilled, and the lily dropped to the carpet,
forgotten.

“Hello, darling,” she said in a musical voice, stepping into the light. “I
wondered how long it would take you to find me.”

Elisabeth’s response died upon her lips as the woman’s scarlet, smiling
mouth gave way to scarlet, unsmiling eyes.

She wasn’t a woman. She was a demon.

THIRTEEN
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“How CHARMING YOU look.” The demon came forward and
draped her wrists over Elisabeth’s shoulders, her eyes shimmering crimson
in the candlelight. Her inhuman beauty was at once alluring and uninviting,
like a sculpture made of ice. “Then again,” she went on, “it isn’t difficult
for mortals to look charming. You are all so delicate, so endearingly soft
and fragile, like kittens. Won’t you come with me?”

A familiar sensation of woozy calm descended over Elisabeth. Her eyes
drooped, suddenly heavy, and she fell into the demon’s cold arms. But
though she no longer had control over her body, her thoughts remained



clear. The desire to give in and trust didn’t overpower her as it had before.
For some reason, the demon’s influence wasn’t working as it should.

What was it Silas had said? She had resisted him. Perhaps she was
resisting now.

The demon didn’t seem to notice anything amiss. She smiled and
brushed a lock of hair away from Elisabeth’s cheek as if she were a doll.
Then she took Elisabeth’s hand in hers, frigid as death beneath the glove’s
rough lace. “What a sweet girl you are,” she said, and led her out of the
music room, back into the hall.

Elisabeth caught glimpses of herself in the mirrors they passed: ripples
of sapphire silk and chestnut waves, her own face as blank as a mannequin
as she walked at the demon’s side. Her panic was muffled and far away, an
intruder pounding on the door in some hidden recess of her mind. Oddly,
she was grateful for it, because the lack of fear allowed her to think. She
guessed this was Ashcroft’s servant, Lorelei. The color of her eyes was
identical to the Chancellor’s mismatched red one. But what did she want?
Where were they going?

They traveled deeper into the manor, hand in hand. Lorelei took her
through a salon, where Hannah stood polishing the silver with a dreamy
expression, humming to herself—snatches of the same song Lorelei had
been singing moments ago, slightly out of tune. She didn’t so much as
glance in their direction.

Several turns later, they reached a polished oak door. Firelight flickered
on the parquet underneath. Lorelei entered without knocking, revealing the
same study that Ashcroft had stepped out from earlier that day, when he’d
appeared from thin air in front of everyone.

A fire crackled in the hearth on one side of the room. On the other, a
great arched window looked out over a black ocean of trees, beyond which
lay the glittering lights of the city. Ashcroft sat at a desk opposite the door.
Not merely sitting, but staring down at a grimoire, his hands braced on
either side of it, gripping the desk’s edges. His gaze was unfocused, and his
arms shook with tension. An ominous pressure filled the air. The grimoire
floated above the desk, its pages drifting weightlessly, as though it hung
suspended in water. The other grimoires in the shelves along the walls
whispered and rustled uneasily.

Lorelei lowered Elisabeth onto a divan. As soon as she touched the
cushions, she went boneless. One of her legs slid off to hang at an awkward



angle, but she was powerless to move it. She felt like a puppet whose
strings had been cut.

“Master,” Lorelei said.

Ashcroft sucked in a harsh breath, surfacing from his trance. He stared
in their direction uncomprehendingly, his brow creased. Then he blinked,
coming back to himself. He unfastened his cloak and swept it over the
grimoire, hiding it from view. Elisabeth’s ears popped as the pressure in the
room returned to normal.

“What is this? Has something happened to Miss Scrivener?” He crossed
the room in a few quick strides and took Elisabeth’s wrist, pressing his
thumb to her pulse. Then he frowned at Lorelei, perplexed. “You’ve
glamoured her. My orders . . .”

“Were not to harm her. I thought we should have a talk, master.”

“Don’t be upset,” Ashcroft said. “Everything has worked out quite
perfectly.”

“You could have told me what you were planning!” Her voice lowered
to a hiss. “You invited all those humans to come watch! Those reporters!”

“My dear, you know how I prefer to conduct my affairs. The more
publicly I go about my business, the less room there is for speculation.”

Lorelei paced over to the window and drew the curtains. “It isn’t just the
reporters. You’ve involved that sorcerer, Thorn. I don’t like it. His servant
has a reputation.”

“Don’t we all?”

“You don’t understand. I grew up hearing stories about Silas in the
Otherworld. Can you imagine what it takes for a being to become notorious
in our realm?” She wrapped her arms around herself and smoothed her
hands over her bare skin. She stood staring at the curtains, as though she
could still see out into the night, far across the city. “You shouldn’t court the
attention of one such as him.”

“He might be fearsome, but he isn’t omniscient. I made sure our helpers
remained out of sight.”

Lorelei didn’t reply. Ashcroft crossed to the study’s cabinet and poured
himself a drink from a crystal decanter. He sat down on an armchair across
from Elisabeth and thoughtfully swirled his glass. He studied her face for a
moment, then took a sip.

Elisabeth knew she wasn’t supposed to be hearing any of this as she lay
glassy-eyed and compliant on the divan. They spoke as though she weren’t



even in the room. And something, she was beginning to realize, was terribly
wrong.

Ashcroft leaned back and crossed one ankle over the opposite knee, his
glass loose in one hand. “Better Nathaniel than someone else from the
Magisterium,” he went on finally. “If the girl saw something she shouldn’t,
don’t you imagine that a different sorcerer might have spelled the evidence
from her long before she reached Brassbridge? But Nathaniel—I knew he
wouldn’t harm her. I must say, I was quite relieved when he stepped
forward with a solution to that particular challenge.” He took a sip.
“Otherwise, I would have had to resort to more drastic measures. And you
know how much I hate getting my hands dirty.”

Elisabeth’s mind spun sickeningly. Her instincts screamed at her to run,
to fight, but she couldn’t so much as twitch her little finger.

“You should have sent more fiends, master. You should have ended this
instead of drawing it out. Now you can no longer kill her. There are too
many humans involved.”

“The intention,” said Ashcroft, “was never to kill her. I merely required
an excuse to bring her here. We have only just begun, Lorelei. Whatever
mistake occurred in Summershall, I can’t afford to make it again. There
must be no more surviving witnesses.”

“Then what are we to do with her?” Lorelei spat.

“Who’s to say she’s a witness? She may have seen nothing.”

“Even if that is true, she will prove a liability.”

Ashcroft stood. “I know how to deal with her. Lay her out on the floor,
please, Lorelei. As if she’s taken a fall. Make it look convincing. Then leave
us and fetch Hannah.”

The demon’s cold hands curled under Elisabeth’s armpits. “You are
infuriating, master,” she murmured.

“Ah, but that is precisely why my life tastes so exceptional to you
demons.” He raised the crystal glass, reflecting prisms across his handsome
face, and winked. “The bolder and brighter the spirit, the finer the vintage.”

Elisabeth’s cheek pressed against the wool carpet. Now she could only
see an expanse of patterned fibers awash in the ruddy glow of the hearth.
Thoughts circled in her head like vultures, bleak and inescapable, as Lorelei
arranged her boneless limbs: Ashcroft was the saboteur. He had killed the
Director. He had sent the fiends. He was responsible for it all. Nothing
seemed real—not the roughness of the carpet against her cheek, nor the



warmth of the fireplace soaking her gown. A chill settled deep inside her.
Earlier that day, she had come within seconds of sealing her own fate by
telling Ashcroft what she knew.

Lorelei’s steps receded. A moment later, a gentle touch alit on
Elisabeth’s shoulder. She flinched—a real flinch, a physical reaction. The
glamour was wearing off.

