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This is a story that ends in mud. 





   I am not a lifeguard.  

The sea is deep and stormy and treacherous.

 

I was born in that water.  I can still feel its hands on me now.  I knew nothing but that water, that desperate scrabbling struggle for life against everything.  I could not conceive that there was any world apart from the waves, beating and beating against me.  It is a miracle that I survived, that I clawed my way out of that water.  It is a miracle of my own making, but that makes it no less miraculous.

 

I am safe from that sea, standing on the dry land, but I can see the sea before me, dark and churning.

 

If I go too deeply into that water, I will drown.

 

I am not a lifeguard.

 

I cannot swim out after others who I see floundering in the waves. 

 

But I can wade out.

 

I can wade out, as far as I dare, and hold out my hands to help drag you out of the stormy sea.

 

Have courage.

 

You are good enough.

 

You are good enough, just as you are.

 

You are not alone.

 

I love you.

 

This book is my hands. 

 

My words are my hands.  

 

Hold fast to them.  

 

There is a way out of the sea.

 

- Evangeline Belmont, The Swallow Who Fell in Love with the Moon
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Prologue - The Trans-Sylvan Express

 A train in the darkness illuminated by a promise.  A boy without shoes.  A girl without certainty. 

Looking up through the pale gloom of the twilight column, the day looked old and 

tired, despite the fact that it had only just begun. 

Demi  was  up  to  greet  the  watery  dawn  not  because  she  was  an  early  riser,  but because she had slept very little.  She had been too nervous to sleep, and so had left her sleeping berth some two hours past. 

Her  guardian  had  dutifully  followed  her  from  one  train  car  to  the  next,  and  now they were both comfortably settled in. 

It was still a good three hours to the City.   She could study the fantastic scenery at her leisure. 

It wasn't only nervousness that had driven her from her berth.   A trip through the heart of the Deep Wood was a rare pleasure.  They had booked a special viewing car at her  request.    It  had  wide  windows,  and  part  of  the  roof  was  transparent.      It  wasn't glass.  It wasn't even tempered glass.  — it wasn't safe to use glass on a train that went through  the  abyssal  layer  of  the  Deep  Wood.    Glass  wasn't  strong  enough.    The windows were probably some type of heavy acrylic. 

Whatever it was, it was clear, and afforded breathtaking views of the forest where no man walked. 

It was a little like being in the deep sea, and staring out the window of the Nautilus. 

The  special  observation  car  was  where  she  and  her  butler  were  now  passing  their time.  They had their own private compartment, and it was very comfortable. 

Every once in a while, a roving light from the train would flash out into the gloom, illuminating the scene like falling lightning.  When the light passed, she could see all the little motes swimming through the heavy air, the tiny creatures who made up the Deep Wood’s foundational food source.   And there were other hunters that were sometimes caught in the light for a moment before they disappeared back into the mists. 

But the light didn't flash out particularly often.  It was disruptive to the wildlife, and besides that, it was unsafe. 

The  Trans-Sylvan  Express  was  very  secure,  belted  in  steel  and  titanium  and designed  to  be  impact  resistant,  but  it  was  unwise  to  draw  attention  for  long  in  the Deep Wood, no matter one’s precautions.  If the light roved too long or too freely, then it might wake one of the sleeping giants.  That was an outcome every sane person wished 

to avoid. 

Demi thought it might be nice to see one of them. 

She was interested in most everything that lived and breathed, even things that were horrifically dangerous.   One day, before she died, she wanted to see for herself the red eye of a balor shining out of the darkness. 

If  she  hadn't  already  had  an  unavoidable  future  laid  out  before  her,  Demi  thought she might have liked to become a silvologist — a real proper one who did research in the  field,  who  dove  into  the  depths  where  no  others  dared  —  a  wraith  who  moved among giants.  She wanted to walk the trackless glades where the light of the sun never penetrated. 

She loved the Deep Wood, unspeakable terrors and all. 

Therefore,  Demi  had  decided  that  she  would  waste  as  little  of  her  journey  as possible sleeping, despite the fact that she had an inevitable and inescapably long day ahead of her. 

But she would persevere, and live in the moment.   Her mother had taught her that rare experiences should be savored.  There was too much to look at for her to waste her time worrying about what awaited her in the City. 

And so she had spent good portions of her journey lying on her back in the highest compartment of the observation car, cuddled under a thick, fluffy blanket and staring up through the misty light at the ancient gnarled trees, trees upon trees upon trees — 

symbiotes,  epiphytes,  lianas  —  and  at  the  sometimes  amorphous  creatures  that  made their way through the pregnant air above her. 

That was what she had most often done in lieu of sleeping. 

It  was  a  strange  feeling,  lying  on  her  back  and  looking  into  the  swirling  darkness, and it gave her a sense of weightlessness and timelessness, as if she were drifting along the surface of a sunless sea.  It was looking up to see ocean swells overhead, or looking down to see clouds dotting the ocean. 

The train thrummed out its strange machine heartbeat, and she felt it in her body as they all hied along in the darkness together. 

Miles  and  miles  above  her,  past  the  stratosphere  and  the  exosphere,  past  the  pale moon, and the chain of planets caught in the thrall of the sun, past even the heliopause, and out into the interstellar gulf — there were uncounted numbers of stars turning and turning in the vastness of time and space, revolving, revolving, even as she revolved.  In the silence, she listened to the sound of the sky. 

She was awash in ancient starlight, a girl made of stardust ground from the bones of giants who now slept in the bodies of others, their days long since passed away. 

The  knowledge  gave  her  a  trembling,  full  feeling  in  her  chest  as  she  lay  there thinking about it: the vast night sky with its infinity of stars, the long, nighted depths of the Deep Wood, where ancient things dwelt, and phantasmal creatures that even now remained undescribed stirred softly through the hazy stillness, leaving tracks behind in what was thought to be trackless. 

It was almost enough to induce vertigo. 

That was the Deep Wood in essence. 

But even she could not stare into the Deep Wood endlessly. 

Eventually the chill got into the depths of her bones, despite the heaters set into the floor around her, despite the fluffy blanket and her formidable resolve. 

When that happened, she wistfully descended from the heights and returned to the land of mortals, where she occupied herself with warmer pursuits. 

She could still admire the dread giants from the comfort of the considerably warmer lower compartment, and she did. 

After all, who knew when such a chance would present itself next?  In the very near future, her time would no longer be her own, if it might be called such a thing now. 

It was better to live and breathe in this moment while it lasted. 

One never knew when, or  if, the next moment would come. 

“Was it so very long ago?” Demi wondered aloud, then shook her head.   “It seems like it can't have been.” 

Robert Grave looked up from the newspaper he was reading. 

“Was what very long ago, my lady?” he asked. 

She might have been talking about practically anything: a previous train journey, her last birthday, the last time they’d been out together, just the two of them. 

The funeral. 

“When  I  was  just  a  little  girl,”  she  said  seriously,  her  eyes  still  fixed  on  the  dark shapes that slid by the windows of the train.  “And I first went to the edges of the Deep Wood,  and  was  almost  lost.”    She  glanced  at  her  watch.    If  they  were  on  schedule  it wouldn't  be  long  before  the  train  dived  even  deeper  into  the  forest,  crossing  into  the abyssal layer for the last leg of their journey. 

As if on cue, there was the sound of electronic chimes, and a voice announced, “We will  be  entering  the  abyssal  layer  in  fifteen  minutes.    Travel  from  car  to  car  will  be restricted  while  we  remain  in  the  abyssal  layer.    This  is  for  the  safety  of  all  travelers. 

Thank you for your understanding.” 

Robert Grave smiled briefly as he folded his newspaper. 

“Indeed,” he said. “For me, it does seem as if it were not so very long ago that you were  just  a  little  girl,  daring  to  go  where  you  shouldn't.    Not  that  that  has  changed particularly in the last ten years,” he said dryly, and she shrugged very beautifully in response,  as  if  to  say  ‘I  can't  change  my  essential  nature.’    He  looked  out  the  dark window  himself  and  added,  “I  believe  that  children  perceive  time  differently  than adults.  One day, I am sure that the days will fly by you as well, my lady.” 

She shivered slightly and he stood. 

“I  believe  you  require  something  hot  to  drink,”  he  said  as  he  moved  to  the  door. 

“Would you like some tea with honey, or with jam?” 

Demi smiled and said, “Oh, Mr. Grave, you don't have to go out for my sake.  I’ll be fine.” 

“You’ll  be  better  with  something  warm  to  drink,”  he  said  matter-of-factly,  and  she knew then that there was no arguing with him. 

“All right,” she said.  “With honey, but you best be right back,” she said, flashing an impish smile.  “We’ll be entering the abyssal layer soon!” 

He  graciously  nodded  his  head.    “Of  course,  my  lady,”  he  said.  “Do  you  require anything else?” 

“Only your incomparable company,” she teased. “So hurry back.” 

“As  you  wish,”  he  said  with  a  brief  bow,  and  then  was  gone,  closing  the compartment door behind him. 

She  looked  out  the  window  at  the  dark  shapes  of  the  massive  trees  of  the  Deep Wood as the train passed between them, bound for the abyssal layer.   Bioluminescent creatures  flashed  from  time  to  time  in  the  twilight,  hunting  one  another  for  food  or procreation.   Everything seemed very still as the train hurtled along in the deepening twilight. 

The  butler  had  been  gone  for  some  minutes  when  Demi  began  to  expect  him  at every unusual sound.   There was a light footstep in the hallway, and then the door to her compartment slid open. 

But it was not Robert Grave. 

It was someone she had never seen before. 

It was a young man, or a boy really, her age or a little younger.  He was wearing fine clothes,  although  they  seemed  to  be  a  little  out  of  fashion.    There  was  a  slouchy newsboy hat on his head and absolutely nothing on his feet.   They were as bare as the feet of a newborn baby.  She could count every one of his toes. 

He had a sweet, sleepy expression.  He was one of the least threatening people Demi had ever seen in her life, and so she was not alarmed even though he had come into her compartment unannounced. 

“I've misplaced something,” he said in mild distress. “But I can’t seem to remember what it is that I'm looking for.” 

She looked pointedly at his feet and suggested, “Maybe your shoes?  Or socks?” 

He looked down at his feet as if unaware there was anything amiss with them. 

“Ah,” he said as he stared at his bare toes.  “That could be it.” 

The loudspeaker sounded again: the same electric chime. 

“Attention.    We  are  now  entering  the  abyssal  layer.    Travel  between  cars  is  now restricted for the safety of all travelers.  Thank you for your understanding.” 

Demi had had all the requisite warnings about not talking to strangers when she had been but a lass. 

However. 

She was a girl with a taste for adventure and an interest in practically everything. 

And at the moment she was interested in the boy with no shoes. 

“Would you like to sit down?” she asked. 

The private compartment that had been booked for her pleasure had space for six to sit comfortably, and a folding table besides.  The table was currently unfolded in front of Demi, with a pack of playing cards and two of her favorite books within easy reach of her hands. 

“I don't know if that would be polite,” the boy said bashfully, apparently suddenly overcome  with  a  case  of  manners,  despite  the  fact  that  he'd  entered  a  strange compartment without knocking. 

She laughed.  “You may as well,” she said.  “If your seat isn't on this car then you’ll have  quite  a  wait  until  you  get  back  to  it.   You  can't  just  spend  all  that  time  hanging around in the hallway.” 

The boy smiled and nodded. 

“You’re right,” he said, and moved to sit across the table from her. 

She stood up and poked her head out into the hall, but it was otherwise empty.   It seemed that despite his best intentions, Robert Grave had been detained elsewhere.  She slid the compartment door closed. 

Then she looked down at her new companion’s feet again. 

“Would you like some socks?” she asked.  “Aren't your feet cold?” 

The heating units under the seats had immediately kicked on when they had crossed into the abyssal layer, but it was still a little chilly.   Frost had begun to paint faint lines along the windows of the car where condensation had misted earlier. 

“Well, I couldn't take your socks,” the boy protested, blinking owlishly. 

Demi laughed at that, throwing her head back and showing the slender line of her neck.  She enjoyed laughing, and laughed with every ounce of her body. 

“They're  not  my  socks,”  she  said,  still  giggling,  “Or,  wait,  I  suppose  they  are,  but they're not the socks I’m wearing right now,” she assured him, digging into her bag.  “A Forest  Girl  is  always  prepared!”  she  quoted,  and  pulled  out  a  very  fluffy  pair  of  pink socks.  They had sweet rabbit faces on them, and little bobtails above the heels.  “I hope you won't mind them.  They’re very warm and comfortable,” she promised. 

He smiled as he accepted them. 

“I like them very much,” he said, and promptly put them on his feet. 

Once  the  bunny  socks  were  on  his  feet,  Demi  had  to  admit  to  herself  that  they strangely  suited  him.    He  looked  positively  angelic.    He  wriggled  his  toes  inside  the socks briefly and then said, “Ah, they're really nice.  Thank you very much.” 

“You’re welcome,” she said, feeling very good inside.   It was nice to give someone something they needed.   It was nice to see them pleased and happy.   She was glad she had  crammed  the  extra  pair  of  fluffy  socks  into  her  already  bulging  bag.    She  had matching bunny slippers in there too, but she wasn't quite ready to give those away, not unless he  really needed them.  They were her favorites. 

Although  to  be  fair,  she  had  a  collection  of  bunny  slippers,  and  more  than  one favorite pair.  But these were  especial favorites.  That's why she had packed them in her shoulder bag as opposed to in her regular luggage. 

Fortunately, he didn't seem to be in immediate need of slippers. 

“What’s your name?” he inquired mildly.  “I'm incognito.” 

“Hello  incognito!    I’m   also  incognito,”  Demi  said  with  a  self-deprecating  smile. 

“Let’s use nicknames then!  You can call me Evie!” 

He smiled peacefully and said, “Flash.” 

It was such a funny name for the sleepy, mild young man that she could not help but giggle.  “It really suits you!” she said with amusement. 

“It's aspirational,” he agreed pleasantly. 

“I suppose mine is too,” she admitted with a smile. 

She tapped at the deck of cards on the table. 

“Would you like to play a game?” she asked.   “I love games, and it's a nice way to pass the time while we’re traveling.” 

Now that she had a guest, she didn't think it would be polite to spend all of her time staring dreamily out the window. 

“What did you have in mind?” he wondered. 

Demi’s  eyes  brightened.    “What  sorts  of  card  games  do  you  like  to  play?    Trick taking?  Poker?  Rummy?” 

“I’ll leave that for you to decide,” he said.  “I like surprises.” 

“Then let’s play aphorism whist!” she suggested.   “It's one of my favorites.   Have you ever played?” 

He shook his head, so she explained. 

“It's like ordinary whist, you know, a trick collecting game, but whenever you play a card, you have to say something pithy, or clever, or at least vaguely wise,” she said.  “If you can’t, you get penalty points and they count against your tricks!  Since there’s only the  two  of  us,  we’re  going  to  have  to  be  very  clever  off  the  cuff.    That  means  two positively  epigrammatical  sayings  every  trick!    Shall  we  play?    I'll  let  you  pick  the topic!” 

The boy thought about it for a minute, then said, “I am interested.  Let’s play.” 

“What’s the topic for this game’s aphorisms?” she asked.   “It can be anything you like, although some topics are more challenging than others.” 

“Life,” he said simply.  “That's the topic I choose.” 

“That is one of my favorites!” Demi said in delight, beginning to smoothly shuffle the cards.  “It's a good one too.  It's hard to run out of things to say.” 

“I had a feeling you might be keen on it,” he said amiably. 

“We’ll use the rules for honeymoon whist since there are only two of us,” she said with a giggle.   “If Mr. Grave somehow makes it back before we’re through the abyss, we’ll try something different.  Is that all right with you?” 

The boy nodded. 

“You  don't  have  to  follow  suit  or  to  trump  while  there  are  still  cards  left  in  the stock,” she explained.   “But once the stock is empty, you always have to follow suit or trump.  We each add one card to our hand after every trick.  The winner of the trick gets an exposed card, and the other player gets a hidden card.   The winner of the previous trick always leads the next trick,” she tapped the cards lightly against the table.  “When it comes to aphorisms, this game is played on the honor system,” she said, as she dealt the cards.  “If I've said something that you don't think is very clever, you may certainly lodge a protest.   But, if you yourself say something that you don't think is particularly stimulating, you have to own up to it.  We are always our own harshest critics, after all. 