“Miss Scrivener?” Ashcroft asked softly. “Miss Scrivener, can you hear
me?”

She wanted nothing more than to fly upright, to defend herself, to
scream loud enough to rouse the entire manor, but her only hope of survival
was to play along. She raised herself on her elbows, her hair hanging in a
curtain around her face. The sour burn of champagne crept up her throat,
and her stomach roiled.

“Do you remember anything? Are you hurt? Allow me to help you.”

“I don’t . . .” Elisabeth shook her head, keeping her face downcast as
Ashcroft assisted her upright. She stumbled over a wrinkle in the carpet.

“Careful, now. You’ve taken quite the fall. Hannah”—the door opened
—*“could you return Miss Scrivener to her room? She seems to have had an
accident.”

“Oh, Miss Scrivener!” Hannah exclaimed.

A flurry of conversation followed, most of which Elisabeth did not hear,
her head pounding numbly with horror. Ashcroft had never intended for the
fiends to kill her. He had expected her and Nathaniel to fight them off, and
for the event to reach the papers. He had engineered the entire thing so that
he would have an excuse to call off the Magisterium’s questioning and
bring Elisabeth here, to his manor, as his guest.

As his prisoner.

“Yes,” Ashcroft was saying, “she entered the study and simply
collapsed—I’ve no idea what she was doing wandering around the manor. .

“Oh, sir, I’'m so terribly sorry! I’'m afraid that must be my fault! I looked
for her everywhere—”

“Please don’t blame yourself,” Ashcroft said kindly. “I will call for a
physician first thing in the morning. Rest assured that Miss Scrivener will
receive nothing but the finest care.”



The next day, Elisabeth sat staring at the silver molding on the
bedroom’s wall as the physician’s stethoscope pressed against her chest.
She had spent the last twenty minutes breathing in and out according to his
instructions, allowing him to peer into her mouth, eyes, and ears, and sitting
still as he probed her neck and underarms, muttering indistinctly about
glands.

While she waited, she clung grimly to hope. Ashcroft didn’t know that
she had overheard everything last night. All she needed was a moment
alone with the physician, and she could explain the situation and get help.
But Hannah, who had fussed over her all morning, refused to leave her side.
She sat on the plush white love seat beside the bed, wringing her hands. Mr.
Hob stood near the door, waiting to show the physician back downstairs.

Elisabeth couldn’t trust anyone except the physician. If Hannah was any
indication, the servants held their employer in high esteem. At best, she
wouldn’t believe Elisabeth; at worst, she’d go directly to Ashcroft. And if
she did, Elisabeth would be doomed.

“Hmmm,” the physician said as he removed the stethoscope’s ivory
trumpet. He jotted something down in his notebook, frowning.

She wouldn’t be surprised if her heartbeat sounded abnormal. She could
barely sit still, and she hadn’t slept. The reflection in the vanity’s mirror
showed that she was as pale as a ghost, with dark circles beneath her eyes.

“And you say that you grew up in a library,” the physician went on.
“Interesting. Do you read many books, Miss Scrivener? Novels?”

“Yes, of course. As many as I can. Doesn’t everyone?”

“Hmmm. Just as I thought.” He scribbled another note. “An excess of
novel reading, combined with the excitement of the past few days . ..”

She failed to see how any of this was relevant. “May I speak to you
alone?” she asked.

“Of course, Miss Scrivener,” he replied, in a mild, indulgent tone that
raised her hackles. But at least he dismissed Hannah and Mr. Hob from the
room. “What is it you would like to speak to me about?”

Elisabeth took a deep breath, waiting until the door clicked shut. Then
she launched into an explanation immediately, racing through the details of
the aetherial combustion in Summershall, the attempt on her life the night
before last, and what she had witnessed in Ashcroft’s study. She spoke in a
forceful undertone, aware that Hannah might attempt to eavesdrop on the
other side of the door. “So you see,” she finished, “you must notify



someone at once—someone who isn’t involved with the Magisterium, in
case any of the other sorcerers are loyal to the Chancellor. Anyone at the
Collegium would do, or even the Queen.”

The physician had dutifully taken notes the entire time. “I see,” he said,
adding one final flourish. “And how long have you believed the Chancellor
to be responsible?”

“I don’t believe he is responsible. I know he is.” Elisabeth sat up
straighter. “What are you writing?” Among the physician’s scribbled notes,
she had made out the word “delusions.”

He snapped the notebook shut. “I know all of this must be very
frightening for you, but try not to agitate yourself. Excitement will only
worsen the inflammation.”

She stared. “The—what?”

“The inflammation of your brain, Miss Scrivener,” he explained
patiently. “It is quite common among women who read novels.” Before
Elisabeth could think of a reply to this baffling remark, he called Hannah
back into the room, who looked pinched with worry. “Please tell the
Chancellor that I prescribe a strict period of bed rest for the patient,” he said
to her. “It is clear that this is a classic case of hysteria. Miss Scrivener
should exert herself as little as possible. Once the swelling in her brain
subsides, her mind may return to normal.”

“May return?” Hannah gasped.

“I regret to say that sometimes these cases are chronic, even incurable. I
understand that she is a foundling, staying here as a ward of Chancellor
Ashcroft? Allow me to write down a recommendation for Leadgate
Hospital. I am closely acquainted with the principal physician. If Miss
Scrivener fails to recover, the Chancellor need only send a letter—”

Elisabeth’s blood pounded hot with anger. She had listened for long
enough. This physician was just like Warden Finch, just like Ashcroft: a
man who thought he could do whatever he liked to her because he happened
to be in a greater position of power. But he was wrong.

When he stood, she gripped his arm with enough force to halt him in his
tracks. He tried in vain to pull away, then gaped at her as though seeing her
for the first time, his mouth opening and closing like a startled fish. She
tugged him close. No match for her strength, he lost his balance and nearly
toppled face-first onto the bed.

»



“Listen to me,” she said, in a low, fierce murmur too quiet for Hannah
to hear. “I didn’t grow up in an ordinary library. I grew up in a Great
Library. You may scoff at books, but you have never seen a real book in
your entire life, and you should count yourself lucky, because you wouldn’t
survive a moment alone with one.” She tightened her fingers until he
gasped. “You must go to the Collegium at once. The Chancellor said that
he’s only just begun. Whatever he is planning, more people will die. Do you
understand? You must . .. you must . ..”

The physician had paled. “Miss Scrivener?” he prompted.

Elisabeth let go of him and pointed at the mirror. Or rather, at Mr. Hob’s
reflection—for although the butler stood outside in the hallway, the mirror
made it possible to see him around the corner, waiting. Only he was no
longer a butler, or even a man.

“Look,” she whispered.

Mr. Hob’s suit was the sole feature that remained unchanged. But now it
hung on a gaunt, slumped, inhuman frame. His complexion had turned a
sickly shade of lavender, and his skin looked grotesquely melted, gobbets of
flesh dangling from his cheeks and chin like drips of tallow. His ears were
pointed on the ends; his purple hands were clawed. Worst of all were his
eyes, unnaturally huge and round and pale, like saucers. They shone in the
shadows of the hall, a pair of glazed moons gazing back at her.

Glancing uncertainly between Elisabeth and the physician, Hannah
opened the door the rest of the way. Mr. Hob didn’t react. He stood silently,
unblinkingly, with his horrible shining eyes, as everyone else stared at him.

“You see,” Elisabeth whispered. “He is a demon. Some kind of goblin,
or an imp.”

There came a long pause. Then, the tension shattered. The physician
cleared his throat and leaped away, skirting quickly toward the door, as if
Elisabeth might lunge out of bed and attack him. As if she were the demon,
not Mr. Hob.

“As I was saying,” he said to Hannah, “please give my recommendation
to the Chancellor at the earliest opportunity.” He shoved a piece of paper
into her hand. “This is obviously a very serious case. Leadgate has state-of-
the-art facilities. . . .”

He didn’t appear the slightest bit distressed by Mr. Hob as the butler led
him out of sight. His voice receded down the hallway, extolling the virtues
of ice water baths for the “mentally disturbed.” Elisabeth sat stunned and



shaking as his reaction sank in. None of them had been able to see Mr.
Hob’s true form except for her.

The mirror framed her reflection, alone. Trembling beneath a thin
nightgown, the blood drained from her face, Elisabeth had to admit that she
looked every inch the girl the physician claimed her to be. And she was
trapped in Ashcroft Manor more certainly than she had been imprisoned in
the Great Library’s dungeon, at the mercy of her greatest enemy.

FOURTEEN

OVER THE NEXT few days, Chancellor Ashcroft treated Elisabeth

with nothing but solicitous concern. She was confined to her room during
the mornings and evenings, but for a brief time in the afternoons, Hannah
dressed her and brought her down to the conservatory for some fresh air.
There she rested under Hannah’s supervision in a cushioned wicker
armchair, with a blanket over her legs, breathing in the humid, earthy
sweetness of plants and flowers. A riot of blossoms and lacy ferns
enveloped her, their exotic petals dripping with moisture. This would have
formed the very image of paradise, had she not also been surrounded by
demons.

Now that she had seen Mr. Hob’s real form, she saw demons
everywhere. They scuttled to and fro on errands. They swept leaves from
the flagstones, watered the pots, and pruned the flowers. Most were less
imposing than Mr. Hob: smaller, their skin scaled instead of wattled. Some
had sharp teeth, and others long, pointed ears. All of them were dressed
incongruously in Ashcroft’s golden livery. Guests often strolled along the
paths, but they never spared the demons a second glance. To them, the
creatures appeared as nothing more than ordinary servants. And the demons
likewise ignored the guests, going dutifully about their tasks.

It was not the demons themselves that frightened Elisabeth, but rather
the question of how Ashcroft had gotten so many to obey him. They were
clearly lesser demons, not highborn demons like Silas and Lorelei. What



had he promised them? What offer could possibly be tempting enough that
they were willing to don uniforms and serve him? The possibilities were too
horrifying to imagine.

She waited breathlessly for a chance to speak to someone, anyone, from
outside the manor, but none of the guests ventured close enough for her to
warn them. They observed her from a distance, as if she were one of the
Chancellor’s rare hothouse specimens: a carnivorous pitcher plant, or a
poisonous oleander.

That afternoon, she forced herself not to flinch as a demon crept closer
with a pair of shears and began trimming a palm behind her. Its skin was
bright red in color, and its eyes were pitch black from edge to edge. Hannah
hummed obliviously, tugging a needle through her embroidering hoop. The
tune was lilting and odd—another one of Lorelei’s melodies.

Whispers caught Elisabeth’s attention. A group of girls her own age
stood peering around a splashing indoor fountain, dressed in silk and lace.
She could only imagine what she looked like to them, sitting stock-still,
darting tense glances at a servant.

“What a pity,” one of them said. “It was so kind of Chancellor Ashcroft
to take her in. I hear she is quite mad.”

“No!” exclaimed another, clutching her parasol.

“Oh, yes. Apparently she assaulted a physician. She nearly knocked him
to the floor, according to Father. Her state of derangement results in beastly
strength.”

“I’m not surprised. She’s enormous! Have you ever seen a girl so tall?”

The first said archly, “I might have once, in a traveling fair.”

“l heard from Lady Ingram,” yet another put in, “that she behaved
strangely at the dinner the other night. She spoke little, and when she did,
she was rude and appeared to have never been taught any manners. The
warning signs were there from the start, said Lady Ingram.”

Anger boiled up inside Elisabeth, threatening to spill over. She didn’t
hate easily, but she found in that moment that she hated Lady Ingram, hated
these girls—how could they be so cruel and speak of manners in the very
same breath?

A girl gasped. “Do you see how she’s glaring at us?”

“Quickly, run—”

Elisabeth’s fury drained away as they fled out of sight, their dresses’
ribbons flouncing through the palm fronds. This, she had just realized, was



yet another element of Ashcroft’s plan.

Horribly, it made a great deal of sense. The more he displayed her in
public, the more his guests could gossip about her, becoming increasingly
convinced of her madness. Meanwhile, they saw for themselves that he was
sparing no expense to keep her comfortable and well. Just as he placed an
illusion on his servants, he wove a greater deception around himself, all
without expending a single drop of magic. Even if Elisabeth did manage to
speak to someone, they would only see her attempts to seek help as further
evidence of her derangement.

She saw no way out of the trap he had built for her. Escape wasn’t an
option. If she attempted to run, he would know that she suspected him, and
the game would come to an end. She would lose any chance she had left to
expose him, however small. Her only choice was to play along.

Somewhere outside the conservatory, a clock chimed the hour.

“Come along, dear,” Hannah said, rising from her chair. “It’s time for
your daily visit with the Chancellor. What a kind man, to take such a
personal interest in your recovery. I do hope you appreciate everything he’s
doing for you.”

Elisabeth bit her tongue as she followed Hannah out of the
conservatory. If only Hannah knew his true purpose for summoning her to
his study every day. Dread closed in on her with every step she took into the
manor’s shining, mirrored halls. By the time she reached the study, her
insides were in knots. She struggled to control her expression as the door
swung open, revealing Ashcroft wiping his hands on a cloth.

“Good afternoon, Miss Scrivener. Why don’t you come in?” Though he
sounded as warm as ever, she glimpsed a spark of frustration dancing within
his mismatched eyes. It was the only sign that these visits hadn’t yet yielded
the information he desired. “Hannah, would you bring us tea?”

At his welcoming gesture, Elisabeth stepped inside and sat rigidly on
the sofa. She forced her eyes not to stray to the grimoire on Ashcroft’s desk.
He always covered it with his cloak before she entered, but she knew it was
the same grimoire he’d been studying her first night in the manor. Its
presence left a sour, musty taste on the back of her tongue. The way he was
scrubbing at his hands suggested it was equally unpleasant to touch.

Ashcroft set the cloth aside and settled across from her in his favorite
armchair. He looked so genuinely concerned that, despite everything, she
could almost believe that some part of him cared about her. Then sunlight



struck the depths of his ruby eye, and she remembered in a flash the way
the Director’s red hair had spilled across the floor.

“How are you feeling today?” he asked, with a gentleness that made her
skin crawl.

“Much better, thank you.” She swallowed, gathering her courage. “I
think I might be ready to leave now.”

Ashcroft’s brow furrowed sympathetically. “Just a few more days, Miss
Scrivener. The physician was most emphatic about the importance of bed
rest.”

She looked down, trying not to let her terror show. Luckily, the
physician hadn’t included what she’d told him in his notes. Ashcroft
wouldn’t bother with these meetings if he had.

A knock heralded Hannah’s return with a tray of tea and iced cakes.
Elisabeth made a show of nibbling on them, even though she could barely
force their sweetness down. Her stomach lurched when the door clicked
open again. This time, it wasn’t Hannah. She had only a few seconds of
warning before Lorelei’s glamour wrapped around her like a warm,
smothering blanket. Then Ashcroft leaned forward, folding his hands in
front of his knees.

Every day, this was how the interrogation began.

“Now, Miss Scrivener,” he said, “why don’t we talk about the attack on
Summershall again? Let’s see if you remember any new details, shall we?”