If  you  turn  yourself  in  for  being  a  dunce,  I  can  still  veto  it  and  save  you  from  your penalty, and vice versa. That's a safeguard against those of us who tend to be a little too self critical.” 

“That's a thoughtful rule,” he said.  “I approve of it.” 

“I’m  glad!”  she  said  with  warmth.    “Shall  I  deal,  or  will  you?”  she  asked.  “It's thirteen cards apiece.” 

“I'll let you handle it,” he said magnanimously. 

“That means you’ll lead the first trick,” Demi said as she shuffled.   “I wonder what miracle the cards will show us this time?” she asked as she fluidly spread the cards to 

deal them.   They flowed like warm butter under her fingers.   She turned over the top card of the stock. 

“Hearts trump,” she said. 

Flash was apparently ready.  Perhaps his name was not altogether aspirational. 

“There  you  are,”  he  said,  “Sitting  in  front  of  me  with  your  handful  of  aces, desperately hungry to begin.   Have a little caution.   Don't you know it’s dangerous to step outside your doorway?   The road can carry you off, just like a river with a swift current.  It might take you anywhere.”  He played his first card and led the trick. 

“If I had a handful of aces, then I would gleefully take every trick,” Demi said with amusement as she considered her own cards.  “Alas, I am not quite so well endowed at the moment.  But a good lead.” She leaned forward.  “Very fresh!  Zesty even.  You are an original thinker.   But you’ll discover that I am not a dozy daisy — so shall we say 

‘good  grief  and  alas?’”    She  folded  her  hand  in  on  itself  and  drew  one  card  from  it, holding it between slightly crossed fingers, so the patterned back faced forward.   The rest of her hand she held folded under her other palm.  It was very theatrical, but Demi enjoyed theatrics, most especially when it came to cards.   Her fluid handling of decks had only come with years of practice, and she fell easily into the pleasure of handling the  cards.    She  paused  for  a  moment,  then  cleared  her  throat  before  saying,  “I’m  not afraid of the rolling road, or the rolling river.   I can't wait to see what’s waiting for me where the gulls fly free,” she sang out, then returned to a more conversational tone.  “I plan to swim in my fate like a fish.   I will play every ace that’s dealt to me, and even some that are not.   That is how luck is made.”   She played her first card and took the trick. 

“That  sounds  a  little  like  cheating  to  me,”  the  boy  said  philosophically,  as  they played on, laying card after card.  Demi took the second trick.  They played on. 

“I  don't  cheat,”  Demi  protested.    “I  do  play  inside  the  rules,  if  only  just.    I  am admittedly very creative in my interpretation of the law, but I'm always ready to hear petitions regarding my bad behavior.   I’m full of tricks, really, and not just the kind on the  table.    I  bet  on  long  odds  and  win  every  time.    Some  people  would  call  that  a miracle.    I  call  it  finding  the  way  forward.    I  always  can,  you  know,  find  the  way forward,  I  mean.    It’s  a  special  talent  of  mine.    I  am  my  own  candle  on  the  water. 

Besides that, I'm not at all afraid of losing.  After all, I can turn any defeat into a victory. 

It all depends on how you look at things.” 

He laughed.  “So that’s how you can bet on long odds and win every time,” he said. 

“No matter what the outcome is, you declare it a victory.  Doesn't all that spinning leave you dizzy?” 

“I don’t think I’ll ever get tired of it,” she said with a smile and a fluid twirl of her wrist. “There’s just something about spinning.     It generates its own raison d’être, and its own gravity, fufu.   As for me, I intend to keep turning everything round and round until it comes out right.  Always look on the bright side — “

She played the ace of spades. 

“Of death,” he finished with a smile.   “Abandon all hope,” he said, as he played a card,  tapping  it  lightly  with  a  fore  finger.  “Ye  who  enter  here.”    It  was  the  three  of spades. 

“Midway through life’s journey, is that it?” she asked with a laugh.   “That doesn't bode very well for me, does it?  I'm not even sixteen yet!  Not until tomorrow, at least.” 

She took the trick. 

“It may not be the quantity that’s important,” he advised wisely. 

“Ah,  not  the  hours  themselves,  but  the  richness  of  them,”  she  wondered  with  a smile.  “Well, I do intend to gather loads and loads of rosebuds, both in season and out of season.  My blood will be hot even in December.” 

“I’m not surprised to hear it,” he said with a mild laugh.   “But be careful you don't bloom out of season.  That can be fatal.” 

“Don't  worry,  I'm  going  to  do  absolutely  everything  at  just  the  right  time,”  she answered  breathily,  spacing  her  final  words  out  so  they  were  dreamy  and  yet  also strangely potent, as if she were casting a spell.   But then her eyes sparkled as if a light passed across them and her crooked smile curled up on the corner of her mouth.  “And by that I mean I’m going to do it at the time it suits me best, and then the world will turn to accommodate me,” she explained pertly.   “That is one of the perks of being the heroine  of  this  picture.”    In  a  sugary  sly  move  that  was  as  swift  and  delicate  as  a butterfly’s  kiss,  she  winked.    “Don't  worry,”  she  assured,  as  if  sharing  a  secret.    “It's going to be a good one.” 

“I look forward to it,” Flash said earnestly, and then his eyes seemed to unfocus, and it  was  as  if  he  were  looking  at  everything  at  once  —  not  just  the  things  in  the  little 

compartment, but all of the things around them.   It felt very peaceful.   “Who are you, really?”  he  asked,  and  his  words  seemed  to  drift  hazily  by,  like  clouds.    She  had  just taken another trick. 

“Goddess  of  the  good  green  earth,”  she  answered  immediately.  “And  lady  of  the cornfield.  Who are you?” 

“Just a passenger,” he said.  “I like to watch the scenery go by.” 

Demi looked out the window thoughtfully.  The gloom pressed in against the glass, almost tangible. 

“But it’s dark out,” she said, a little perplexed, forgetting that she had, until recently, also been in contemplation of the depths of the abyss herself. 

“That’s the general state of the world,” he said with a rueful smile. 

“Isn't it too lonely just to watch things go by?” she asked. “Aren't you ready to be off this train?  Every minute that ticks by takes us closer to our inevitable end, after all.” 

“Someone  has  to  watch,”  he  advised.  “Otherwise  what’s  the  point  of  the performance?” 

“We are our own audience?” she wondered. 

“Now you're being too self-referential,” he scoffed.   “It'll be the kind of show that academics will write pages and pages of analysis about.  You’ll be the detective and the missing person she’s searching for at the same time, and the audience will groan and try to  blot  the  experience  from  their  memories.    Every  life  needs  a  little  popcorn  eating.” 

He paused.  “Maybe more than a little.” 

“I do like popcorn,” she agreed.   “And I like detectives.”   She fluttered her hands. 

“Everybody  likes  detectives.    I  wouldn't  mind  being  one.    Mysteries  are  very  popular. 

They're problems that can be understood, questions that have absolute answers.  Those are often in very short supply.”  She paused.  “You know, writing a mystery story is like performing  a  magic  show.    People  are  always  amazed  at  the  end  reveal,  and  they always  wonder  how  it's  done.    Do  you  want  to  know  the  trick  of  it?    My  mother explained it to me.” 

“Let’s see the man behind the curtain,” he prompted. 

“You begin at the ending, and work backwards,” Demi said proudly.  “You start off with  the  result  you  want,  and  then  pace  backwards,  to  the  beginning.    And  it's important  to  weave  in  lots  of  interesting  but  extraneous  information,  so  the  reader doesn't  necessarily  know  what’s  important.    Everything  is  there,  all  laid  out,  but  the person reading it can't see the pattern until it's revealed.  There’s one little bit of context that’s  held  back  until  right  before  the  end,  and  it  changes  everything,  it  makes everything clear, and then the truth seems so obvious you could just  laugh.   That's what makes  it  feel  like  magic:  one  thing  suddenly  becomes  another  right  before  your  eyes! 

That's genuine transmogrification.  But I don't think seeing it from the other side makes it  any  less  impressive.”    She  cupped  her  cheeks  with  her  hands  and  sighed  in contentment.  “I love books,” she admitted, then she blanched slightly.  “Ah, I’m sorry. 

I  suppose  none  of  that  was  particularly  clever.    I  just  get  carried  away  talking  about things I like.  I’ll take a penalty.” 

The boy waved her off.   “You don't have to.   I enjoyed finding out the secret.   But aren't magicians supposed to avoid revealing their tricks?” 

“I’ll start avoiding it if I ever become a magician,” she promised solemnly.   “Right now, I’m rather far from being one.” 

“Who are you?” the boy asked again, and his eyes seemed very deep, like wells at the bottom of the sea. 

“That's  a  good  question,”  she  answered  with  a  wan  smile.    “I'm  not  really  sure  I know the answer to it.”   Her brows drew together.   “I wonder what a detective would say, if you asked her?  I suppose you could say that I’m my mother’s daughter and my father’s heir.   I grew up at the eaves of the Deep Wood, and I've been a Forest Girl for years and years and years.   I know how to tie quite a lot of knots, and start a fire from nothing but twigs and kindling.  Oh,” she said, as if a new thought had occurred to her. 

“And I love books.  I very much love books.  Did you know that the tricks in whist are also  called  books?    That's  one  of  the  reasons  I  like  playing  it.   Are  you  hungry?”  she wondered spontaneously.  “They packed a box of sandwiches for me, and I haven't even begun to finish them.   It looks like Mrs. Stella intended to feed an army in the field.   I suppose we ought to call it breakfast.” 

“Well, we are breaking fast.  I’ll have liverwurst,” he said placidly and she laughed. 

“Then  it's  your  lucky  day!”  she  said,  passing  him  a  sandwich,  “Because  that’s  my favorite and it seems like she packed two dozen.” 

There was one more trick to take, and she led, laying out her last remaining card. 

“Do  you  ever  worry  about  the  future?”  he  wondered.    “The  days  stretch  forward past  the  horizon,  and  none  of  us  knows  how  things  will  end.    It  could  be  very gruesome,” he warned.  “You might not like it.” 

“I prefer it to the alternative,” she quipped. 

“You don't always,” he said, and it was a shockingly perceptive statement. 

She  smiled  painfully.    “You’re  right,”  she  admitted.    “I  don't  always.    It's  not something I like about myself, that feeling.” 

“But it's part of who you are.   You can't throw it out, like bathwater or a baby,” he observed wisely.  He played his final card. 

“You’re  right,”  she  said  with  a  sigh,  taking  the  trick.    “I  am  who  I  am.    I  can't  be anybody else.” 

As she took the trick, she was surprised by his polite but enthusiastic applause. 

“That was wonderful!” he said, apparently delighted that he had lost.  “You took all twenty-seven tricks!  I believe that’s called ‘shooting the moon.’” 

“Sometimes,” she said with a weak smile.   “In hearts in particular.”   She frowned slightly.  “Were you even trying?” she demanded.  “You kept playing into my cards.” 

“I'm always trying,” he said pleasantly. “Something or another.” 

Demi  could  not  shake  the  feeling  that  she  had  been  allowed  to  win,  which  was  a little off-putting for a girl who could put fear into the hearts of opponents much older than herself.  She was a genuinely good player. 

But the boy was not upset by the accusation that he had thrown the game. 

“I'm  very  impressed,”  he  said  as  he  amiably  munched  his  sandwich.    “I  love watching you play,” he admitted, a blissful smile on his face as he reveled in the sensory delight  of  a  tucker  box  sandwich.    “You’re  always  so  interesting.    No  matter  the outcome, it's always worth watching.” 

Demi  blushed  at  all  the  praise.    She  was  accustomed  to  winning  games  —  card games in particular — but she was still a little shy about receiving effusive praise from such  a  mild  and  genuine  source,  particularly  when  she  wasn't  sure  she  had  done anything to deserve it. 

He had finished his sandwich while she flushed, looking at the cards spread across the table between them. 

“Now,” the boy said, brushing the crumbs from his lap and standing, “As a thank you for the marvelous game, the socks,” he wriggled his toes, “And the sandwich,” he rubbed  his  tummy  in  appreciation,  “I’m  going  to  stake  you  to  some  valuable  advice. 

This is a special service, so please pay attention.” 

Demi  blinked.    The  darkness  passed  by  outside  the  windows,  and  huge  unknown shapes moved slowly, hauntingly, through the midnight of the abyss.  The compartment had become very quiet, and she could hear the steady thrum of the wheels against the rails, and the rapid quiver of her own heart beat. 



Then the boy in the slouchy newsboy cap began to speak. 

“You're about to begin a journey,” he said, his voice smooth and sweet and still.  “At some point during the journey — not at the end, because this journey doesn't have any such  thing  —  at  some  point  during  the  journey  you're  going  to  look  back  to  this moment and you're going to recognize that you have changed.  Your thoughts will have changed.   Your opinions will have changed.   Your heart will be filled with all sorts of new  and  exciting  and  powerful  ideas  and  emotions.    You  will  have  laughed  many times,  and  cried  many  times.    You  will  be  a  different  person  than  the  person  who’s currently  sitting  in  front  of  me.    That  is  a  startling  truth,  particularly  as  we  like  to consider  that  some  part  of  ourselves  is  immutable  and  unique,  a  tiny  grain  of  the eternal.  But you will have changed, and if you have the courage to look at yourself, you will see this.   That is good.   That is the essence of a journey.   So practice mindfulness, and  no  matter  how  the  road  goes  ever  onward,  be  capable  of  stopping  to  breathe, stopping to look back, stopping to appreciate how far you've come.  You have a right to be proud of yourself.  After you have reflected on things, turn yourself to the unknown and move forward.  After all, the road does go ever onward.” 

She swallowed hard and answered. 

“I will,” she said. 

“Will you swear that all that you do, you do by your own choice?” he asked. “Will you take responsibility for your own fate?” 

It was a strange question, but somehow, she knew the answer.   It had been in her heart from the time she had been born, perhaps. 

“I will,” she insisted. 

At that, he smiled again, strange and warm and quiet, and she thought it sounded like snow falling. 

“Who  are  you?”  he  wondered  again,  and  this  time  she  answered  almost  without thinking. 

“A traveler,” she said.  “Just like you.” 

And with that, the strange silence was broken, and the sounds of the train bloomed around them naturally.   Far off down the hall, she thought she heard a door opening, then closing. 

“I hope the path that you travel leads you to happiness,” said the boy. 

“The path will lead me wherever it goes,” she answered with a tight smile.  “And I’ll manufacture happiness there no matter the circumstances.” 

“Thank  you  again  for  the  game,”  he  said.    “It  was  very  instructive.    Good  luck, Demi.” 

She smiled warmly and said, “Good luck to you too, Flash.   I hope you find what you're looking for.” 

And then he slid the door open a sliver and disappeared through it. 

She was still looking at the partially open door when it slid open entirely, and Robert Grave filled it, carrying a silver tray with a green thermos and a dainty tea cup on it. 

“I'm sorry my lady,” he said. “I was detained by unforeseen circumstances.” 

She  laughed.    “It’s  all  right,  Mr.  Grave,”  she  said.    “Some  complications  are 

unavoidable.    I’m  amazed  they  let  you  change  cars  while  we’re  still  in  the  abyssal layer.” 

He cleared his throat and straightened his waistcoat. 

“I did have to give the young doorman something of a talking to,” he said.   Demi didn't envy the doorman.  Robert Grave could be a terrifying person when he wanted to be.    He  hadn't  been  the  chief  butler  at  Forest  Home  for  nearly  forty  years  simply because he was good at laying tea spoons. 

“Well, thanks for all the trouble,” Demi said, getting to her feet to push the sliding door open a little wider.   “Did you pass Flash in the hallway?” she asked.   “If there’s enough tea, I’d like to call him back to share it.” 

Mr. Grave’s eyebrow rose the barest fraction. 

“My lady?” he asked.  “Is this Flash another of your imaginary friends?” 

“Mr. Grave, I haven't had an imaginary friend since before I was in double digits,” 

she  protested  with  a  laugh.    “You   know  that,  being  as  you  know  basically  everything important about me, even the things I’d rather you forget.   Flash is a boy who came to sit with me after we entered the abyssal layer.   He’s very sweet,” she insisted, keenly aware of Robert Grave’s wariness of strangers.  “I know you’ll like him.” 