He sounded as kind as he had a moment ago, but the good humor had
drained from his expression. Elisabeth knew that she walked along a knife’s
edge. One slip, and he would find out that Lorelei’s glamour wasn’t
working as it should, compelling her to tell the truth. A single lapse could
spell death. She strove to keep her expression blank and her voice wooden,
grateful for the glamour’s numbing influence. Without it, she wouldn’t be
able to sit and face Ashcroft calmly. More importantly, she wouldn’t be able
to lie.

“Can you tell me why you woke up that night?” Ashcroft pressed. “Did
you hear something? Sense something?”

He had already asked her that question many times. She took care to
keep her answer the same. “A storm blew in. The wind was loud—it blew
branches against my window.”

He frowned, dissatisfied. “And when you got out of bed, did you feel
any differently than normal?”



He wanted to know how she had evaded his sleeping spell. But even
Elisabeth didn’t have an answer to that question. Mechanically, she shook
her head.

Ashcroft’s jaw tightened. It was the first indication that his patience had
limits, a reaction that left her ill. She didn’t want to witness what he was
capable of when he lost his temper.

A sound came from Lorelei in the corner, where she was applying rosin
to the bow of a violin. Today she wore a crimson gown that matched her
lips and eyes. It was so long that it spilled off the chair like a waterfall and
formed a shimmering pool on the carpet, as though she sat in a puddle of
blood. “The girl is hiding something from you, master,” she said.

Ashcroft looked around. “Are you certain? Is that possible?”

The hair stood up on the back of Elisabeth’s neck. She forced herself
not to react, aware that she could betray herself with any movement.

“If she has a secret, the impulse to protect it may remain, even through a
glamour. Most humans haven’t the fortitude. But this girl is strong-willed.
Her spirit burns as brightly as a flame.” Lorelei glanced at Elisabeth
beneath her eyelashes, a gesture so like Silas that goose bumps spread
across her arms. “I do so wish I could taste it.”

Ashcroft leaned back, steepling his fingers. “What do you propose I
do?”

“Enter her mind. Take the memory from her by force, and destroy the
rest.”

“It’s too early for that. She must be seen for a few more days before I
get rid of her. If news of her fate reaches the papers, I will need witnesses to
support the physician’s diagnosis.”

Lorelei gave a delicate shrug. “Very well, master. And you’re certain
her presence here isn’t distracting you from your work?”

Ashcroft glanced at his desk, at the grimoire hidden beneath his cloak.
Based on the way it had levitated that first night in the study, Elisabeth
guessed it was a Class Five, or even a Class Six. Private ownership of
grimoires Class Four and up had been made illegal by the Reforms. If
Ashcroft was willing to keep something that dangerous in his home, the
book had to be important.

He sagged back in his armchair, shadows etching deep lines across his
face. “It’s proving stubborn,” he said, “but I’ll have what I need before
Harrows.”



Elisabeth’s pulse quickened. The Great Library of Harrows was located
in the northeast corner of Austermeer, where the Blackwald met the
mountains—the most remote possible location to store high-security
grimoires. Descriptions she had read of the place painted it as a fortress
built of black stone from the bones of the Elkenspine Mountains. Its
unbreachable vault contained two of the kingdom’s three Class Ten
grimoires. Did he aim to attack it, like Summershall and Knockfeld?

Whatever his plans, the grimoire on his desk clearly played some
essential role. And no matter the risk, she had to find out what it was.

Her chance arrived two days later, when Mr. Hob appeared in the
doorway in the middle of her questioning. “A visitor,” he announced in his
deep, garbled voice. “Lord Kicklighter here to see you.”

“With no word ahead?” Ashcroft’s expression darkened. “I’ll meet him
in the salon. Lorelei, watch over Elisabeth.” He strode from the room, and a
moment later Lord Kicklighter’s greeting boomed down the hall.

Elisabeth’s mind raced. Judging by the length of Kicklighter’s
handshake the other night, Ashcroft was going to be occupied for at least a
few minutes. She felt Lorelei’s bored gaze tickling over her. All she needed
was to get the demon to leave the study for a few seconds. But she had
nothing to work with. If only she were closer to the bookcases, she was
certain she could manage to knock one over.

A decorative mirror on the wall afforded her a view of herself sitting on
the couch. She looked drawn and pale, at odds with the extravagant
amethyst gown Hannah had laced her into that morning. She was growing
used to the way the expensive corsets squeezed her chest, but at tense
moments like this, the garments still made her feel short of breath.

An idea struck her like lightning. She gasped loudly, drawing Lorelei’s
attention. Her hand flew to her breast. Then she rolled her eyes up into her
head and collapsed onto the carpet with a lifeless whump, landing so hard
that she rattled the teacups on the coffee table.

Silence. Elisabeth felt the weight of Lorelei’s regard. Once she seemed
to decide that Elisabeth wasn’t faking it, she rose with a whisper of satin
and stepped over Elisabeth’s prone body on her way outside. As soon as she
had gone, Elisabeth hiked up her skirts and scrambled to the desk. Bracing
herself, she swept away Ashcroft’s cloak.



The grimoire lay open beneath a length of iron chain stretched along the
valley of its spine, its pages filled with a slanted, spiky script. That was all
she had a chance to observe before a wave of malevolence crashed against
her, forcing her a step backward. A man’s voice roared wordlessly within
her mind, tearing at her in a maelstrom of anguish and fury.

She didn’t have time to wonder whether she’d made a mistake. The
edges of the room darkened; the grimoire’s pages whipped as if the study’s
windows had been thrown open during a howling gale. She clenched her
teeth and pushed against the grimoire’s will, stretching out her hand,
trembling with the effort. Sweat beaded her brow. Even the hands of the
clock on the mantelpiece seemed to slow, like the air had turned to treacle.
At last her fingertips brushed leather, and a confused, sickening rush of
emotions thrummed through her body. Longing. Rage. Betrayal. She had
never felt anything like it before. She swallowed thickly, wishing she had
iron gloves to dampen the grimoire’s psychic emanations.

“’'m not your enemy,” she forced out. “I’'m here as a prisoner of
Chancellor Ashcroft. I intend to stop him, if I can.”

At once the man’s voice fell silent, and the pressure in the air
disappeared. Elisabeth fell forward, catching herself on the desk, her
muscles quivering from the strain. The grimoire now lay quiescent. Her
desperate guess had proved correct—its malice and fury had been meant for
Ashcroft, not for her.

“What does he want from you?” she murmured. Carefully, she lifted it
from the desk.

Its cover was bound in strange scaled leather, crimson in color, which
reminded her unsettlingly of the imps in the conservatory. A five-pointed
pentagram was emblazoned on the front. Age had faded the title, but the
words remained legible: The Codex Daemonicus.

Her heart skipped a beat. She had read this grimoire’s title before, and
not long ago. Where had she seen it? In Nathaniel’s coach, traveling
through the Blackwald . . .

I’ll have what I need before Harrows, Ashcroft had said. Whatever he
needed, it sounded as though he would find it in this book. She wracked her
memory, trying to recall why the Lexicon had mentioned this volume. It
had been in the chapter about demons. All she could remember was that it
supposedly contained the ravings of a mad sorcerer, who claimed to have
hidden some kind of secret inside—



Footsteps clipped down the hall. Breathless, Elisabeth snatched
Ashcroft’s cloak and yanked it back over the grimoire. Hoping that its
psychic screams had been audible only to her, she scrambled across the
room and threw herself back on the floor, arranging her limbs as closely to
their original position as she could manage.

She wasn’t a moment too soon. A shadow fell over her just seconds
later, and then an acidic smell seared her nostrils, zinging through every
nerve in her body. She shot upright, strangling back a shout, only for
Lorelei to catch her in an unyielding grip, a suggestion of claws pricking
through the lace of her gloves. The demon held a crystal vial full of what
appeared to be salt.

“There, there,” she soothed, her tone cloyingly sweet. “You’re all right.
It was just smelling salts, darling. You had a little spell, but it’s over now.”

“Give her to me,” Ashcroft said. “This farce has gone on long enough.
It’s time.”

Lorelei let go of her and stepped back. Before Elisabeth could react,
Ashcroft seized her and spun her around. His expression was terrible to
behold. It was as though he had spent all of his kindly charm putting up
with Lord Kicklighter, and he had none left to maintain the act.

His patience with her had reached an end. Now, she was about to meet
the monster beneath the man.

“Listen to me, girl,” he said, and shook her until her teeth rattled, “you
will tell me what you know.” And then he splayed his palm over her
forehead, and Elisabeth’s thoughts exploded outward like a newborn star.

The study vanished; everything went pitch black except for her and
Ashcroft and sharp-edged silver fragments that hung glinting in the
darkness around them. Familiar images flowed over the surfaces of the
fragments in silent flashes of color and movement. They were her own
memories, floating in a void like the shards of a shattered mirror. Each one
showed a different scene. The Director’s red hair shining in the torchlight.
Warden Finch raising his switch. Katrien’s laughing face.

Though Elisabeth still dimly felt the Chancellor’s brutal grip on her
arm, in this place, he stood apart from her. He turned, taking in the
fragmented memories, and then raised his hand. The shards began to spin
around them in a glittering cyclone, blurring together to show him not just
isolated fragments out of order, but whole memories, Elisabeth’s life
flowing past on a shimmering river of glass. Distorted sounds echoed



through the void: laughter, whispers, screams. Her stomach clenched as she
saw herself as a little girl bounding through the orchard toward
Summershall, her brown hair flying out behind her, Master Hargrove
struggling to keep up. These were her memories. They were not for
Ashcroft to see.

“Show me what you’ve been hiding,” the Chancellor commanded. His
cruel, hollow voice rang from every direction.

The bright summer afternoon faded away, replaced by a ghostly image
of Elisabeth descending the Great Library’s stairs in her nightgown, a
candle raised high. She felt his magic drawing the memory out of her, a
force as inexorable as the undertow of a tide, and panic squeezed her lungs.
She could feel the memory, hear it, smell it. She watched as Memory-
Elisabeth unlocked the door and stood gazing wide-eyed into the dark. Any
second now she would notice the aetherial combustion, proof that a sorcerer
had committed the crime.

Elisabeth had to stop it. But she couldn’t resist the pull of Ashcroft’s
sorcery. She sensed that if she fought him, her memories would shatter into
a thousand pieces, gone forever. He would destroy her mind—her very life
—if he had to. She needed to show him something.

So she reached deep inside herself, where her most precious memories
were hidden, and found something that she could give.

“Do you know why I chose to keep you, Elisabeth?” the Director asked.

Elisabeth’s breath caught. The memory had sped forward to the moment
that she had found the Director’s body. They were the same words from the
vault, but this time whispered from the Director’s dying lips, last words
meant for Elisabeth alone. She had succeeded in blurring the two memories
together. And it felt real, because to her it was real. Grief and longing
speared her heart like an arrow. She had never expected to hear the
Director’s voice again.

“It was storming, I recall.” The halting words fell from the Director’s
cracked lips. “The grimoires were restless that night. . . .”

Gazing up at the memory, Ashcroft frowned.

“The Great Library had claimed you.”

Ashcroft shook his head in disgust and turned away. He gestured, and
the shards began to disintegrate, crashing like a sheet of water toward the
floor.



“No!” Elisabeth shouted. Too late, she remembered what Lorelei had
said two days ago. Take the memory from her by force, and destroy the rest.

“You belonged here. . . .”

Reality flooded back in a tempest of color and sound. Someone was
screaming. Elisabeth’s throat was raw. All of her was raw, and she tasted
salt, and copper, and the world stank of singed metal.

Ashcroft’s voice coasted above her agony like a ship on a calm sea.
“She knew nothing. That memory she hid from us—it was just a
sentimental trifle. Important to her, perhaps, but not to us. Fetch Mr. Hob.
The arrangements have been made.” His voice receded, or perhaps that was
her getting farther away, tumbling down into some dark place from which
there was no return. “She will be sent to Leadgate tonight.”
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OUTSIDE THE COACH’S windows, the night hung in tatters. Greasy
clouds cloaked the city, bleached by the full moon, which shone like a silver
coin lost in a dirty gutter. Elisabeth hadn’t seen this part of Brassbridge
when she and Nathaniel rode in last week, aside from a dismal smear of
factory smoke on the horizon. The old brick buildings were blackened with
soot, and the coach’s wheels splashed through foul-looking puddles. A
clammy chill permeated the air. Somewhere nearby, a bell tolled mournfully
in the dark.

She sat slumped forward, shivering uncontrollably. Disjointed thoughts
filled her head like broken glass, and agony lanced through her skull every
time the coach bounced over a rut in the road, whiting out her vision.

My name is Elisabeth Scrivener. I am from Summershall. Chancellor
Ashcroft is my enemy. I must expose him. . . .

She recited the words over and over again in her head until they began
to feel real. One by one, she pulled the jagged edges of her memories
together. The spell Ashcroft had used on her should have destroyed her
mind, leaving her an empty shell—but it had not succeeded. She was still



herself. Even the pain only served to remind her that she was alive, and had
a purpose.

A tall, serrated metal fence flashed past the window. The coach began to
slow. It jostled to a halt outside a wrought iron gate, beyond which squatted
the edifice of Leadgate Hospital. The hospital was a long, rectangular
building with a hint of classical architecture in its pillared front and domed
chapel, but these flourishes only served to emphasize the institutional
bleakness of the rest. It loomed above the surrounding squalor and misery
like something out of a nightmare. She knew instinctively that it was a
place of suffering, not healing. A place where unwanted people, like her,
were made to disappear.

Guards opened the gates to admit them, and the carriage crawled up the
drive. Elisabeth pressed her face to the window. A party awaited them at the
hospital’s doors: a stout, hard-faced woman in a starched pinafore, flanked
by two male attendants in matching white uniforms. When the coach halted
again, one of the attendants opened the door. Mist slopped inside the
carriage like spilled porridge.

“Come on out, dear,” the matron coaxed. She spoke to Elisabeth as one
might a small child. “Come nicely, and you’ll be given a nice, hot supper by
the fire. You’d like that, wouldn’t you? Stew, and bread, and pudding with
raisins—as much of it as you want. I’'m Matron Leach, and I’ll be a good
friend to you here.”

Elisabeth stumbled out, keeping her eyes downcast. She watched
through a curtain of hair as one of the men circled around her, approaching
her from behind with a bundle of leather straps and buckles. Her stomach
lurched when she realized what they were: restraints, not just for her wrists,
but for her ankles, too. With an effort, she forced herself not to panic. She
waited until the man was almost upon her. Then she spun, teeth bared, and
kneed him savagely between the legs. She felt a stab of guilt as he groaned
and crumpled to the ground, but it didn’t last long; she was already off,
Matron Leach shouting behind her.

She bolted across the hospital’s grounds like a deer flushed from a
thicket, her long legs carrying her faster than the men could keep chase. The
thin grass gave way to a poorly tended garden lined with overgrown hedges
and half-dead trees. She skidded to a halt amid a slush of fallen leaves. If
she kept running, she would just go in a circle around the hospital. The



fence that surrounded the grounds was too tall to climb, and topped with
barbed metal finials.