“My lady, there’s no one else in the hallway,” he said seriously.   “And I passed no one as I changed cars.” 

Both of her eyebrows shot up before she could stop them. 

“Are you sure?” she asked in confusion, pushing past him so that she could look up and down the hallway. 

There was no one.   The hallway was empty, and the train car was silent except for the two of them. 

She pressed her lips firmly together and moved down the hallway to look into the other  compartments.    One  opened  after  a  polite  knock.    There  was  a  businessman engrossed in reports inside it.  She apologized for disturbing him.  There was no answer at the other compartment, and she slid the door open without a second thought.  It was completely empty. 

That left the bathroom. 

It was also empty. 

She returned to her own compartment, perplexed. 

Robert Grave had already cleared the table and laid out her tea. 

“Did you find your mysterious companion?” he asked. 

She shook her head as she returned to her seat and pensively sipped her tea. 

“I suppose he must have left through the other door,” she said.  “I’m really surprised you didn't see him, though.  You must have just missed one another.” 

“Perhaps you were dozing,” the butler suggested diplomatically. “And you simply had an engrossing dream.” 

“Well  then,  I  played  cards  with  my  dream,  and  gave  him  a  pair  of  socks,”  she answered  testily.    “He  must  have  really  liked  them,  since  he  carried  them  back  to dreamland.” 

“Well,” the butler said philosophically, “Stranger things have happened.” 

He seemed completely unperturbed by her phantom visitor.  She thought it had the makings of the kind of ghost story that made a body’s hair stand on end, but Mr. Grave was unmoved.  He was always telling her that the world was full of mysteries.  He had witnessed no few of them in the employ of her family, or so he liked to say. 

Demi sighed as she blew on her tea, watching the steam dissipate against the frosted window. 

Outside the windows, the woods were dark and deep. 

She drank her tea and thought about the question that the boy in bunny socks had asked her repeatedly. 

 “Who are you?” 

The future lay open in front of her, but for all her bravado, Demi was still a little shy and a little frightened.   Things were changing.   They would never be the same again. 

Doors were closing behind her.  Who knew if any others would open? 

Even Robert Grave would leave her before the day was done. 

She  would  be  on  her  own  in  unknown  territory.    There  would  be  new  people  to meet,  and  she  would  have  to  create  herself  again,  whole  cloth,  every  time  she encountered a new face. 

She wanted to be strong and lovely and passionate; graceful, wise, and sincere.  She wanted to be loving and loved.  She wanted to be beloved. 

She  could  almost  make  out  the  silhouette  of  that  future  self,  obscured  by  bright sunlight. 

But  it  was  still  a  phantasm,  a  shadow  thrown  by  a  low  hanging  sun,  one  that stretched long and tall, giving a false impression of majesty. 

She was who she was. 

That would have to be good enough. 


Canto 1 - At the Top of the World

 Atop of Babel, a very unexpected outcome. 

the arrival

It was strange riding up the escalator into the feeble sunlight that ebbed around the open doors of the station.  It felt to Demi that she had been out from under the sun for weeks,  years  even.    Seeing  natural  light  again  felt  queer,  and  she  blinked  as  her  eyes adjusted,  moving  with  the  crowd  as  they  disembarked  from  the  escalator  before scattering in a dozen directions, each intent on their own business.   Demi paused as she was  yet  unsure  where  to  go  and  what  to  do  with  herself.    She  expected  that  she  and Robert Grave would be collected, perhaps by her father himself.  She had steeled herself 

for  a  meeting  with  him,  and  even  now  she  held  onto  the  strap  of  her  bag  a  little  too tightly, her knuckles pale. 

But until that moment came, they were adrift. 

She looked up at the high ceiling above, turning slowly as she took in the vaulted rotunda.  There were no skylights.  Even at Grand Central Station in the Uppercity there were tons of steel and stone and concrete overhead.  The sunlight only ever touched the exterior of Grand Central, and swilled a little, just inside the doors.   Even then it came in at a steep angle, as if they were sunk into the grandest canyon of them all. 

That was the City: Metropoly.   Every surface street was a deep canyon, crisscrossed above  by  elevated  roads  and  walkways,  and  thrown  into  shadow  by  the  colossal buildings  that  scraped  the  skies  above.    This  was  a  city  of  monoliths  and megastructures, where light was often artificial, except when it wasn't, and then it was uncanny. 

There were no skylights in the station, because the station floor was a place the sky never touched, but there  were paintings. 

There were gargantuan paintings high above them, panel after panel, each intricate and  figurative,  as  if  the  station  had  been  painted  with  the  ambition  of  rivaling  the Sistine Chapel. 

It was a strange choice for a mass transit hub. 

 Everyone’s  so  intent  on  getting  where  they're  going,  rushing  from  place  to  place.    Does anybody even look up at this ceiling?  she wondered.  The sprawling paintings were the sort of  thing  that  demanded  dedicated  study,  but  such  study  would  require  the  use  of  a crane,  surely.      If  not  that,  then  a  large  framework  of  spidery  scaffolding  at  the  very least.   Demi had a sense that there were many details that remained vague and unseen from her vantage point on the ground.  There was a story being told above her, but she couldn't make sense of what it was. 

She stood for some seconds looking at the ceiling, puzzled.   It felt almost as if the ceiling were looking down on her, as she gazed up at it.   She could not have said why she had this feeling.  She just sensed that there were many eyes upon her, that she was being watched by someones or somethings outside the realm of common experience. 

Around her, the crowd flowed like water, the station busier than a hive.   She was a 

mote of stillness in a sea of frantic activity.  She looked down at the ground. 

The marble under her feet was so polished that it reflected light like a mirror.   She turned to make a remark about it to Robert Grave, and that’s when she saw that they’d been spotted. 

Perhaps that was the reason that she’d felt the weight of eyes on her. 

There  was  a  slim,  middle  aged  man  approaching  them,  very  fastidiously  dressed, neat and trim, with a bowler hat on his head, a hat that looked somehow slightly out of scale with his narrow body.   A very large and formidable person followed behind him, an earpiece in his ear and dark sunglasses covering his eyes: a bodyguard. 

“Lady Serraffield,” the smaller man said with a bow, taking off his large hat.   “My name  is  Clarence  Darby,  and  I’m  your  father’s  chief  equerry.    I’ll  be  your  guide  until you’re sworn in as a squire this evening.”  He didn't introduce the man behind him, as if this man didn't have a name, or otherwise didn't merit an introduction. 

“Hello,  Mr.  Darby,”  Demi  said  with  a  nod  of  her  own.    She  gestured  politely  to Robert Grave.  “This is Mr. Grave,” she said.  “He’s the butler and head of household at Forest Home, and has been my reliable guardian and chaperone for more years than I’d care to count.”   She leaned sideways to get a clear view of the bodyguard and smiled. 

“It's nice to meet you too, sir.” 

The bodyguard was silent for a moment, before he said one word.  “Call.” 

Demi wasn't entirely sure what he meant to communicate.   She felt as if she’d been challenged  in  poker,  but  that  didn't  make  any  sense  at  all.    Therefore,  she  decided  to gamble herself and throw a rope out into the dark. 

“It’s nice to meet you, Mr. Call,” she repeated, and he made an almost imperceptible move with his body. 

He had given her his name then. 

She thought. 

She still wasn't absolutely sure. 

Clarence  Darby  looked  at  her  as  if  he  had  no  idea  why  she  was  talking  to  the 

security detail.  Then he turned his attention back to her companion. 

“Mr. Grave,” said Mr. Darby with a brief bow.   “Thank you for escorting the young Lady Serraffield all of the way to the City.   I give you my utmost assurances that she’ll be looked after properly.” 

Demi started and glanced briefly at her butler.   It sounded very much like he was being  dismissed, sent home directly.  Demi had known that she would say her farewells to Robert Grave before the day was over, but she hadn't expected them to come so soon, when her mind was still a whirlwind because of the confusion of her arrival. 

Robert Grave’s expression had not changed. 

“I have no doubts that she will be well taken care of,” Mr. Grave said seriously. “I am looking forward to seeing her settled in.” 

He  did  not  seem  keen  on  being  sent  home,  and  Demi  felt  like  she  might  melt  in relief.    Everything  was  strange  and  new  and  overwhelming.    She  had  counted  on having Robert Grave with her the first day, through the swearing in and the acquisition of  her  new  accommodations.    His  very  presence  was  comforting  because  he  was  so dependable and unchanging.  He had looked and acted the same way for as long as she could remember, from the time she had been a very small girl, even through the funeral and all that had happened afterward.  He was unshakable. 

And he was unquestionably loyal.  That was a rarity in this City, so she had always been  told.    It  wasn't  that  she  distrusted  Clarence  Darby,  necessarily.    But  she  knew whose  interests  Robert  Grave  considered  paramount.    He  would  always  act  in  her personal  interest,  barring  a  direct  command  from  the  master  of  the  family,  Demi’s father, the current Lord Serraffield. 

“She  will  be  well  settled  in,”  Mr.  Darby  insisted.  “So  you  needn't  trouble  yourself with her further, sir.  I will see that she’s taken well in hand.” 

“Looking after the heir has never been something I consider a trouble, Mr. Darby,” 

Mr. Grave said crisply.  “I am at my lady’s disposal until she has tired of my company.” 

“I thank you again for your tireless service to the Serraffield family,” Mr. Darby said with the faintest touch of aggravation in his voice, “But his lordship specified that  I was to look after the young lady today.  I am sure you have other duties to busy you back at the country seat.” 

“I have any number of duties,” Mr. Grave said with a formal bow. “But my duty to the young lady trumps all else.  I will stay at her side until she releases me.” 

Clarence Darby glanced at his watch in irritation.   “Sir,” he said, “I’m sorry, but we have a very busy schedule today.   Please say your goodbyes to the young lady and be on your way.   I have a sealed letter from Lord Serraffield that details his intentions for you.  I can assure you, they no longer involve his daughter.” 

Mr.  Darby  thrust  the  letter  forward,  and  Mr.  Grave  took  it  with  an  almost imperceptible frown.  He slowly opened the letter and read it.  His eyes flicked back to Mr. Darby, and then to Demi. 

“I’m sorry my lady,” he said, and beneath his no-nonsense tone she could hear his genuine sincerity. “It seems I have been ordered back to Forest Home on the next train.” 

Demi smiled weakly.   She ought to have expected as much.   Having Robert Grave with her would have given her some traction to resist that which she did not like.   He would have made the day bearable. 

Of course, that was not something her father cared particularly about.  He expected her obedience.  Isolating her made her less likely to act out, less likely to act in any way other than the way he dictated. 

At that moment she felt like she would have been glad to be back at the edge of the Deep Wood, straining for a glimpse of a balor’s eye in the deepening twilight. 

Those were dangers she knew.  Here, there was only uncertainty. 

“If my lady wishes it, I will stay, regardless,” Mr. Grave said seriously, breaking into her pensive thoughts. 

To defy her father’s direct command was to forfeit his position with her family.  He had  served  them  from  the  time  he  was  a  boy.    His  father  had  served  the  Serraffields before him, and his father’s father before that.  He was willing to put all that in jeopardy just to be a balm for her on one afternoon.   That was what he was like.   He considered his duty to her above all other things. 

Particularly since that windy afternoon in March, when everything had changed. 

But she couldn't let him do it, no matter how much she wanted him to stay by her side.   She would have to be strong.   His wellbeing was her responsibility as much her wellbeing was his.  That was what it meant to be a Serraffield: to be ever aware of one’s responsibilities. 

Demi shook her head and patted his arm gently. 

“No, no,” she said. “Go back.  I’ll be fine.  After all, nobody knows how to run things with you out of the house,” she said with a rueful smile. 

“Are you certain my lady?” he asked, leaning down to study her face.  She forced a smile.  She knew it wouldn't convince him, but she had to give him some sign that she would be all right.  She was tough.  She could manage.  Hadn't they all taught her well? 

“I’m positive,” she insisted.  “Go on.  You’ll miss your train.” 

Mr. Grave was still obviously reluctant to leave, but seeing the set expression on her face, he apparently made his decision.  He bowed, very formally, from the waist. 

“I wish you luck, young mistress,” he said. 

At  that,  Demi  lost  what  hold  she  had  on  herself  and  moved  forward  quickly, wrapping her arms tightly around him as he straightened, and holding on for dear life. 

He  let  himself  be  held  tightly,  then  put  his  own  arms  around  her,  rubbing  her  back soothingly. 

“There, there, little mistress,” he murmured.  “You’ll be all right.” 

She sniffled and nodded her head against his chest, fighting back tears.  She couldn't send  him  off  crying.    She  swallowed  her  fear  and  worry  and  forced  herself  to  smile again. 

“Of course I will,” she agreed, stepping back from him and brushing her hand across her eyes.   “Be sure to write me, all right?” she begged. “And tell me all of everything that’s going on at home, about when the peacocks have chicks and about Mrs. Stella’s latest true love, and about what’s blooming in Mr. Howard’s gardens.   Don't leave out anything!” 

He blinked hard.   If Demi didn't know better, she might have thought that Robert Grave was on the verge of tears himself. 

But it must have been a trick of the light, because he sounded wonderfully, perfectly, comfortingly like himself when he said, “Of course, my lady.   As you wish.   And you must  write  to  us  about  your  life  in  the  City,  so  all  of  Forest  Home  can  know  what  its favorite daughter is up to.  Remember, young mistress, you’ll always have a home at the edge of the sea of trees.” 

Then he had bowed again and excused himself, moving back toward the escalators that would take him to the platforms. 

Demi watched him until his silver head was completely out of sight. 

Then she turned her attention back to Clarence Darby and resolved to make the best of things.  She would pretend away the lump in her throat. 

“So, what now, Mr. Darby?” she asked curiously. 

“Please call me Clarence, my lady,” he said with a bow. 

“All right then, Clarence,” she said with a smile.  “I do hope we’ll get to be friends.” 

The  idea  apparently  startled  Clarence  Darby  because  he  coughed,  then  cleared  his throat. 

“Yes, well,” he said with a nervous smile, “That’s kind of you to say.” 

Demi pressed her teeth against her lower lip. 

“My father isn’t here,” she observed, and Clarence Darby shook his head. 

“No,” he said.  “He’s engaged with a committee meeting at the moment.  You’ll see him at the Pinnacle this afternoon.” 

“All right,” she said steadily, tightening her hand on the strap of her shoulder bag. 

“I suppose we ought to go claim my luggage then.” 

The  equerry  shook  his  head.  “No,  you  don’t  have  to  concern  yourself  with  your bags, Lady Serraffield.  Your luggage will be collected and delivered.” He paused as he looked her over, then said, “We have other appointments.” 

There was a driver waiting for them at the front of the massive, gilded station, in a special cordoned off area where policemen stood on watch.  As they moved toward the car,  they  drew  the  attention  of  a  number  of  journalists  and  photographers,  who crowded up to the cordon. 

“Lady Serraffield, how does it feel to be in the City?” one asked. 

“It's  rumored  that  you're  going  to  be  sworn  in  as  Lord  Lysander’s  squire  this evening.  Can you give me some thoughts on that?” another asked. 

“Are  you  looking  forward  to  enrolling  in  St.  Muirgein’s,  your  mother’s  alma mater?” 

“Is  there  a  special  someone  in  your  life,  or  are  you  still  looking  for  your  Prince Charming?” 

“What’s your favorite clothing brand?  Are there any designers you're partial to?” 

“What  do  you  think  of  the  ban  on  cigarette  smoking  in  public  places  that  was recently passed?” 

“Can you comment on the enormous cost per day of your stand of living?” 

“What are your ambitions for your first year in the City?” 

It  was  a  little  overwhelming  to  be  caught  in  the  deluge  of  questions,  even  as Clarence Darby urged her along.  It wasn't totally unfamiliar, though.  Given her social position,  she  had  weathered  questions  from  the  press  before,  although  usually  in  the company  of  one  of  her  parents,  generally  her  mother.    Her  eyes  scanned  the  flood  of reporters and at last they fell on a familiar face and she smiled in recognition.  It was a journalist  she  knew  personally,  one  who  had  been  a  proper  guest  at  Forest  Home  on occasion, reporting on her mother’s work. 