But the shouts behind her were drawing nearer. She had to make a
decision.

Her heart pounded in the roof of her mouth as she clawed her way
beneath the nearest hedge. Roots and branches scraped her hands raw, and
the sickly smell of rotting blossoms filled her nostrils. She raked the leaves
up behind her to provide extra cover, and snatched her arms back inside as a
man’s boots pelted past, spraying dirt and leaves in her face. Inspired, she
scooped up handfuls of earth and rubbed them over herself until she
couldn’t tell her limbs apart from the thick roots that twisted across the
ground.

Minutes crept by. Lanterns bobbed through the dark, and calls rang out
at intervals. Men peered into the hedges and thrashed the vegetation with
cudgels, but she remained perfectly still, even when one of the cudgels dealt
a bruising blow across her shin. Gooseflesh stippled her arms as the night
grew colder, but she dared not so much as shiver.

“That’s enough, boys,” said one of the attendants at last. “Wherever
she’s hiding, she’s trapped here as sure as a rat in a bucket. We’ll see if
she’s still alive come morning, and then we’ll have our fun with her.”

Laughter met this unpleasant pronouncement. Elisabeth watched them
trail away toward the hospital. When the last man vanished inside, she
scrambled from the hedge, shaking from head to toe. But just as quickly,
she ducked back out of sight.

She was not alone in the yard. A shape lumbered through the dark some
distance away, bent low to the ground. She thought it was another attendant,
until she saw that it was sniffing the grass. It was following the path that she
had taken from the coach, creeping along a meandering route toward her
hiding spot. And when it straightened, its huge, round, shining eyes caught
the light like mirrors.

It was Mr. Hob. He had caught her scent, and he was coming for her.

A door banged from the direction of the hospital. Elisabeth sucked in a
breath and threw herself around the hedge, flattening her back against a
tree. Someone had come outside and begun picking their way toward the
gardens. Peering through the leaves, Elisabeth determined that this person
wasn’t part of the search party. She wore a uniform similar to the matron’s,



but she was just a girl, not much older than Elisabeth, with chapped hands
and a round, unhappy face, holding a shaded lantern to her chest.

“Hello?” the girl called softly. “Are you there?”

Glancing in the opposite direction, Elisabeth found that Mr. Hob was
now clambering along the ground on all fours, no longer pretending to be
human. Elisabeth stared between them, fiercely willing the girl to be silent.
But she didn’t see the danger she was in, and spoke again into the dark.

“I know you’re hiding. I’ve come to help you.” She fished around in her
pocket and brought up a lump of something wrapped in a handkerchief.
“I’ve got some bread. It isn’t much, but it’s all I could get past the matron.
She was lying when she said she’d give you stew and pudding—she says
that to all the patients who come here.”

Mr. Hob broke into a loping run, his eyes fixed on the girl. Elisabeth
launched herself from the hedge in an explosion of leaves and reached her
first, seizing the girl’s wrist, yanking her along in the opposite direction.
The bread tumbled to the ground.

“Do you have any salt,” Elisabeth asked, “or iron?” She didn’t
recognize the sound of her own voice. It came out as a horrid croak.

“I—I don’t—please don’t hurt me!” the girl cried. Her weight dragged
on Elisabeth’s arm. If they didn’t run faster, Mr. Hob would catch them.

Panic clutched at Elisabeth’s chest. She realized what she must look
like: smeared with dirt, her hair long and tangled and full of leaves, her dry
lips cracked and bleeding. No wonder the girl was afraid. “What’s your
name?” she asked.

“Mercy,” the girl stammered out, stumbling over the uneven ground.

“My name is Elisabeth. I'm trying to save your life. I’'m going to ask
you to do something, and then you’ll believe me, but you have to promise
not to scream.”

Mercy nodded, her eyes wide and fearful—likely hoping that if she
played along, Elisabeth wouldn’t harm her.

“Look behind you,” Elisabeth said. Then she clapped a grubby hand
over Mercy’s mouth, muffling her cry.

“What is that?” she wailed, when Elisabeth let go of her. “Why is it
chasing us?”

So Elisabeth’s hunch had been correct. The moment Mr. Hob started
sniffing the ground and running on all fours, whatever illusion Ashcroft had



cast on him was no longer convincing enough to disguise him. “He’s a
demon. I think he’s a goblin. Is there a way out of this place?”

Small, panicked noises came from Mercy’s throat before she was able to
answer. “A back gate. For the workers who keep the grounds. That way.”
She pointed. “What—?”

“Run faster,” Elisabeth said grimly. “And give me your lantern.”

She didn’t dare pause to look over her shoulder as they hurtled toward
the back gate. It was tucked away behind a sagging, moss-roofed
outbuilding, set beneath an arbor overgrown with ivy. The closer they drew,
the louder Mr. Hob’s wheezing breath rasped at their heels. Mercy fumbled
through her pockets and produced a key. As she went for the gate, Elisabeth
whirled around, swinging the lantern with all her strength.

Time froze in the space between one heartbeat and the next. Mr. Hob
was upon her, his wattled face a hideous landscape of wobbling flesh. His
eyes were so large, so pale, that she saw two miniature versions of herself
reflected within them.

Then glass shattered as the lantern slammed against his shoulder. Oil
splashed, and with an eager crackle, fire bloomed across the front of his ill-
fitting suit. The heat scorched Elisabeth’s skin; crying out, she dropped the
lantern. Mr. Hob staggered backward and stared uncomprehendingly at the
licks of blue flame rippling across his chest. Finally, it occurred to him to
shrug off his jacket. He smacked the remaining fire out with a clumsy hand.

“Mercy,” Elisabeth implored.

“I’'m trying! I’m almost . . .” Mercy’s key scraped against the lock. Her
hands shook violently, missing again and again. Meanwhile Mr. Hob
advanced on them, his jacket smoking on the ground behind him. He took a
step forward. Another. And then the lock clicked, and the gate clanged
open, shedding flakes of rust.

Elisabeth shoved Mercy through first, then darted after. When she
shoved the gate closed behind them, it wouldn’t close all the way—it had
jammed on something yielding. Mr. Hob’s hand. He stared at them
unblinkingly through the iron bars as his purple skin began to bubble and
steam. Elisabeth threw her weight against the gate, muscles straining
against Mr. Hob’s resistance. The soles of her boots scraped across the
pavement. He was too strong.

From beside her, there came an unexpected shout. A stone flew through
the air and crushed Mr. Hob’s knuckles with a wet, nauseating crunch. He



snatched his hand back, and the gate rang out as it slammed shut. The latch
fell into place automatically.

Elisabeth stumbled away and traded a wide-eyed look with Mercy, who
clearly couldn’t believe what she had just done. Mr. Hob stood there,
watching them, as if unsure what to do next.

“We’re safe now,” Elisabeth whispered. “He can’t get past the iron. And
I don’t think he’s smart enough to figure out another way around.”

Mercy didn’t answer, too busy shuddering and taking gulps of air, her
hands braced on her thighs. Elisabeth looked around. The gate had let them
out in an alleyway behind a row of narrow, dreary brick buildings. Their
curtains were closed, and there weren’t any lights on inside. “Come on,”
she said, taking Mercy’s arm. She led her out of sight of Mr. Hob and sat
her down on an overturned crate.

“What did he want?” Mercy asked through her fingers.

Elisabeth hesitated. She could explain everything. She could ask Mercy
to help her—to testify against Ashcroft. But who would believe her? She
now understood that the world wasn’t kind to young women, especially
when they behaved in ways men didn’t like, and spoke truths that men
weren’t ready to hear. No one would listen to Mercy, just as no one had
listened to her.

She crouched in front of the other girl, coming to a decision. “Listen. It
was me the demon wanted, not you. Wait until the coach leaves, and then
you can return to the hospital. Mr. Hob—the demon—he won’t come back
for you.” She closed her eyes and took a breath. “When people ask what
happened, tell them I attacked you, and you had no choice but to help me
escape. Say that a man chased us, a human man, dressed as a butler. Don’t
mention anything strange about him. And tell them that [ was . . . that [ was
like a wild animal. That I didn’t even know my own name.”

She suspected that it wouldn’t matter to Ashcroft whether she was
rotting in Leadgate Hospital or starving on the streets. As long as he
believed her mind had been destroyed, and he appeared to have done his
best to help the poor, hysterical girl in his care, he would let the matter drop
in favor of focusing on his plans.

“But you saved my life,” Mercy protested.

“I’m the reason your life was in danger in the first place. Trust me. It’s
better this way.” Elisabeth wrapped her arms around herself, wondering
how much she could reveal. “You don’t want to cross the man that demon



serves,” she settled on at last. “If he thinks you know something you
shouldn’t, he won’t hesitate to hurt you.”

Mercy nodded. To Elisabeth’s dismay, she didn’t look surprised. For
her, men who wanted to hurt girls was simply the natural order of things.

“I’'m glad you’ve gotten away from Leadgate.” Mercy lifted her gaze
and met Elisabeth’s eyes with her own, sad brown ones. “You can’t imagine
what kind of place it is. Wealthy people pay money to come gawp at the
patients here—to sympathize with the plight of the unfortunates, or some
such rubbish. Sometimes . . . sometimes they pay for other things, too. The
matron makes good money off it. Speaking of which—here.” She reached
into her pocket and pressed something hard and cold into Elisabeth’s palm.
A coin.

Elisabeth struggled to find words around the lump in her throat. She
couldn’t think of what to say, so instead she pulled Mercy into a tight
embrace.

Mercy laughed, surprised. “Now I’ll look dirty enough to say you
attacked me.”

“Thank you,” Elisabeth whispered. She gave Mercy one last squeeze,
and then let go and ran before the tears prickling the backs of her eyes had a
chance to spill over.

She dodged past piles of rubbish and plunged down a steep cobblestone
avenue. This time of night, the streets were all but empty. She doubted it
was necessary to run, but every time she slowed she saw Warden Finch
sneering at her, or a man’s hands full of leather straps, or the Chancellor’s
charming smile. She paused at a corner to be sick, and then kept going. She
didn’t stop until she was forced to: she reached a promenade looking out
over the river, and caught herself against the rail.

The sleeping city looked like an illusion spun from fairy lights. Pointed
spires reared glittering into shadow, the statues atop them cutting shapes
from the stars. Columns of gold shimmered on the black water beneath.
Nearby the Bridge of Saints flickered with gaslight, its somber statues like a
procession of mourners crossing the river, memorializing the passing of
some long-dead king. The wind tangled her hair, smelling of soot and algae
and the wild, endless expanse of night sky.

She stared across the shining city, ancient, impossibly vast, and
wondered how all that light and beauty could exist side by side with so



much darkness. She had never felt smaller or more insignificant. But
finally, for the first time in weeks, she was free.
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“THERE MUST BE some mistake,” Elisabeth said to the freckled boy

behind the counter. “Master Hargrove has known me my entire life. He
wouldn’t send this reply.”

The paper shook between her fingers. The terse message read only, We
have no record of an apprentice named Elisabeth Scrivener at the Great
Library of Summershall. Underneath, in lieu of a signature, someone had
stamped the Collegium’s crossed key and quill. That meant the letter had
been written by a warden, even though she had addressed it to Hargrove.

The clerk looked sympathetic, but his eyes kept darting nervously to the
glass front of the post office. “I’m sorry, miss. I don’t know what to tell
you.”

The paper blurred as she attempted to focus. This was wrong. Surely
she was—she was—

“It’s Finch, the new Director,” she heard herself say. “He must have
intercepted my letter. He’s stripped me from the records. . . .”

Someone cleared his throat nearby. Elisabeth glanced over her shoulder
in time to see the well-dressed gentleman in line behind her whisper
something to his wife, both of them eyeing Elisabeth with a combination of
disapproval and unease.

She looked back at the clerk and saw herself through his pitying gaze.
She had been sleeping on the streets for the past few days. Her hair was
tangled, her clothes dirty. Worst of all, her urgent attempts to contact the
Great Library of Summershall were beginning to resemble the actions of a
madwoman. An unfamiliar feeling of shame burned inside her stomach.

“Please,” she said, the words rasping through her sore throat. “Can you
give me directions to Hemlock Park? I know someone who lives there.”



The clerk wetted his lips, glancing between her and the waiting couple.
She could tell he didn’t believe her. “Could I post a letter for you instead,
miss?”

Elisabeth had used all of Mercy’s money sending the first letter. She
couldn’t pay for a second. Suddenly, the shame overwhelmed her. She
mumbled an apology and ducked past the staring couple, pressing a hand to
her mouth as she fled from the post office. As soon as she reached the
street, she doubled over in a coughing fit. Pedestrians gave her a wide berth,
shooting her troubled looks. With a trembling hand, she folded the letter
and slipped it into her pocket.

Her fever was getting worse. Yesterday morning, after sleeping huddled
up and shivering in a doorway, she had woken with a cough. Today she felt
so disoriented that she’d barely found her way back to the post office.

Her heel slipped on something slimy as she started down the sidewalk.
A wet newspaper, pasted to the gutter. She peeled it free and held its
translucent headline to the light, even though she had already read the
article a dozen times since her escape from Leadgate. THRD ATTACK ON A GREAT
LIBRARY—FETTERING IN FLAMES, the front page proclaimed. Beneath that there was
an illustration of a spiny, deformed monstrosity—the paper’s interpretation
of a Malefict—howling in front of an inferno. The article went on to say
that there had been at least two dozen casualties in the village, some lives
claimed by the Class Nine Malefict, others by the blaze. The number made
her head spin. Traders from Fettering occasionally stopped by
Summershall’s market. She might have met some of the people who had
died.

Near the end, there was a quote from Chancellor Ashcroft: “At this time
we believe the saboteur is a foreign agent working to undermine the
strength of Austermeerish magic. The Magisterium will stop at nothing to
apprehend the culprit and restore order to our great kingdom.”

The paper crumpled in her hand. The attack had happened while she
was trapped in his manor. He had lied to reporters while she lay in bed.

She was running out of time to stop him.

Yet the letter’s response had left her unmoored. Weeks ago she wouldn’t
have bothered with the letter; she would have charged straight to the
Collegium and pounded on the front doors until someone answered. Now
she knew that if she did that, she would be turned away, or worse. She had
counted on arming herself with Master Hargrove’s good word to prove that



she was someone worth listening to. The anticipation of holding his
response—of being vindicated at last—was what had kept her going
through the long, cold nights and the gnawing ache of hunger. Now she had
nothing.

No . . . not nothing. She still had Nathaniel. But days of searching
hadn’t led her any closer to Hemlock Park. The city was huge; she felt as
though she could remain lost within it forever, growing ever more invisible
to the people passing by, until she faded away to a shadow. No one had
proven willing to help her. Few were even willing to look at her.

She didn’t know if Nathaniel would be any different. But of everyone in
Brassbridge, he was the only person she could trust.

A glimpse of a short, slim boy passing through the crowd yanked
Elisabeth to a halt. She stood frozen on the sidewalk as people flowed
around her. It didn’t seem possible. Either her fever was causing her to
hallucinate, or Silas had appeared as though she had summoned him out of
thin air by thinking his master’s name. Could she be mistaken?