He grinned when he saw that she had recognized him, and made a small wave with one of his hands, but he didn't ask any questions.  He was listening. 

That restored a little of her pluck and so she smiled, a genuine smile, full of pepper. 

“I’m  looking  forward  to  everything,”  she  said  with  enthusiasm.  “And  I’m  grateful for the opportunity to continue the tradition of serving the public as the next scion of 

the  Serraffield  family.”    Her  smile  quirked  up  at  the  corner  and  she  shared  a conspiratorial secret, “I can't wait to see what the future holds, can you?” 

Clarence Darby made a strangled sound when she made her statement to the press, as  if  he  were  holding  onto  his  composure  with  great  difficulty.    It  was  a  sound  of mortification and anger.  He hurriedly herded her into the car with the assistance of the bodyguard  and  then  shut  her  up  inside.    She  waved  cheerily  to  the  press  out  the window,  but  had  the  sneaking  suspicion  that  they  couldn't  see  her  due  to  the  darkly tinted glass. 

Once Mr. Darby and the bodyguard were inside the car with her, the equerry wrung his hands. 

“Lady Serraffield, it would be to all of our benefits if you refrained from speaking to the press unless you have been briefed beforehand on what to say,” he said, and Demi could tell that he was trying to be diplomatic even as he lectured her.  “The family will release a statement about your arrival and oath-swearing this evening through the press secretary.  Your creative responses, no matter how well intentioned, are not required.” 

Stand  so  that  your  best  features  are  visible.    Walk  this  way.    Smile.    Laugh  when you're expected to laugh.  Look beautiful and available, but also demure.  Your body is not your own.  Your mind is not your own.  Your heart is not your own.  Say what you are instructed to say.  Otherwise, keep your mouth shut. 

It was nothing new, really.   It was the price of her privileged position.   It was how heirs to the Curia were expected to comport themselves, particularly the girls, who were taught to weaponize their femininity.  All at once she appreciated how free her life had been at Forest Home.  She had been allowed to be herself, to stand how she liked, to say what she thought, to engage and think and decide things on her own. 

She no longer had that luxury, and every time she acted out, she would pay for that liberty with her own skin. 

She was not newly acquainted with her father, after all. 

It was best to play dumb, and couch her rebellious activities as nothing more than being featherbrained.   That was likely to work on Clarence Darby, although it was no strategy to use against her father himself. 

“Oh, I’m sorry,” she said with an angelic smile. “Was I not meant to talk to them? 

I’m very sorry.  I’ll try not to do it again.” 

This absolutely terrible excuse seemed to satisfy Mr. Darby, as he sighed and said, 

“Very well.       You didn't say anything too damaging, but it is unwise to go off script. 

Please do try to limit your conversations with those who have not been fully vetted by the family.” 

Inwardly, Demi rolled her eyes. 

 I’m  sure  to  become  an  excellent  politician  if  I  never  speak  to  anyone  who  might  have something critical to say,  she thought to herself. 

But she kept her blank smile fixed and gave the impression that she was thinking of happy bunnies hopping around in fields of wildflowers. 



an underwhelming tour and the seven sighs boutique

After they pulled away from the station, the City began to ooze past the windows. 

Mr. Call did not seem as if he wanted to make conversation with her, and she did not think she particularly wanted to make conversation with Mr. Darby.  She would surely have  her  fill  of  conversation  with  him  before  the  day  was  over.    Demi  was  a  very magnanimous  person,  or  at  least  liked  to  imagine  that  she  was,  but  Mr.  Darby  had committed a terrible sin already: he had sent away Mr. Grave. 

That was quite awful.  It would take a great deal to turn her opinion of Mr. Darby at this point.  She would be civil and polite, but she would not be amiable.  She was much more interested in Mr. Call, but he did not seem particularly outgoing. 

Demi  was  quite  capable  of  carrying  on  an  animated  conversation  with  a  taciturn person  entirely  on  her  own,  but  she  did  not  want  to  make  Mr.  Call  unduly uncomfortable.  He was currently working, which meant he had no escape from her no matter how tedious he found her conversation. 

Still, she wanted to give it her best when it came to befriending him, and so she did. 

She  did  not  rate  herself  as  particularly  successful  by  any  metric,  and  so  after  some 

presumably  fruitless  minutes  passed,  Demi  contented  herself  to  look  out  the  window and study the City as it passed by. 

The traffic was very heavy, but the driver seemed to know what he was doing, and they wove in and out through the densely moving cars.  Automobiles were a luxury in the  Uppercity,  as  Demi  understood  it.    They  were  a  luxury  everywhere  in  the  City, honestly, but cars here were kept for pleasure and convenience, as well as for spectacle, not for labor. 

All  around  the  narrow  roads  the  buildings  reared  up  like  staircases  towards  the heavens.  In this place, every inch of space was priceless.  Only the most wealthy were able  to  pay  the  ponderous  taxes  required  to  license  an  automobile  here,  to  fuel  it  and maintain  it.    Of  course  it  was  natural  that  her  father  had  several  automobiles  at  his disposal, being the Lord Serraffield. 

The  car  had  a  smell  of  newness  and  polish,  of  leather.    Demi  leaned  her  temple against the cool window and watched the City slip slowly by.   It was one moment of respite, one moment of quiet before she gathered herself again. 

She missed Robert Grave terribly. 

She hadn’t anticipated having to give him up so soon, but she supposed she ought to have.   That she hadn’t considered it as a possibility made her feel both young and naive. 

Even  the  earnest  feeling  of  wanting  her  faithful  and  trusted  friend  made  her  feel young  and  naive.    She  was  an  adult.    She  would  have  to  be  an  adult.    There  was  no hiding anymore. 

And  so  she  took  a  deep  breath  and  drew  herself  up,  then  turned  her  attention  to Clarence Darby. 

He had apparently been waiting for her to collect herself, because the moment she turned to him, he was pressing a small, boxy device into her hands. 

“This is your mobile phone, Miss Serraffield,” he said.   “My briefing materials led me to believe it is your first.  Is that correct?” 

Demi nodded as she turned the phone over in her hands. 

“Yes,  it  is,”  she  said.    “I’ve  got  lots  of  experience  with  technology,  but  there  was never any need to have one at Forest Home.   There isn’t any coverage so far out in the Deep Wood.   Besides, I’m not sure who I’d have called on it.   The whole of the world that I know was more or less at Forest Home already,” she smiled wryly. 

Clarence  Darby  sniffed  and  it  was  a  very  fastidious  sound.    “Yes,  well,”  he  said. 

“Here you will find that you need it, and carrying one is quite convenient.   The phone already  has  several  useful  and  important  numbers  stored  inside  it.    I  can  arrange  to have someone teach you how to use it if you like.  I’ll schedule it now.” 

Without  waiting  for  her  answer  he  had  pulled  a  device  from  his  own  pocket  and begun rapidly scribbling on it with a stylus. 

Demi’s eyes widened and she raised both her hands in polite defense. 

“That will be quite all right, Mr. Darby,” she said gently.   “I don’t need instruction. 

I’m fairly certain I can figure it out on my own.  If I can’t, I promise to let you know so that you can schedule that class.” 

The idea of sitting through a class to learn how to operate her cell phone sounded so dull that it made her eyes water. 

(In  fact,  the  majority  of  the  council  of  Demi,  the  interior  organization  of  shoulder angels and devils that she consulted from time to time, were already asleep at the table. 

One of them was drooling.)

Demi had grown up using all different sorts of technology, so she was certain that with a little experimentation, she would soon be quite proficient enough at handling her new phone.  Growing up in the lab meant that she knew how to hook up many different configurations  of  complicated  A/V  equipment,  and  to  diagnose  and  resolve  most networking issues.  Besides that, she had any number of small devices she was used to using regularly and carrying with her in her bag, they just weren’t for making telephone calls. 

Clarence Darby did not seem entirely convinced.   It was clear that acquainting her with her new phone had to be on one of the lists he was ticking off with marks in little check boxes.  He wanted evidence of this box being checked. 

“Do you want me to call you to prove that I can use it?” Demi asked with a bemused smile and a raised eyebrow.   Her smile quirked up, “Or maybe I could call Mr. Call?” 

she  wondered,  smiling  at  him.    His  face  was  expressionless,  and  his  eyes  were  still hidden by sunglasses.  He didn’t move at all when Demi made this exciting proposition. 

The idea of either he or the bodyguard receiving a personal call from her seemed to startle Clarence Darby so much that he immediately raised up a hand, palm toward her, as if he were intent on stopping traffic. 

“That won’t be necessary, Miss Serraffield,” he said, reaching up to straighten his tie. 

“Please do tell me if you have any difficulties, and I will schedule the class for you.” 

She nodded and a quiet laugh was there in her voice as she said, “I promise.” 

He seemed relieved, and so Demi looked at the phone before tucking it into her bag, It really isn’t very cute,  she thought to herself.  I’ll have to remedy that. 

Once the phone was safely stowed, she turned her attention again to the equerry. 

“So?” she asked, folding her hands over her lap.  “What does the schedule look like for the rest of today, Clarence?  With whom do I have appointments?” 

The equerry straightened in his seat.  “At six p.m. you’ll meet with your father, and at  seven  p.m.  you’ll  be  introduced  to  Marquis  Lysander  and  your  squiring  will  be formally confirmed during the squiring ceremony.  After that, you’re scheduled to take part in an evening dinner and cocktail party to become familiar with some of the people in Lord Lysander's operation.” 

“I see,” she said, then tapped a fingertip lightly against her lap. “And before that?” 

she  wondered.    He  had  indicated  that  they  had  a  full  schedule,  and  yet  the  first appointment  he  had  listed  was  not  for  some  hours.    Even  considering  a  generous margin  for  travel,  it  did  not  make  sense.    Surely  it  would  be  better  to  let  her  become acquainted with her new home and to consider her clothing for her afternoon meetings. 

It was possible that her father did not intend for her to live with him at Starry Falls, the main City residence of the Serraffields.  The family had other properties in the City, and Demi  soberly  understood  that  she  was  a  complication  that  he  might  prefer  lodged elsewhere. 

It wasn't as if they were close, and he was a busy man.  In all honesty, it might be a relief  to  avoid  living  at  the  main  house,  under  constant  scrutiny,  although  it  would probably put a damper on the investigation she planned to pursue. 

She had rarely seen her father after her mother’s funeral.  She had to think carefully about the impression she wanted to leave on Lord Tristan Serraffield. 

“We’re here,” was what the equerry said brightly, driven by nervous energy. 

Demi looked up in surprise.  The driver had pulled to the curb in what appeared to be a very exclusive shopping district.   Clarence Darby circled the car and opened her door for her.  She was unable to open the door herself, as it was locked from the inside and the controls on the side panel did nothing to alter the state of either the door or the window. 

Idly, she wondered if she had been kidnapped.   But then, that was ridiculous.   She had expected to see her father at the station, but she recognized Clarence Darby as one of the men of his retinue.   If she had been kidnapped, then she had been kidnapped at Lord  Tristan  Serraffield’s  order.    Certainly,  it  seemed  as  if  her  father’s  equerry  had orders to keep a very firm grip on her.   She could not escape the feeling that she was being forcefully escorted around.   She had no illusions that she had any influence over the day’s schedule, or the engagements that the equerry was so keen on keeping. 

She was carefully shepherded into a boutique.   She went where the equerry led her and was followed at all times by Mr. Call. 

Although  she  had  sincerely  attempted  to  make  friends  with  him,  it  was  apparent that she had not made any headway.   He wouldn't speak to her at all, no matter how she tried to engage him.  He hadn't even twitched when she’d made quite a lot of funny faces at him, although the faces had put Mr. Darby into conniptions. 

She  had  pacified  him  by  telling  him  they  were  facial  exercises,  a  daily  regimen  to keep  her  face  tight  and  smooth  and  wrinkle  free.   Astonishingly,  he  had  bought  this audacious  lie,  and  she  was  fairly  certain  she  now  had  free  reign  to  make  silly  faces around  him,  provided  he  thought  no  one  untoward  was  watching  them.    This knowledge  inspired  in  her  a  powerful  desire  to  find  the  undiscovered  country  of ridiculous faces, faces so ridiculous that they had not yet been seen by the eyes of man, and then visit them at length upon Clarence Darby, content in the knowledge she had the eternal safe haven of pretending to be a sweet but empty-headed princess. 

This  was  the  sort  of  vengeance  that  Demeter  Serraffield  entertained,  one  based  in mischief and her own entertainment rather than pettiness or cruelty.   It was also a fine illustration of one of her greatest faults: when she sussed out a boundary, she could not 

resist the temptation to push against it, to discover whether it was hard or soft, to find the last line, and walk it like a razor’s edge. 

That  was  the  contrary  part  of  her  personality,  the  part  that  chafed  under  any restrictions  at  all,  the  wild  heart  that  yearned  for  freedom.    It  was  also  the  sensualist part, the part that imagined that all things existed for the pleasure of experiencing them, even the absurd things. 

Unfortunately,  Demi  did  not  currently  find  herself  at  liberty  to  begin  her  inspired performance of wicked and silly faces for the singular audience of Clarence Darby. 

They were neither alone nor in private company.  Her command performance would have to be paused, at least for the moment. 

The  boutique  where  they  now  sojourned  felt  like   money.    There  were  no  goods  on display,  simply  a  very  nice  parlour  quite  a  distance  back  from  the  forward  facing windows. The shop was lit by soft lights and there was a subtle smell: clean linen and orange zest.   An impeccably dressed lady led the small party to the parlour, and Demi sat while the equerry conversed with the clerk. 

Mr. Call stepped off to the side and kept his eyes on the door. 

Demi looked at her own feet and wondered why they had come to this place.   She had a well appointed wardrobe already, one that had been carefully pressed and packed for the journey to the City.  She was the sort of girl who had a dressing room rather than a closet, and this had been true from before the time she had first toddled around on her own.    She  had  no  shortage  of  finery,  certainly,  and  she  was  accustomed  to  wearing formal attire when the occasion necessitated it. 

Of course, she hadn’t expected to be introduced to Lord Lysander in her tired boots and her traveling clothes, with her hair in a braid that was even now unravelling.   She had  excellent  taste  herself,  and  very  strong  opinions  of  the  sort  of  things  she  liked  to wear,  and  the  sort  of  things  she  did  not  like  to  wear.    She  had  begun  to  be uncomfortable,  because  the  clerk  still  had  not  spoken  to  her.    The  clerk  did  not  even look at her, merely looked her over, then turned her attention back to the instructions of the  equerry.    At  last  the  clerk  finished  speaking  with  Clarence  Darby  and  Demi straightened in her seat, but the clerk merely bowed, and departed behind a curtained doorway. 

“Would  you  like  to  explain  what’s  going  on,  Mr.  Darby?”  Demi  asked,  letting  the 

faintest note of dismissive boredom curl up in her voice.   She had taken a reasonable measure of Clarence Darby by this point, she thought.   He was under orders from her father  and  meant  to  gently  goad  her  along,  but  given  his  slightly  nervous  nature,  she thought he might be susceptible to the correct kind of pressure. 

Demi wasn’t really bored or disdainful.   She was mildly upset and uncomfortable, but  she  recognized  that  the  equerry  was  unlikely  to  respond  to  either  feeling  with genuine  empathy  and  sensitivity.    She  knew  better  than  to  ask  for  help  or understanding.  It was better to give him the impression that she found things tedious. 

“Ah,  Lady  Serraffield,”  he  said  with  a  slight  flutter  of  his  hands,  “We’ve  come  to have you dressed for your debut at the Pinnacle.   The ladies here are experts at what they do.  They’ll have you looking perfect in no time at all.  Would you like something to drink?  I can have a page fetch you a coffee or a soft drink.” 

“I’m  fine,”  Demi  said,  then  frowned  slightly.    She  took  a  deep  breath  and  exuded displeasure. 

“Mr. Darby, I know I need time to change and freshen myself after the train journey,” 

she said, “And I am not against making some new acquisitions for my wardrobe if my father has deemed it necessary, but I don’t really require someone else to ‘dress me up.’ 

I  am  not  a  doll,  and  I  was  not  under  the  impression  that  I  was  going  to  the  Pinnacle merely to be decorative.” 