She whirled around, searching for another sign of him across the street.
Her gaze latched onto a slight figure stepping neatly through the afternoon
bustle. The young man wasn’t wearing Silas’s green livery, but instead a
finely tailored suit, a cravat tied impeccably around his pale neck. But his
hair—pure white, held back with a ribbon—could belong to no one else. He
was not a hallucination. He was real.

She hesitated, wavering, and then rushed across the street, the dismayed
shout of a carriage driver chasing in her wake. She scanned the crowd once
she reached the sidewalk, but Silas was no longer in sight. She hurried
along in the direction he had been heading, peering into the windows of
shops as she passed. Her own dirty reflection stared back at her, pinched
and desperate, her blue eyes bright with fever. She broke into a jog, trying
to ignore the fire that roared in her lungs as she urged her body to move
faster.

There. A flash of white hair ahead, turning onto a side street. She
hastened after him, barely noticing that the buildings around her had grown
dilapidated, the traffic thinner, its carriages replaced by carts filled with
junk and wilted produce. Crooked eaves hung over the narrow avenue,
strung with unused laundry lines. The damp, dark corners stank of urine.
Silas stuck out like a sore thumb in his expensive suit, but no one spared
him a second glance. The same wasn’t true for Elisabeth.



“Where are you going in such a hurry, little miss?”

Her heart tripped. She kept her gaze fixed straight ahead, as though she
hadn’t noticed the man’s leering face in the periphery of her vision. But he
didn’t give up, as she’d hoped. A boot crunched broken glass behind her,
and multiple shapes detached from the shade of a nearby building.

“I said, where are you going? Maybe we can help.”

“Give us a smile for our trouble, eh?” another man suggested.

Silas was too far ahead, a shape glimpsed behind a passing cart.
Elisabeth tried to call out. Though she only made a hoarse, pathetic sound,
he paused and began to turn, a yellow eye flashing in the light.

She couldn’t tell whether he had truly heard her, or whether the reaction
was a coincidence. She didn’t have time to find out. “Silas,” she whispered.
And then she ran.

Pavement scuffed beneath her heels. When the men moved to cut her
off, she dodged from the main street and into an alley, stumbling over crates
and sodden drifts of newspapers. Rats fled squealing toward a branching
alleyway, and she followed them, hoping they knew the best place to hide.
As the deep shadows enveloped her, her boots skidded on something
slippery. A putrid stench hung in the air, and puddles of fluid shone on the
cobblestones, covered in floating scum. She had wandered into the rear of a
butcher’s shop. Her breath came in labored, agonizing rasps.

“This way!” a voice called. The men were close on her heels.

Elisabeth staggered to the end of the alley and around the corner, only to
draw up short at a dead end. The building that backed up against this alley
looked abandoned. Its windows had been bricked over, and the door, once
painted black, was badly peeling and secured with a padlock. She jerked at
the doorknob, but the padlock held.

Footsteps splashed through the puddles. There was no use trying to be
quiet; her pursuers would notice the adjoining alley any moment now.
Fueled by terror, she dug her fingers into one of the wooden boards that
crisscrossed the door and yanked with all her might, staggering backward
when it wrenched free with a metallic squeal of protest. The board had
come loose in her hands. Bent, rusty nails protruded from the ends.

She armed herself not a moment too soon. A man appeared at the mouth
of the alley, his trousers spattered with congealed blood. His hair was
closely shorn, and scabs covered his gaunt cheeks. Revulsion twisted
Elisabeth’s gut at the look in his eyes.



He grinned. “There you are, little miss. How about that smile?”

“Stay back,” she warned. “I’ll hurt you.”

He didn’t listen. With a yellow-toothed grin still fixed on his face, he
took a step forward. Elisabeth braced herself and swung. The board struck
his shoulder and lodged there, stuck fast. He howled, falling to his knees,
reaching for the makeshift weapon. When she tore it back out, the nails
made a horrible squelch. An arc of blood spattered the brick wall.

Shocked, she stumbled backward until her shoulder blades struck the
door. She had slain a Malefict and battled demons, but this was different.
He was a person. No matter how evil he was, he wouldn’t disintegrate into
ashes or return to the Otherworld if he died. His moans of pain throbbed
sickeningly in her ears.

Officium adusque mortem. Was it her duty to fight him, even risk killing
him, if escaping his clutches meant saving many more lives?

“Over here, you idiots!” the man snarled, clamping his hand over his
wet, torn sleeve as he shoved himself upright, using the wall for support.
Blood bubbled over his fingers as he glared at Elisabeth. “And be careful!
She’s found herself a weapon.”

There came no reply from the butcher’s lot.

“Did you hear me?”

The alley was silent as a tomb.

“Stop fooling around!” he snapped.

There came a faint splashing sound from around the corner. And then a
soft, courteous voice said, “Do not judge your friends too harshly. I fear
they are indisposed.”

“Is this some sort of joke?” He limped back for a look. All the color
drained from his slack face. “What—what are you?” he stammered.

“That is a difficult question to answer,” the whispering voice replied. “I
am an ancient thing, you see. I have brought about the fall of empires and
attended the deathbeds of kings. Nations now lost to time once fought wars
over the secret of my true name.” He sighed. “But presently, I am
inconvenienced. My day’s plans didn’t include traipsing down a squalid
alleyway to dispatch a handful of second-rate criminals. Not in a clean suit,
and certainly not in a new pair of shoes.”

The man’s eyes bulged from his head. He tried to run, but that was a
mistake. Elisabeth didn’t see what happened after he fled past the corner,



out of sight. She only heard a choked-off scream, followed by a silence so
thick it made her ears ring.

She slid down the door, the stained board clattering to the ground. A
cough seized her body and shook her like a rabbit in the jaws of a hound.
She blinked back tears as Silas stepped into view. He looked just as he had
on the street, except for a spatter of blood on his face. He flicked a
handkerchief from his breast pocket and dabbed the blood away, then
examined the soiled handkerchief, pursed his lips, and cast it aside.

“Miss Scrivener,” he said, giving her a minute bow.

“Silas,” she gasped. “I’m so glad to see you.”

“Curious. That is not what people usually say to me at a time like this.”

“What do they usually say?”

“Generally they cry, or wet themselves.” He studied her. “What are you
doing here? Master Thorn and I assumed you would be back in
Summershall by now.”

Elisabeth didn’t have the energy to explain Ashcroft and Leadgate. She
was no longer certain that the tears in her eyes had to do with how hard she
had been coughing. She knew she shouldn’t be this relieved to see Silas—
that he was evil, a murderer, a warden’s worst enemy. But he didn’t pretend
to be anything other than a monster. In that way, he was more honorable
than most of the people she had met since leaving Summershall.

“Did you kill those men?” she asked.

“When one calls upon a demon, one must be prepared for death to
follow.”

“Ididn’t...”

“You spoke my name. You wished for me to save you.”

“You could have let him run,” she said. When he said nothing, only
looked at her, she added, “I suppose you will tell me they were bad men,
like last time.”

“Would that make you feel better, miss?”

She felt a dull twinge of horror upon realizing that it would. And once a
person began to think that way, she wasn’t certain how they ever managed
to stop. A shiver ran through her. “Don’t say it,” she whispered. “Silas—
I’ve seen such terrible things. I’ve . . .”

He knelt in front of her. He reached for her, and she flinched, but he
only placed a bare hand on her forehead, his touch so cold that it burned.
“You aren’t well,” he said softly. “How long have you had this fever?”



When she didn’t reply, u