He  looked  pained.    “I  am  sorry,  Lady  Serraffield,  but  these  are  direct  orders  from your father,” he said.  “I am sure you have impeccable taste and are more than capable of  dressing  yourself  for  other  occasions,  but  perhaps  you  might  consider  this  an educational  exercise?    I  recall  that  you  are  an  excellent  student,  and  a  good  student should always be ready for learning experiences.” 

 What is this meant to teach me exactly?  she wondered to herself.  How to passively accept whatever is done to me without complaint? 

“So I am to have no say in how I’m dressed?” Demi asked icily, drawing herself up and giving him a look that was both remote and disdainful.  It was one of the best of her imperious princess cards, and she played it like an ace.  She regarded him as if he were feces she had discovered under the heel of her royal slipper. 

“I’m afraid not, Miss Serraffield,” he said with a weak smile.  “We all have our roles to play, after all.   This is simply another one of your responsibilities as the heir to the 

Serraffield family.” 

She leaned back in the chair again and deliberately turned her face away from him. 

That was it, then.  He was much more frightened of her father’s displeasure that he was of hers.   There was nothing she could really do but accept what was forced upon her. 

There  was  no  denying  the  establishment.    There  was  no  denying  the  great,  terrible weight of the City.  There was no denying Tristan Serraffield. 
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In the end, she found herself in a pale blue tweed suit with a short skirt and a silken blouse  that  was  tailored  very  close  to  the  line  of  her  body.    Once  her  hair  had  been carefully smoothed and twisted into a complicated chignon, and her feet had been fitted into  coordinating  pumps,  she  looked  very  striking  indeed:  a  potent  combination  of competent  and  available.    She  certainly  looked  older  than  sixteen:  an  impeccably polished career woman. 

When she had seen the complete effect of her arrangement in the full length mirrors of the salon, she had truly comprehended what she had begun to suspect even during the early stages of her transformation.  She had certainly not been dressed for herself, to give her confidence in an uncertain and challenging situation.   She had not even been dressed to suit her father and his distant impression of the daughter he now expected to rise to her place at his right hand. 

No, it was very clear.   She had been dressed to satisfy the fancy of Lord Lysander, the man she was meant to squire.   She did not need an encyclopedic knowledge of his whims  to  understand  this  fact.    She  did  not  even  need  a  vague  impression  of  his character.  Everything about her had been carefully calculated to please, from her small, but bright diamond earrings, to her precise but understated makeup, to her careful pale pink manicure, and the classic height of her stiletto heeled pumps. 

She  felt  ill  at  ease.    It  was  nothing  at  all  like  the  way  she  had  intended  to  dress herself. 

 Always be aware that the way you look — how you choose to dress, the set of your hair, even the color of your lipstick — has a profound effect on the way people see you.  This does not mean that you should be so foolish as to judge people solely on their looks.  You are brighter than that, my darling,  her mother had said.  But it would be equally foolish to imagine that the way you look doesn’t matter, or that it shouldn’t matter.  If you do not take care with how you appear, you will discover that you are saying something that is not of your deliberate choosing.   You must 

 always think, and make these choices carefully, for yourself.   Never let someone else dress you without the understanding that they are putting whatever words they like into your mouth. 

But there was another thing she understood.   Her father had ordered that this was the  way  she  would  be  presented  at  the  Pinnacle.    It  did  not  matter  what  she  thought about  it.    It  did  not  matter  what  wisdom  her  mother  had  left  in  her  care.    She  might have stoically refused.  She might have appealed to logic, or sympathy.  She might have lodged a fierce protest.  She might have thrown a splendid tantrum.  She had tried all of these tactics in the past, during the long years of her childhood. 

When it was the will of her father, there was nothing to be done about it.  Either she would submit quietly, or her arm would be twisted until she submitted.   She was not allowed to protest.  She was not even allowed to have an opinion. 

Her mother had been philosophical about it. 

 In the face of immovable tyranny, one finds other ways to rebel,  she had said.  You will find your  own  ways  Demi,  with  wisdom  and  cunning  and  patience.    You  don’t  have  to  resign yourself.  You simply have to bide your time.  We all have yokes under which we chafe. 

And so she had endured.   She had let them smooth her curls and powder her face, and paint her eyelids in a way that was very different from the way she painted them herself.  She had tolerated all of it, even being dabbed by a perfume that was not of her choosing. 

They had taken her dress from her. 

They  had  taken  her  petticoat,  her  drawers,  her  socks,  even  her  shoes.    They  had taken even her underwear, and put her in new pieces of a substantially different style. 

These  new  undergarments  had  a  mature  feeling,  sleek  and  sexy  and  without  the ribbons, lace, and trims that defined the panties and bras that she ordinarily wore. 

These  new  clothes  —  the  suit,  the  pumps,  the  panties  and  bra  —  they  all  fit comfortably.   They were all well designed and beautifully tailored.   This outfit would have been a dream to many: chic, sophisticated, minimalist, modern, stylish. 

But  they  were  not  what  Demi  would  have  chosen  for  herself  in  any  circumstance. 

She had a very strong personal style and thought very carefully about everything she wore.  She was deliberate about things, and this deliberateness made her happy.  It felt fulfilling to wear the clothes that she loved, put together in new and interesting ways 

that she had thought of herself. 

Even  today’s  coordinate,  one  meant  for  comfortable  travel,  had  been  thoughtfully put together so the look was cohesive and entirely her own.   A travel coordinate was a special sort of outfit, because it required one’s style to be reduced to the most essential elements for both comfort and practicality. 

She was partial to the dress, and she had been wearing one of her favorite petticoats, so  she  was  concerned  when  one  of  the  shop  girls  cleared  them  away  while  she  was getting changed. 

 Don’t worry,  she had been told.  Your old clothes will be packaged, cleaned, and delivered to your home address by the end of the day. 

She  would  have  to  depend  on  their  word.    She  had  no  real  way  to  disagree.    It wasn’t  as  if  she  could  go  to  the  Pinnacle  dragging  around  her  petticoat  and  dress stuffed into a second bag, and although her own bag was miraculous in what it could hold, it was not bottomless. 

And it was stuffed to the gills already. 

So she was required to trust them with her things. 

But she put her foot down when they attempted to take her bag. 

“I  am  sorry,”  she  said  with  a  snap  of  her  deadly  pointed  heel,  “But  I  refuse. 

Categorically.  I’ve let you do the rest, but I am keeping my bag.” 

It was her last bastion of self, the repository for her most precious treasures, those she  had  not  trusted  to  be  tucked  away  into  her  suitcases.    The  bag  itself  had  its  own meaning  too.    It  had  been  a  birthday  present.    Her  mother  had  arranged  for  it  to  be specially made.  There was no other bag like it in the world — a messenger bag made to look like her favorite book.  It was a treasure in itself. 

It was the line she drew in the sand.  She would not allow anyone to cross it.  They had to understand that there was a limit to her docility.   There were some insults that she could not and would not accept. 

She was ready for a standoff, ready to make this the hill she died on. 

Fortunately  for  her,  her  equerry  had  both  sense  and  experience.   Allowing  her  to keep her own bag was something that Clarence Darby was willing to accept.   It was a small concession, after all. 

Demeter Serraffield was allowed to keep her bag. 
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Mr.  Call  shadowed  them  until  they  arrived  at  the  platform  for  the  Pinnacle’s  sky carriage, the lift that was restricted to all but members of the Curia, their heirs, and a select  few  trusted  aides.    Mr.  Call  apparently  lacked  the  clearance  to  board  the  sky carriage,  and  so  Demi  waved  at  him  cheerily  as  Mr.  Darby  herded  her  toward  the platform.     He would take another route to the Pinnacle, and join her father’s security detail when he got there. 

(She  managed  to  pry  this  information  from  Clarence  Darby  before  they  arrived  at the  platform,  so  she  had  an  opportunity  to  thank  Mr,  Call  and  bid  him  a  proper goodbye.  Nothing at all that had happened thus far had been his fault.  He was a guard and had spent the afternoon guarding her.   She was grateful for that.   Mr. Darby was again alarmed by her direct interaction with Mr. Call.   He seemed relieved when they parted company with the bodyguard, but that relief was not destined to last long.) Demi and Mr. Darby arrived at the platform just as one of the carriages was about to depart, and Demi scurried to make it, quite startling Clarence Darby, who scrambled to catch  her.    She  made  it  into  the  carriage  safely,  and  due  to  a  wild  hustle,  the  equerry managed to make it as well. 

Demi  had  idly  hoped  to  slip  away  from  him  during  the  ride  to  the  Pinnacle  by catching the departing carriage before he could make it on.  She didn’t have any grand ideas of running off on her own, she would have simply liked a little time by herself, so she could process all that had happened and all that was likely to happen before the day was out. 

Mr.  Darby  had  displayed  heroic  athleticism  in  an  attempt  to  catch  her,  a  skill  that was definitely against his type.  Demi could only reflect that he feared the repercussions he would face if he lost track of the Serraffield heir even for a few narrow minutes. 

He straightened his tie and his hat, and while hanging onto a bar, greeted the other occupant of the car, and then gestured very politely for Demi to take a seat.   She did, and then he took one directly next to her. 

Demi’s breathing was more labored than she would have liked as the result of such a short run, so she fished in her bag to pull out her inhaler, and puffed on it, just to be on the safe side. 

As she did, she couldn’t help but think about her heroic battle to keep her bag. 

 I  wonder  if  they  would  have  even  let  me  keep  my  inhaler  if  I  hadn’t  put  up  a  fight,  she thought to herself. 

Surely they would have, since a severe attack would put her worryingly adjacent to death, but there was always the chance that they would not.   Concern for her look, for her silhouette, might have trumped the regard for her health and safety, particularly if someone else, say Mr. Darby, had been tasked with holding onto her inhaler until she needed it. 

That would have put an immense amount of hard control into Mr. Darby’s hands, which might have been the point. 

Fortunately, that alarming scenario had not come to pass, and Demi herself was in possession of the inhaler, along with all of the other things she had somehow managed to fit into her shoulder bag. 

After using her inhaler, she tucked it back into her bag and put the bag on the seat next to her. 

The sky carriage was part inclined elevator and part suspended cable car, going the first leg of its journey against the steep earth of the mountain side, and the last leg of it in the free air.  Demi had only ridden it twice before in her entire life, both times in the company of her mother.   It was the preferred way for Lords of the Curia to access the Pinnacle, and as such, it had been built with luxury in mind. 

The seats of the car were comfortably upholstered leather, with deep cushions and substantial  back  rests.    The  seats  themselves  were  heated,  and  Demi’s  behind  was grateful for this feature, because the carriage itself could get chilly, despite the double insulation  and  the  heaters  built  into  the  car.    During  the  ascent  to  the  Pinnacle,  the temperature outside dropped nearly seventy degrees Fahrenheit. 

In addition to the leather seats there were small side tables of polished wood inlaid with marquetry, secured so they wouldn't move even as the carriage did.   The carriage 

was paneled on the inside with rich cherrywood, and there were louvered shutters that could  be  drawn  down  over  each  of  the  large  windows,  should  the  passengers  decide they didn't care for the scenery.   There were even iced drinks available from cunningly concealed refrigeration units, and hot drinks from what was either an electric tea pot or a  coffee  maker.    All  the  carriage  lacked  was  a  dedicated  attendant,  and  Demi understood  that  the  omission  was  one  in  the  interest  of  privacy.    Many  confidential discussions were held in these secured carriages, because they were so exclusive. 

There was only one occupant in the car other than herself and Mr. Darby.   It was a very  serious  looking  man  in  a  very  serious  looking  three  piece  suit.    He  had  long fingered hands with bony knuckles, and dark hair shot through with silver.   She could discern this easily because his head was bent over his reading, in which he seemed to be fully engrossed.  Apart from glancing up at her when she entered the car, he paid her no further attention. 

But once she had investigated all of the things inside the sky carriage, she paid him quite a lot of attention. 

It wasn't only that he was distinguished-looking and handsome in a severe sort of way, with a neatly trimmed beard and carefully combed hair.  He looked like the sort of person who might have been the dean of a college, a person that a body calls ‘professor,’ 

 or  else.    In  short,  he  looked  as  if  he  also  wore  three  piece  pajamas  and  consulted  the Oxford English Dictionary with regularity.     Everything about the way he looked was precise and  just so.  It was an affect that she found charming. 

But it wasn’t only that. 

All  of  that  was  very  interesting  in  itself  and  might  have  held  her  attention  for  the balance of the journey alone, if not for the book he was reading. 

There, directly across the car from her, held in those hands with the bony knuckles marked by a spiderweb of old, thin scars, was her favorite book in the entire world. 

It was a book that she had read dozens and dozens, perhaps hundreds of times.  He was reading it so seriously that she could find no fault with him.     He seemed to be in his  own  world,  immune  to  interruptions,  swept  away  by  the  forces  that  drove  the narrative ever onward. 

If that wasn't serendipity, then dipity of all kinds was nonexistent altogether. 

The book that held him in thrall (and held her in thrall, watching him read) was a decades  old  romance,  a  bit  of  popular  fiction  written  by  an  author  who  had  enjoyed considerable  celebrity  in  the  past,  but  who  was  now  relegated  to  only  vague acknowledgement  and  some  scant  academic  interest.    In  this  day  and  age,  the  author was  better  known  for  the  strange  circumstances  of  her  life  than  for  her  works themselves.     The knowledgeable generally regarded her as an oddity, so far as Demi understood.    Those  less  well  acquainted  with  novels  of  the  mid  twentieth  century regarded her not at all. 

Which  was  their  loss,  honestly.    The  book  was  sparkling,  passionate,  agonizing  — 

wonderful,  absolutely  wonderful.    It  was  painful  and  true  in  all  of  the  best  ways. 

Reading it made her feel alive.  It made her feel loved. 

It made her feel as if she were not alone. 

That was a feeling that she sorely needed, these days. 

That was why finding this gentleman reading her secret treasure made Demi’s heart thrill, as if she'd just made a life-long acquaintance who would remain dear to her heart always. 

She thought:  your heart understands mine. 

She thought all of these things without ever having spoken a word to the man who was reading.  That was, essentially, how her mind operated. 

It  didn't  matter  if  no  one  else  in  the  world  understood  how  splendid   the  Swallow was, because here was another person who read it and truly understood it.  She felt as if she were the last remaining native speaker of a forgotten language who had suddenly found her tongue alive in the mouth of a stranger.  Now she had someone to talk with, someone to debate with, someone to argue with. 

It was bliss that no amount of discomfort at her circumstances could dispel. 

And she didn't for a moment entertain the thought that his ardor for the novel might be cooler than hers, for how could such a thing even be possible. 

(This was not even a question, but a declarative statement.  That was the level of her certainty.)

Now, all that remained was to properly make his acquaintance. 

She glanced down at her shoulder bag, as it sat on the seat beside her.  This bag was full to bursting with all of the items that Demi would have taken to a desert island, and the  Swallow was surely the most important of them all. 

The bag itself had been fashioned in imitation of the cover of the first printing of the book the man held in his hands,  the Swallow.   Demi could barely contain her glee, and it spilled  out  of  her  in  wriggles  as  she  tried  to  keep  her  seat.    Surely  he  would  also appreciate how splendid her bag was.  It was one of her most prized possessions. 

Because  she  was  so  overcome  with  her  delight,  Demi  was,  despite  her  best intentions,  squirming  like  an  over  enthusiastic  puppy,  her  feet  tapping  lightly  against the floor of the carriage in a jaunty repeating pattern. 

 I have found a new friend.  I have found a new friend.  Everything is wonderful.  I feel like I could sing,  her feet tapped out again and again. 

It was remarkably rare to find someone else who had even heard of  the Swallow,  let alone read it, let alone was reading it  at this exact moment.  The reader himself was rarer still,  a  somber  older  man  with  a  firm  mouth  and  thin  lips.    The  lines  on  his  forehead spoke of anger, frustration, displeasure.  They were relaxed as he read.  He had moved outside himself and into the pages of the story. 

Her heart was glad to see that he enjoyed it.  The Swallow  was sometimes dismissed as a book for silly young girls, a romance that was in no way grounded in reality, filled with  dramatic  confessions,  derring-do,  and  any  number  of  cliches  flipped  and  turned around every which way.  That was why it was so strange and thrilling to see a grown man, a man of the world, patiently reading it as a way to pass the time. 

For he was certainly a Lord of the Curia.  Demi could discern that even if she did not recognize him.  The fact that he was on the sky carriage alone was a strong predictor of his  status,  and  Mr.  Darby  had  called  him  ‘my  lord,’  as  they  had  entered  the  carriage, although the man had not responded.  He had not even given a token response.  Either he  thought  Mr.  Darby  beneath  his  notice,  or  he  was  so  engrossed  in  his  novel  that  he hadn't even heard the equerry’s deferential greeting. 

Possibly both. 

Demi could sympathize.    The Swallow was an engrossing read. 

It was not a perfect novel, and even in her youth and passion she recognized this. 

Sometimes  it  was  strangely  funny  when  it  perhaps  ought  to  have  been  poignant. 

Sometimes  scenes  dragged  out  interminably,  chasing  their  own  tails  in  seemingly endless  introspection.    Sometimes  the  descriptive  prose  was  so  dense  that  it  was difficult  to  navigate,  as  if  it  were  a  peat  bog  that  could  swallow  unwary  readers  and preserve them for anthropologists as yet unborn.   It was a fanciful novel — filled with fancies and whimsy and dandelion fluff — but it also carried dread in its belly, dread and despair, and a terrible sense of loneliness.   But despite all of these flaws and many more besides, Demi loved it.  She loved it because it was truthful and funny and brave and painful.   It was beautiful because it was imperfect.   It made her chest tighten with joy, and it also made her heart ache. 

She almost always cried over it.  That was the sort of book it was. 

At her side, Clarence Darby was busy scratching away notes on his PDA.   She did not think he was likely to provide intelligence about the man who sat across from them. 

To be fair, that would have been difficult even if he were not distracted.   They couldn't very well have a secret discussion about the other passenger’s identity right in front of his face. 

But Demi wanted the opportunity to get to know him.  She wanted to know what he thought of her book.  She was as curious as a cat, and so therefore resolved to introduce herself to him as soon as the right moment presented itself.  That moment would come. 

She was certain. 

While  she  was  studying  him  intently,  he  at  last  seemed  to  perceive  that  she  was watching him, because he looked up from his book, and his eyes found her.  They were dark, and very heavy.   That silent look made the blood rush right to her head and she flushed  as  she  tried  desperately  to  give  the  impression  that  she  was  absolutely captivated by the scenery outside.  It wasn't the right time to introduce herself.  Of that, she was  positive. 

She felt like she was having a heart attack. 



Fortunately, after studying her silently for a moment, he turned his attention back to his book.   She continued to stare out at the scenery for several more seconds, until she decided the coast was clear, and then commenced watching him again. 

He seemed to be reading a very old edition indeed.  His hands concealed part of the cover, but the book looked very much like it had come from  the Swallow’ s original print run.    If  he  had  an  original  printing,  then  he  likely  wasn't  a  first  time  reader,  but  a dedicated  fan.    The  first  few  print  runs  of   the  Swallow  had  been  small,  and  the  books were in high demand as collector’s items. 

The book he was reading looked well-loved, as if it had been handled many times, as if it had been read many times. 

It was a little strange to see a person reading a priceless original edition when the book was still in print.   Even if he owned a first or second edition, that was the sort of thing most people kept at home, in a private collection. 

The man across from her seemed to be treating the book he held as if it were quite ordinary for him to read it.  He wasn't treating it as if it had no value.  On the contrary, he  was  holding  it  carefully  and  reading  it  well,  the  way  a  book  ought  to  be  read, without damaging the spine or dog-earing the pages. 

But it was still queer.  She didn't think she would have had the wherewithal to drag a first edition around with her, had she owned one.   She would have kept it safe, in a place  of  honor,  and  probably  brought  it  birthday  cakes  whenever  the  publication anniversary date rolled around. 

 Wealthy people are certainly strange, she thought to herself.   It did not escape her that she herself was included in this generous observation. 

As  she  was  considering  this,  he  looked  up  again  unexpectedly,  and  she  again pretended  to  look  out  the  window,  turning  so  quickly  that  she  knocked  her  forehead against the glass.  She winced in pain, making a sound that was between a squeak and a whimper.    She  felt  cockeyed  and  a  little  dizzy  from  the  bump,  and  covered  her  head with her hands. 

She felt that he watched her briefly, his brows drawn together, then returned to his book. 

This time she pulled her bag into her lap, so he would see it when he looked at her again.    If  he  understood  the  reason  she  was  studying  him,  then  he  might  strike  up  a conversation on his own, and therefore spare her the difficulty of searching for the right moment.  Surely he was as lonely for a good talk about this excellent book as she was. 

Thinking  about  this  conundrum  had  driven  all  of  her  worries  about  her  coming arrival at the Pinnacle completely out of her head. 

She  wasn't  thinking  about  meeting  her  father,  or  Lord  Lysander,  or  being  put  on display  for  a  faceless  audience.    She  was  instead  completely  focused  on  figuring  out how to begin a conversation with this forbidding man who read romance stories. 

She  studied  where  he  was  in  the  book  and  tried  to  imagine  what  scene  he  was reading.   When he did notice her and decided to speak with her, she wanted to make sure she didn't accidentally reveal anything he didn’t know already. 

There was a very small chance that this was the first time he had read  the  Swallow. 

He  might  have  been  gifted  this  precious  copy,  or  started  with  another  of  Belmont’s works  and  only  just  arrived  at  this  crowning  jewel.    All  readers  ought  to  have  the pleasure of unraveling the mysteries of the novel themselves, she thought. 

He was too far in for it to have been secret sharing in the heavy rain, but it might have been the midnight picnic. 

As she was watching him, again he looked up at her, and this time she steeled her nerve and held his gaze.  Her bag was on her lap.  He would see it and know. 

They stared at one another silently for several seconds. 

Then his eyes dropped to his book again. 

Demi  was  experiencing  a  profound  feeling  of  anticlimax  when  a  chime  sounded through the car and caused her to jump. 

It was the announcement that they had arrived at the Pinnacle. 

And  before  she  knew  it,  Clarence  Darby  was  hurrying  her  along  again,  as  he  was always  hurrying  her  along.    They  were  out  of  the  sky  carriage  and  onto  the  platform before she could think of what to say.   She glanced over her shoulder once to see the serious man in the serious suit close his book and tuck it under his arm, and then she 

was chased out of line of sight by Mr. Darby. 

Demi sighed. 

She and the serious man would have to talk things over about  the Swallow another day. 

the pinnacle

The station into which the sky carriages arrived was as luxurious as the station they departed  from,  but  Demi  wasn't  spared  much  time  to  admire  the  details  of  the architecture, which featured a great deal of wrought iron and bricks that seemed to be inscribed with hundreds and hundreds of names. 

There was a small, neatly kept park before the station, one with precisely trimmed topiaries in remarkable shapes, and Demi could hear the songs of several birds that she recognized: robins and cardinals and warblers.   It was strange to think of these garden birds flitting about at such a high altitude, far above the alpine tree line, but here they were in a protected environment. 

They were all in a protected environment, from the first goldfinch to the last Lord of the Curia. 

Nearly all of the Pinnacle was enclosed in an arcology, a massive geodesic dome that rose like an egg over a broad platform.   The dome was crissed and crossed by support beams that divided the shell into triangles and diamonds. 

Even the weather and the oxygen content were regulated here, and the temperature was  pleasant,  in  keeping  with  the  most  temperate  areas  of  the  City  below.    The  birds that lived among the beautifully shaped trees of the park were as well cared for and as well monitored as the living statuary on which they perched. 

But Demi’s mind didn't linger long on the lives of the birds in the park. 

It couldn't. 

Because they at last came around a garden wall and into the great square, and she could see all there was to see. 

And there was quite a lot to see indeed. 

The Pinnacle was the City reproduced in miniature.   It was the jewel in the crown. 

The first thing she saw were the people.   That was because there were so many of them, countless humans rushing here and there, all intent on their own errands.  There were hundreds of them.   It was the scene at Grand Central multiplied, and she could look down on them just like one of the birds in the garden because she stood at the top of several shallow flights of steps that led to the tiled square below. 

The second thing she saw was the Seat of Law, the capitol building itself. 

The capitol building was an uncanny sight: gargantuan, rearing high into the sky, so high  that  the  highest  reaches  pierced  the  geodesic  dome  that  sheltered  the  rest  of  the Pinnacle.  It was also sprawling, and it occupied most of the space inside the dome.  The Seat  of  Law  looked  as  if  dozens  of  ornate  buildings  had  been  heaped  on  top  of  one another in an attempt to make the grandest, most baroque structure possible.   Parts of the  polylithic  building  were  graceful  Greek  revival,  others  were  austere  Romanesque, other parts still looked as if they were authentic ancient Greek that had been plundered from  the  ruins  of  antiquity.    There  were  Georgian  symmetries  and  rococo  frills, cyclopean  Egyptian  monumental  stone,  and  heavily  carved  Russian  wood.    The  great building was brick and stone and wood and metal and glass and a hundred hundred other things: adobe and plaster, tile and mosaic.   It was red, blue, green, white, black, grey,  silver,  and  gold.    There  were  gothic  flying  buttresses,  medieval  gargoyles  and crenellations,  Bavarian  towers,  and  spiral  minarets;  curved  pagoda  roofs,  Italianate facades,  and  ornately  decorated  onion  domes.    It  seemed  as  if  every  architectural tradition in the world was represented in some corner, arch, window, or cornice.  It was truly a chimera, and impossible to properly classify.   There was no other place like it, even in the hulking, cyclopean city of Metropoly. 

And it had another quality too, another bit of chimerical alchemy. 

The Seat of Law had the immensity and presence of ancient monumental stone, as if it were a building had been reared with the stones at Carnac, or Stonehenge, but it also had  the  modernity  of  a  steel-supported  skyscraper  (or  several  dozen  skyscrapers,  all piled  on  top  of  one  another  like  jenga  blocks).    It  was  palatial  and  luxurious,  the meeting  place  of  the  aristocratic  elite,  and  it  was  also  industrial  and  mechanical,  a technological  marvel  for  any  age,  for  every  age,  sheltered  comfortably  by  the  huge encompassing  dome  of  the  arcology,  and  yet  straining  against  it,  peering  out  of  it, slipping through it. 

It  was  a  building  that  had  stood  for  ages,  since  time  immemorial,  and  yet  was always being renovated, reconstructed, added onto. 

The nickname of this structure was Babel, or more simply, the Tower. 

It  certainly  seemed  like  a  tower  built  to  pierce  the  heavens  and  challenge  an almighty creator.  It was surely the grandest building on the entire planet, a monument of excess and maximalism.  It was a manic celebration of what could be raised by mortal hands. 

And  it  was  a  place  impossibly  tied  up  in  her  future,  in  her  present.    One  day  she would  have  full  rights  to  walk  the  halls  of  that  place  as  an  aristocrat  of  the  Curia  of Lords.  Even now she was moving toward an oath that would change the nature of her life  for  good.    She  thought  back  to  something  that  Flash  had  said  with  a  mild,  sweet smile. 

 “Abandon all hope, ye who enter here.” 

It wasn't as bad as all that, really. 

But it would have been a lie to suggest that she was looking forward to seeing her father again, and he was there, somewhere inside the labyrinth of government.  So was Lord  Lysander,  the  man  she'd  been  dressed  to  please,  who’d  take  her  as  a  squire without regard for her own personal feelings. 

That was simply the way things were.   She had no ability to change the nature and structure  of  the  world.   All  she  could  do  was  live  in  it,  living  the  best  life  she  could under the circumstances. 

Demi might have stood staring at the sprawling building in deep contemplation for an impossible amount of time had Clarence Darby not fallen into conniptions over the time,  and  how  far  off  the  schedule  they  apparently  were,  or  would  be  if  they  didn't hurry along forthwith. 

He  moved  ahead  of  Demi  and  said,  “Please  follow  me,  Lady  Serraffield,”  before starting down the stairs at a remarkable clip. 

He was apparently not willing to take it on faith that she would follow him like an obedient hound, so he continually looked over his shoulder to verify that she remained at his heels as he led ever onward.   She was positive that he'd have driven her before 

him with a gad if he'd had one. 

Demi  followed  mechanically,  but  she  had  no  ability  to  make  her  heart  and  mind follow  him.    Her  heart  was  out  among  the  countless  strangers,  roving  with  them, wondering  where  they  were  going,  where  they  had  been.    Her  mind  was  tracing  the spires of the Tower, trying to make sense of its mess and majesty. 

To put it succinctly, her eyes were not on her feet, nor on the ground underfoot. 

And so, as one might imagine, she tripped quite spectacularly and was destined for several surface abrasions and a mild concussion as she tumbled down the stairs like a rag doll. 

Only she didn't tumble down the stairs like a rag doll. 

This  wasn't  on  account  of  any  remarkable  feat  of  acrobatics,  or  a  latent  skill  at tumbling suddenly manifesting itself at that particularly opportune moment. 

Demi didn't tumble down the stairs toward injury and a very bad evening because someone had caught her by the arm, someone with a powerful grip and a baleful eye. 

It was her serious man in the serious suit. He held her by the arm as if she were a very small girl, recently saved from tripping into an active volcano or a storm swelled river. 

“Unless you’re absolutely set on cracking your skull open, I suggest you tear your eyes  away  from  the  architecture  occasionally,  if  only  in  the  vicinity  of  stairs,”  he  said dryly. 

“Oh,  I’m  certain  I  would  have  looked  at  the  stairs  if  I  had  noticed  them,”  Demi answered quickly, a giddy smile nervously skirting across her face.  “But there really is so  much  to  look  at,  isn’t  there?”  Her  wide  eyes  practically  swam  with  the  visions  of square  before  her,  as  if  she  were  a  projector  at  a  planetarium,  throwing  complex patterns  of  light  against  a  bare  wall.    This  was  the  world  through  a  glass  colored Demeter.  “The old stone and the stained glass and the steel and the way the light comes in through the dome in a sort of lattice pattern, and the spires like thorny coral or bone spurs, and the carvings in the peristyles that make you want to climb up and just touch them  and  touch  them,  even  though  you  probably  shouldn’t  since  I’m  sure  they’re historic  and  priceless  and  protected  by  all  sorts  of  rules,  besides,  I’m  sure  the  guard would come if people just started climbing up the walls of the capitol building just to 

satisfy a sensory itch — and then it's the people themselves: all the dozens and dozens and  dozens  of  dozens  of  people,  all  with  their  own  intentions,  all  with  their  own desires, all with their own miseries and triumphs — and that’s only a little of it, only a small, little bit of all this color and interest and activity.  I’m sorry sir, but I’m afraid the stairs simply couldn’t compete.” 

“That,” he said very heavily, “Was my point.” 

“I  knew  you’d  understand,  being  as  we’re  both  romantics  at  heart,”  she  said conspiratorially.  Her smile curled mischievously at the corner of her mouth.  “Anyway, this seems like an awfully dangerous place to put stairs,” she asserted as he let go of her arm and sat her back on her feet.   “Any old person could just go spilling down them without realizing it until they hit the bottom.  They could break their crown or their hip or some other part of themselves that really ought not be broken.”  She raised one finger adroitly.  “That,” she declared officiously, “Is a safety hazard.” 

He looked at the stairs for a beat, then looked at her again, then gestured vaguely at the wrought iron railing and painted lines that marked the lip of each step. 

“Yes,  it  looks  extremely  treacherous,”  he  said  flatly.  “I’m  surprised  people  aren’t killed in accidents here daily. One would expect more outcry about such a menace to the public.” 

It was at that moment that they were interrupted. 

“Ah, Lord Eisenreich,” cried the equerry as he hurried back up, looking pained as he bowed rapidly and deeply.  “I’m terribly sorry that we’ve inconvenienced you.” He shot a distressed look at Demi, but she was not particularly concerned.  She had a name for her  reader.    That  was  a  treasure  in  itself.    Besides  that,  she  sensed  that  she  had  her footing here, and even if the equerry was intimidated by the authority and presence of this  man,  she  was  not.    He  did  not  seem  to  be  a  person  particularly  governed  by whimsy.   If he had caught her, then he had meant to catch her.   He had spoken to her and so she had answered him.  It was all very natural and ordinary. 

She tapped one of her fingers to her lips briefly as she considered the equerry, then turned her attention back to the man called Eisenreich. 

“You,  sir,  are  very  funny,”  she  pronounced  with  fine  humor.    She  looked  terribly pleased with herself at that moment, as if she had discovered a great secret.  She felt that she had. In this strange place, where she knew no one, they shared a profound secret. 

 He  was  very  funny.     “Thank  you  for  delivering  me  from  my  dangerous  enthusiasm.    I appreciate  it,”  she  said,  and  despite  the  humor  that  still  lit  her  eyes,  she  was  very sincere as she laid her fingertips against her chest, over her heart, “Honestly I do.  And I’m sorry for troubling you.”  She took a careful step backward and gave her own brief bow of deference.  Then her smile quirked again.  “But I am glad you took the trouble to be troubled by me.” 

The brows of the very serious gentleman drew together briefly as he considered her. 

Then the nervous distress of the equerry caught his attention again and he waved the both of them off.  It was a brief move of one of his hands, apparently an act of absolute dismissal. 

“It’s fine,” he said shortly, and it was apparently so.  It had been decreed.  “If you’ll excuse me, I have an appointment.”  He moved to go, but then paused, looking back at her once, the space of a slow heartbeat.  His eyes were dark and heavy.  “It is safer,” he said seriously, “To keep your eyes on the ground rather than the sky.  Good day.” 

Demi was quite content to watch him as he went, following him with her eyes as he descended the stairs to the square and then began to cut his way through the crowds. 

But  Clarence  Darby  had  no  patience  with  her  interest.    In  fact,  he  still  seemed alarmed by Eisenreich, even at a distance.   It was if he feared that her attention would somehow summon him back. 

“Come  along,  Lady  Serraffield,”  he  said,  and  then,  as  if  he  had  at  last  understood that she would pay him no real attention when there was so much to look at, he led her directly  down  the  stairs,  and  rather  than  attempt  to  lead  her  across  the  busy  square, went to a portal that was guarded by armed security officers. 

After  a  rapid  exhibition  of  identification,  Demi  suddenly  found  herself underground. 

Underground, then under arrest

 curious

It was a very broad tunnel, tiled and well lit.  Demi sensed that the throng of people moved on above them, but there were comparatively few people in the tunnel.   It was cool and hushed. 

But even here there were things to look at, things to study and consider. 

There  was  a  pattern  of  sandy  beige  tiles  underfoot  and  numerous  mosaics  on  the wall.  Demi felt a little as if she were following a yellow brick road. 

“That was Lord Eisenreich,” the equerry volunteered as he led her onward.   Demi thought he might have stopped to mop his brow with a handkerchief had he not been so focused on their intended destination.   Her close encounter with the serious man in the  serious  suit  had  apparently  stirred  up  his  nerves.      Despite  the  fact  that  he  had raised  it,  he  did  not  seem  particularly  enthusiastic  about  their  current  topic  of conversation,  as  if  he  feared  mentioning  the  other  man’s  name  might  summon  him unexpectedly.   It did not seem that Clarence Darby actually wanted to discuss her new acquaintance with her, but rather that he felt it was his duty to do so.   He was in the service of her family, after all, and he seemed to think that she required a warning. 

Or, at least that he had best provide one if he wanted to avoid criminal liability. 

Darby  spared  her  a  side  eyed  glance.  “Lord  Eisenreich  is  one  of  the  twelve  peers, one of the great princes of the City.   Ancien Regime, noble of the sword, he is from an extremely  old  and  well-respected  family  —  he  rules  the  ward  of  the  Iron  Garden  and holds the title of Duke.  He is one of the most powerful people in the City.”  He paused. 

“He can be a very intense person.” 

“Well,  he  has  a  splendid  sense  of  humor,”  Demi  observed  with  a  laugh.    Her encounter with the serious man who had been reading her book had restored a little of her sense of adventure and fired her courage, as had the splendor and confusion of the great  square.    She  was  still  herself  no  matter  how  she  was  dressed  and  painted.    She would  just  have  to  work  that  much  harder  to  make  sure  her  true  self  came  through despite the distortion. 

“I  doubt  you  would  find  many  in  these  halls  to  agree  with  you,  my  lady,”  the equerry said tiredly.   He glanced behind himself to verify that she was still following him and found that she had stopped again to observe one of the vast mosaics that were 

laid into the walls. 

It was a magnificent series of mosaics: massive, complex, strange, arresting. 

It  shimmered  faintly  with  the  brilliance  of  jewel  cut  gemstones,  even  in  the  calm, even light of the tunnel. 

There were spots of stone as red as blood, the wildly saturated and inimitable beauty of lapis lazuli, bits of turquoise and jade and amethyst, and bright flashes of copper, as shiny as new pennies.   The mosaics she had stopped to study seemed to be a triptych illustration of the swirling sky.   The center panel featured two angels quite larger than lifesize  (one  supposed)  who  were  apparently  in  the  process  of  descending  with  law tablets. 

“I suppose these are our people,” she said, leaning forward to lightly touch the stone where two laurel crowned youths of ambiguous gender stood with their arms raised at the bottom of the center mosaic.   They were apparently both awed and delighted to be visited  by  a  code  of  ethics  from  on  high.  She  then  turned  her  attention  to  the  side panels, and slowly paced out their length.  They seemed to feature an unusual collection of  mysterious  chimerical  beasts  —  of  practically  indescribable  description  —  all venerating  the  newly  delivered  law  in  many  strange  and  sundry  ways.    The  whole scene  looked  as  if  it  had  been  pulled  directly  from  the  imagination  of  Hieronymus Bosch.  “Are these then the senators of the oldest republic in the world?” she wondered aloud.  “All  the  beasts  of  the  field  and  all  the  beasts  of  fancy.    One  almost  expects  a caucus race to break out, which I suppose is appropriate, in its own way.”  She walked backwards  and  craned  her  neck  back,  trying  to  look  at  the  mosaic  in  full.    “It’s  very interesting, don’t you think?” 

‘Interesting’ was an understatement, but Demi was at something of a loss describing her  feelings  concerning  the  immense  art  installation.    It  made  her  feel  slightly uncomfortable,  as  if  there  was  a  meaning  hidden  in  the  work  just  out  of  sight, something  others  saw  and  understood,  but  which  evaded  her  understanding.    It  was maddening not to be able to put her finger on it. 

The  equerry  had  clearly  assumed  that  hers  was  a  rhetorical  question,  but  Demi turned her attention back to him, expecting a reply.   When he realized this, he hastily nodded. 

“Yes my lady, but do please come along.   I’ll try to arrange a tour of the Curia for you  at  a  later  date,  but  I  must  remind  you,  we  do  have  an  appointment  with  his 

lordship, your father.” 

Her brows drew together briefly and she answered quietly, “I know.” 

In fits and starts they moved down the tiled tunnel, with Demi stopping to admire frescoes  and  mosaics  that  interested  her,  and  Clarence  Darby  goading  her  along, reminding her there was a schedule to keep. 

They passed other people from time to time, but the tunnel remained quiet.   All of the traffic and bustle was going on above their heads.  It was a sore thing to be missing, Demi  thought,  but  she  supposed  she  would  have  the  chance  to  get  her  fill  of  it  over time.  All of her future was bound up in this place, whether she liked it or not. 

Clarence Darby might have wondered at her ability to linger even in a quiet tunnel, but Demi was interested in practically everything she saw, and in no particular hurry to meet either her father or Lord Lysander.   She was careful to be mindful enough of the time  so  that  neither  she  nor  Darby  would  be  likely  to  face  harsh  punishments  on account of their tardiness, but she relished what freedom she had, while she yet had it. 

As always, she walked the line. 

While  she  was  idling  along,  admiring  the  stonework,  Demi  realized  that  they  had the attention of another party. 

There  was  a  figure  approaching  them  with  alarming  speed  —  or  at  least,  Demi imagined  that  it  would  have  been  alarming  if  it  hadn’t  been  so  interesting.    She immediately  took  notice  of  this  exciting  development.    Clarence  Darby  was  clearly trying to do everything in his power not to take notice.   He averted his eyes from the person who was bearing down on them, instead looking only directly ahead or directly behind  him,  an  attempt  to  reassure  himself  that  his  charge  had  not  somehow disappeared in the short span of seconds he’d had his eyes off of her. 

Demi could not help but feel that he was being a little thick.  The person in front of them was certainly headed directly toward them, but Darby behaved as if she wouldn’t be able to see him if he didn’t look directly at her. 

“Why  is  she  coming  this  way,”  Demi  heard  Darby  mutter  to  himself.    It  did  not really sound like a question.  “She can not possibly have business with us.” 

The  ‘she’  in  question  was  a  small  but  smart  looking  woman  dressed  in  a  crisp, 

authoritative, and immediately recognizable uniform.  There was braid on one shoulder and a short capelet over the other, but the most striking element of all was the gleaming badge in the area directly over her heart.  She was an officer of the Pinnacle Guard, the security and law enforcement apparatus that served the Seat of Law.   She was vested with the power to drag people off to jail — even Lords of the Curia if their offenses were grave enough.  What business she had with the two of them, Demi could not say. 

The small lady seemed to be a study in opposites. 

She had doe eyes and a sweet face, and fluffy silvery white hair pulled into two low pigtails,  but  that  baby  face  was  set  into  very  firm  lines.    She  gave  the  immediate impression that she was more than capable of using the heavy baton that hung at her waist,  even  against  a  substantially  larger  opponent.    The  Pinnacle  Guard  was  an  elite organization.  To even be considered one had to have an exemplary record of service in another  policing  organization,  and  then  be  recommended  by  a  superior.    Candidates then underwent grueling training before they qualified to wear the prestigious uniform. 

Demi had learned all of this while researching the Pinnacle Guard for a story that she had been working on. 

It was all fascinating stuff. 

Looking at her, Demi was certain that this small officer had experienced a great deal of hardship during her career because of her small frame and her baby face. 

As another small person with a baby face, Demi felt an immediate kinship with her. 

She  was  on  the  side  of  this  small  policewoman,  even  if  the  lady  had  arrived  to  take Demi directly to jail. 

It was all interesting, regardless. 

Demi  hoped  she  wasn't  about  to  be  dragged  off  to  the  gaol  —  although  honestly, sitting  in  a  cell  would  probably  be  more  enjoyable  than  being  exhibited  as  an impeccably  dressed  accessory  for  Lord  Lysander.    After  all,  she'd  never  been  to  jail before.  The novelty was interesting in itself.  As she was still a juvenile, would she go to juvenile hall?   Did the Pinnacle have a juvenile hall?   The question was a compelling one. 

Fortunately or unfortunately, Demi discovered that she was apparently not the focus of the small officer’s attention. 

“Clarence  Darby,”  the  officer  said,  brandishing  a  very  official  looking  document, 

“You have been served with a demand summons issued by the Marchioness Carter.  It is my duty to inform you that you will appear before her immediately or suffer penalty of incarceration  and  punishment,  which  may  include  permanent  expulsion  from  the Pinnacle.” 

Clarence  Darby  practically  shrieked,  stepping  back  half  a  pace  and  drawing  his hands to his mouth, as if he intended to bite all of his nails at once.  “But I’m currently engaged  in  an  errand  under  the  direct  order  of  Count  Serraffield!    This  is  the  young Lady  Serraffield  herself!    I'm  acting  as  her  guide  and  guardian  until  she  is  officially squired!” he protested, showing a bit too much of the whites of his eyes.   “She is in a most delicate position, being newly arrived to the City and unfamiliar with the ways of the capitol.” 

The  officer  was  not  moved.    “I  am  sympathetic  to  your  predicament,”  she  said gravely.   “But a demand summons trumps all but an order by one of the twelve peers. 

You will present yourself to the Marchioness, or you will be detained.”  She paused, and looked Demi over carefully. “If you wish, after I escort Mr. Darby to his audience with the Marchioness, I can take you wherever you like.” 

Demi smiled and started to speak, but Clarence Darby cut her off. 

“Absolutely  not!”  he  said  with  shrill  passion.    When  he  realized  the  officer  was giving  him  a  dead-eyed  stare,  he  panicked  again.    “What  I  mean  to  say  is,  while  the offer is very generous,” he leaned forward to eye her name badge, “Officer Fury — “ he stumbled. 

“Flurry,” she answered dryly, crossing her arms over her chest.  “Jill Flurry.” 

“Officer  Flurry,”  he  said,  correcting  himself,  “Your  offer  is  very  generous,  but  my lordship’s  orders  were  very  clear.    Lady  Serraffield  requires,”  he  paused,  apparently debating his next word carefully.  At last he said, “Supervision.” 

Demi was unable to prevent her eyes from rolling.  They did so of their own accord. 

Clarence Darby took no notice of her reaction.  Officer Flurry’s eyes flicked sideways briefly, making Demi believe that she had seen the eye roll.   Demi had already taken a liking to the pint-sized officer who was so big on her responsibilities.  Demi didn't want Officer  Flurry  to  come  away  with  the  impression  that  she  really   was  a  spoiled, 

troublemaking  princess  who  required  constant  supervision,  but  her  eye  rolling  had been  an  absolutely   unavoidable  reflex.    Clarence  Darby  was  being  sickeningly patronizing.  Demi lacked both the ability and the desire to curb her exasperation. 

Whatever Officer Flurry’s private thoughts were with regard to Demi’s situation, she kept them to herself, and didn't push back against Darby’s rebuff. 

But the equerry was still fretting over other matters. 

“What could the Marchioness want with me!?” he lamented, deeply distressed.   He looked as if he might be physically ill. 

“I’m afraid I am not privy to that information,” the lady officer said, her grim look now totally fixed.  She was standing ramrod straight, the summons thrust out in front of her so he was forced to confront it. 

Demi  did  not  think  that  Clarence  Darby  had  expected  any  sort  of  reasonable explanation  from  Officer  Flurry.    He  was  simply  venting  in  an  attempt  to  control  his anxiety.  But she had apparently run out of courtesy for him when he had turned away her offer of assistance.  Now she was all business. 

Watching  Darby  fret,  Demi  almost  felt  a  little  bad  about  things.    He  was  a  little obnoxious, certainly, but as far as she knew, he was just following her father’s orders. 

Demi didn't really want anything bad to happen to him.   She just wanted to be rid of him, even if only for a little while.  But then she recalled that he had sent Robert Grave packing with an order from her father and she felt slightly less sympathetic.  Even if he was just following her father’s orders, he was sort of a jerk. 

She didn’t wish him ill, but so long as his life wasn’t in danger and the most he faced was a period of anxiety and discomfort, she would not move to intervene. 

(There was little she could do, regardless.   She was only an heir, not even a squire yet, let alone a Lord of the Curia.)

Besides, Darby wasn't even good as a tour guide, since he refused to let her stop and look  at  the  things  she  was  interested  in.  Instead,  he  hurried  her  along,  as  if  he  had  a switch to her heels, and he was so nervous about absolutely everything that it left her feeling exhausted just being in his general vicinity. 

She could do with a vacation from Clarence Darby, and she was infinitely grateful to 

the unknown Marchioness Carter for furnishing that possibility. 

For his part, it seemed as if Mr. Darby had finally come to terms with his situation. 

He sighed, and seemed to deflate utterly. 

“If  it's  a  demand  summons,  then  I  have  no  choice,”  he  said.    “I'll  go  to  the Marchioness  immediately,  but  before  that,  I  must  make  sure  that  the  young  Lady Serraffield has been left in a secure location.” 

“All  right,”  said  the  officer,  after  a  brief  glance  at  Demi.    “I'll  escort  you  to  Count Serraffield’s petite demesne so you can verify that she is safe and secure there, and then I'll  take  you  directly  to  the  Marchioness.”  She  narrowed  her  eyes.    “I  hope  you  do understand  that  if  you  attempt  to  flee  or  further  delay  your  meeting  with  the Marchioness, I will detain you.” 

Clarence Darby gave a nervous little shiver, as if he might be allergic to the idea of incarceration. 

“Agreed,” he said, fidgeting with the knot of his tie.  “Lady Serraffield, I’m sorry for the inconvenience, but will you please follow me?” 

Demi  looked  on  impassively.    She  wasn't  entirely  sure  of  where  she  stood  with Officer Flurry, but this was probably not the best place to make a scene.   She had very little to gain, and quite a lot to lose.  It was best to continue playing the part of the bored princess.  That was the safest choice at the moment. 

“Very well,” she said, daintily covering her mouth to conceal a yawn. 

Demi hoped that wherever Clarence Darby ‘secured’ her, she would be left up to her own  devices  until  his  audience  with  the  Marchioness  was  finished.    If  she  were  left alone,  then  she  could  get  up  to  some  exploration  and  investigation  —   without supervision. 

It wasn’t as if she planned to go haplessly wandering around the whole of the Seat of Law.  The tower was a dangerous place to investigate.  She knew as much even given her scant experience with the Pinnacle, but she also knew that she would be safe if she remained in her father’s petite demesne.  That was inviolable territory.  The only person who might have harmed her in such a place was her father himself. 

Which was not absolutely outside the realm of possibility, given —

Well, given everything. 

But he had never done so, not once in her entire life, regardless of what he thought of her actions.   Demi herself had never been physically hurt as a means of discipline, although she had been restrained and confined.   The methods of control exercised on her were of a more subtle nature. 

And  she  was  used  to  them.    She  had  already  decided  to  accept  whatever punishment might await her as a consequence of her investigation even before she had boarded the train to come to the City.  That was the depth of her resolve. 

And her words had an immediate effect on her situation. 

Having received her (admittedly vague) blessing, Clarence Darby flew like an arrow through the halls of the Curia, his rapid steps nervously ringing against the floor.   He was apparently taking the officer’s threats of permanent expulsion very seriously.  That was probably wise. 

Jill Flurry seemed like the sort of person who  ought to be taken seriously. 

Darby was now moving at such a clip that Demi and Jill Flurry had to practically jog to keep up with him as he raced along the labyrinthine hallways of the tower’s petite demesnes. 

After  a  complex  series  of  turns,  the  three  of  them  arrived  in  an  area  that  seemed slightly  familiar  to  Demi.    It  was  the  sovereign  territory  of  the  Serraffields  within  the Seat of Law, their petite demesne.   Demi had only been there twice before.   Her father had  not  been  particularly  enthusiastic  about  having  children  underfoot  at  the  seat  of government. 

She saw no one she knew. 

To be true, she saw no one at all.   Every member of her father’s staff seemed to be absent or cloistered behind closed doors.  It was a little off-putting. 

But then, she had never expected a grand welcome. 

Clarence Darby seemed unperturbed by the relative desertion of the suite.  His mind was perhaps on other matters. 

He led her directly to a closed door and then fished out a key to unlock it. 

“If  you  don't  mind,  please  wait  here  until  you're  retrieved,  Lady  Serraffield,”  he said.  “I'm sure you’ll be very comfortable.  If it turns out that the Marchioness requires my  attendance  for  more  than  a  few  minutes,  then  I’ll  dispatch  someone  to  get  you  as soon  as  I  have  a  free  moment.    Under  no  other  circumstances  should  you  leave  this room.”    He  glanced  sidelong  at  their  escort,  who  looked  ready  to  drag  him  off  if  he didn't get going on his own. 

Demi sighed and then nodded. 

“I’ll defer to your judgement on this issue,” she said blandly. 

As  she  moved  toward  the  room,  she  felt  a  light  touch  on  her  arm.    It  was  Officer Flurry.  She had put the official summons under her arm and was scribbling something onto a notepad.  She handed it to Demi. 

“That’s  my  phone  number  and  contact  information,  Lady  Serraffield,”  she  said seriously.   “You can call on me at any time if you need assistance.   Before I leave, I'm going to verify, it is by choice that you're entering this room, correct?” 

Demi smiled wanly.  It was a difficult question.  She could not help but think back to the question the boy on the train had asked, during that strange, silent moment. 

 “Will  you  swear  that  all  that  you  do,  you  do  by  your  own  choice?    Will  you  take responsibility for your own fate?” 

She hadn't done much of anything at all since leaving the train that had really been her own choice.  Her father was an expert at coercing desired behavior out of her.  She understood what the consequences were for perceived rebellion. 

But to be fair, she knew that there was another choice.   She could refuse to perform as expected and be disowned and expelled from the family.   That always remained an option.   But she had no place to go and no other way to be.   Besides, she couldn't run from herself.  She was a Serraffield, and she owed service to the world as compensation for her privileged upbringing. 

So she nodded seriously. 

“I am acting of my own free will,” she said. 

Officer Flurry did not appear to be wholly satisfied, but she seemed willing to accept Demi’s word.  Meanwhile, Darby nervously motioned her toward the open door. 

Demi was an expert at following the rules and getting her way at the same time.  She could  jump  through  hoops,  dot  i’s,  cross  t’s  and  still  end  up  doing  what  she  wanted (mostly).  Her intention was to promptly exit the room as soon as Mr. Darby was out of earshot.    She  had  an  even  greater  desire  to  explore  now  that  her  chaperone  had expressly forbidden it. 

(The council of Demi was in full agreement on this point.) Besides, even if she was caught, she could always feign ignorance, flightiness, and innocent confusion.    Acting as if she had no brain at all in her skull was one of the best cards  she  had  to  play,  and  along  with  eccentricity,  allowed  her  a  free  pass  for misbehavior that would otherwise be punished severely. 

As she was contemplating her plans in the doorway, Clarence Darby apparently at last  lost  patience  with  her  and  practically  shoved  her  into  the  room  with  a  muffled 

“pardon me, my lady,” as he did. 

As soon as Demi was through the door she heard it shut behind her, and then the rapid  turn  and  click  of  the  lock.    She  turned  on  her  heel  and  tried  the  handle  with  a vague sort of resignation.  It was indeed locked, as she had expected, and there was no apparent  way  to  unlock  it  without  a  key.      It  was  unfortunate  that  she  had  not  yet learned to pick locks.  She resolved to move that skill to the top of her list of priorities. 

Still, there would be no lock-picking today. 

So much for investigation and exploration. 

Outside  the  door,  she  could  hear  a  muffled  conversation.    It  sounded  like  Officer Flurry was having words with Clarence Darby.   Still, after a moment, the voices faded, and  it  became  clear  that  the  officer  had  hauled  him  off,  presumably  to  his nonconsensual appointment. 

With the understanding that she was now on her own, Demi promptly opened her bag to retrieve her hair clip and clipped it back into her hair at its accustomed place. 

 Let’s hope Mr. Darby is so frazzled by his experience that he doesn’t notice,  she thought to herself. 

But then, could he really force her to take her hair clip off? 

It might be a battle worth fighting. 

Time would tell. 

Demi turned her attention back to her surroundings. 

As  a  waiting  room,  it  left  quite  a  bit  to  be  desired.    It  was  fortunate  that  she  had brought her own reading material.  The room felt as if it had been made for the express purpose  of  contemplating  one’s  sins  —  there  was  precious  little  else  to  contemplate, after all. 

The  room  was  small  —  more  like  a  cell  than  anything  else  —  plain,  with  no windows, not even the interior windows that were so common in megastructures.  The door  behind  her  opened  outward,  which  made  the  small  room  feel  even  more  closet-like.    There  was  a  single  folding  chair  and  nothing  else  of  interest  or  substance  other than a small painting that hung on the wall opposite the door. 

The  scale  of  the  painting  required  her  to  move  until  she  was  standing  directly  in front of it to puzzle out the subject.  It was a dark canvas with several vaguely menacing figures  gathered  in  a  circle  around  an  open  pit,  which  appeared  to  have  large, misshapen teeth jutting out around the rim.  Underneath the painting was a brass plate with one word:  Urheimat. 

As  Demi  stood  with  her  hands  folded  behind  her  back,  staring  at  the  inscrutable painting,  she  heard  the  delicate  sound  of  bells.    The  sound  was  regular,  slow,  and ritualistic, as if something strange was approaching from a long way off.  It was a queer sound in the small, generally featureless room. 

At the sound, Demi turned around, and that was when she saw the veiled lady. 

It was a bizarre experience.  Demi had not heard the lock turn nor the door open, but there was someone standing before the closed door, as still and lovely as water. 

The woman was clad totally in white, in semi-transparent fabric that fluidly fell over 

the lines and curves of her body, and ultimately concealed very little of her shape.  Even her  face  was  covered  by  layers  of  a  long  diaphanous  veil  that  nearly  brushed  the ground before her.   The features of her face could be picked out under her veil, for the fabric  had  been  drawn  and  fastened  loosely  over  it,  but  they  remained  hazy  and indistinct.    Demi  could  not  have  said  what  the  woman  looked  like  under  the  veil, although what little exposed skin she did have at her extremities was a medium olive in tone.  Demi guessed, but could not be certain, that her hair was dark.  That was all she could determine about the veiled lady. 

That and the fact that she was shockingly, arrestingly beautiful. 

It was something that Demi understood, even having only seen her through the mist of her all-covering and yet barely concealing clothing. 

It all felt fantastic, and a little unreal, or perhaps hyper real, as if this lady were the statuary of Antonio Corradini come to life. 

There were anklets on the veiled lady’s bare feet which were the apparent source of the sound of tiny bells. 

Demi was still reflecting on this woman’s entrancing and compelling beauty when she realized that the veiled lady was speaking. 

She had a low, smooth voice that made Demi think of the sound of hushed call and response prayer in church. 

“I have come to fetch you, Lady Serraffield,” was what she said. 

“Ah!” Demi squeaked in a most undignified way, completely caught off guard that she was the object of interest for this genuine madonna.   She flushed and struggled to recover herself. 

“Mr. Darby isn't coming back?” she asked. 

“Circumstances  have  caused  him  to  be  detained  beyond  his  reckoning,”  she  said, and her manner was grave and stately.  “He will not return for some time.  I have been asked to escort you to a different room, where you may wait in comfort.” 

Demi was honestly relieved to be deprived of Clarence Darby, even for an extended period of time.  She needed a break from her father’s uptight equerry. 

Besides that, the small room where she had been left was  mind-numbingly boring.  It was  so  hopelessly  boring  that  Demi  felt  that  she  had  totally  exhausted  its  minimal charms in the six and a half minutes she had thus far been confined there.     While Demi was  a  very  inventive  person  and  had  prodigious  scope  for  imagination,  the undiscovered wonders hidden past the horizon of the closed door were too tantalizing for her to be content with the folding chair and  urheimat. 

She was in one of the most interesting locations in the entire world, but she felt as if she  had  been  locked  inside  a  nondescript  broom  closet  (nondescript  apart  from  an excessively  weird  painting  —  exactly  whose  homeland  was  that  supposed  to  be?). 

Anywhere,  even   imminent  doom,  would  be  better  than  the  locked  closet.    At  least imminent doom was likely to be interesting. 

Suffice it to say, Demi had never seen the veiled lady among her father’s entourage. 

The  veiled  lady  was  a  person  who  could  not  be  forgotten  once  she  had  been  seen, regardless of the state of her dress or undress.  Demi could not say beyond a reasonable doubt that the veiled lady represented her father's interests, although it was certain that she  had  at  the  very  least  the  ability  to  unlock  doors  that  Clarence  Darby  had  locked behind him. 

But  Demi  also  recognized  that  her  father’s  interests  were  not  necessarily   her interests,  no  matter  how  often  they  naturally  aligned  due  to  their  direct  familial  ties. 

Following this woman’s directions without outside confirmation that she was a member of  Count  Serraffield’s  entourage  could  possibly  be  dangerous.    Metropoly  was  not  a kind City, and Demi knew that she had value primarily as a piece to be used by other people, at least until the time of her majority. 

And yet. 

Demi had a general idea of what awaited her with the return of Clarence Darby.  She knew that she could not really avoid the future that was laid out before her.  That future had been determined at the time of her birth, and possibly before it.  She had very little freedom  of  choice  and  much  of  what  appeared  to  offer  her  novelty  and  variety  were illusions.  She might choose small detours here or there, she might assert her will in the way she chose to walk down this singular path, but she could not change the path itself. 

She  was  unfortunately  accustomed  to  having  many  things  in  her  life  decided  for  her, with no concern for her own wishes. 

But  she  refused  to  passively  accept  the  futility  of  her  position,  she  refused  to  be 

slowly pushed forward by the inevitable tide of her predetermined life. 

Besides,  if  things  went  very  south,  she  could  always  call  the  police.    She  had  Jill Flurry’s number in her pocket, and she had already memorized it. 

And so, when the veiled lady asked, “Will you follow me?” 

She did not even need to consult the council of Demi. 

 A short life and a merry one,  Demi thought. 

But she said, “Yes.” 

She  would  follow  whatever  rabbits  chanced  to  cross  her  path,  regardless  of  their color. 

Even if there were only one chance in the uncountable infinity that a genuinely new page might be read after this one was turned, she would take that chance. 





in the Study of Eve

 once upon a time there was a story, and that story was a story about stories. 

“Please  wait  here  until  you  are  called  on,”  said  the  veiled  lady  and  Demi  only managed a distracted nod as the woman retreated in a soft chorus of bells and left her alone in a breathtaking room. 

It was all light and color, like being inside a jewel box.  The walls were like the walls of a conservatory or greenhouse, all glass seamed with metal, but instead of being clear, the glass was all colored in rich shades of green and blue and red and gold.  Each great frame of the windows was a complex picture in stained glass, and the panels in between were decorated with scenes of fruits and flowers and trees.  It seemed as if the windows were dedicated to scenes from myth, as Demi saw fairies and unicorns depicted among 

the green leaves of light. 

Demi put her bag down on the ground and breathed in the feeling of the place with her skin. 

She  turned  around  and  around,  her  arms  spread  wide,  enjoying  the  feeling  of dancing  inside  a  box  of  jewels  and  light.    The  floor  was  a  beautiful  wooden  parquet made of subtle shades of brown.  It was not ostentatious enough to draw interest away from  the  astonishing  windows,  but  Demi  realized  that  there  were  figures  of  flowers underfoot there too. 

It was like a room from a dream, and Demi adored it. 

There  was  one  window  of  clear  glass  amid  all  the  jeweled  windows;  one  window that seemed as if it had been built for looking out rather than turning inward. 

It was roughly oval, an elongated octagon cut like a gemstone.  It had a deep, broad sill, almost like a window seat, one that extended away from the wall in an egg shape. 

The  seat  and  the  muntins  that  divided  the  facets  of  the  window  were  a  reddish  gold that seemed illuminated by the western sun.   The muntins looked like lines of golden thread sewn to frame the picture of the window. 

The tall, stained glass windows that flanked the observation window rose up toward the curved, vaulted ceiling.   Like the other windows in the room, they depicted scenes from myth, using lapis and emerald glass to tell a definite story.  The room was roughly divided  into  two  halves  by  the  observation  window,  split  like  the  hemispheres  of  a globe.   The two windows that flanked the observation window on either side were the tallest and grandest of the stained glass windows, and both were framed with gnarled limbs bearing fruit and flowers.  The stories told by the two halves of the room were not mirrors,  but  perhaps  analogues.    The  stained  glass  windows  on  the  right  side  of  the room as she faced the window seemed to tell the story of a girl whose truth had been found  inside  the  fleshy  middle  of  a  pomegranate.    The  windows  on  the  left  had  a similarity  about  them,  an  echo  without  sameness.    They  told  the  story  of  a  girl  who found her truth in the shadow of an apple tree. 

This room was clearly meant for quiet thought.  There were several deep club chairs and  arm  chairs  arranged  variously  around  the  room,  and  tasseled  pillows  lay  in  the chairs and scattered across the floor in idle, hedonistic piles.  There was an interlocking pattern on the rug, a hilbert curve punctuated by stylized flowers that might have been roses  or  tulips.    Other  than  the  light  that  came  through  the  stained  glass  and  the 

observation  window,  this  room  was  lit  by  lamps  with  shades  of  colored  glass  which depicted either flowers, or insects.  Demeter Serraffield did not know until later that this room was called “the Study of Eve.” 

It seemed to Demi that the jewel box room was some person’s private treasure. She felt  it,  instinctively.    This  room  had  been  very  carefully  cultivated,  very  carefully curated,  and  then  very  carefully  arranged.    Although  Demi  did  not  labor  under  the delusion that it had been arranged for her personal pleasure, she loved it as itself, as its own thing, with abandoned disregard for the person who had arranged it.   The study might  have  been  the  personal  property  of  the  devil  himself  and  she  wouldn't  have minded it. 

It  put  her  at  ease  —  more  at  ease  than  she  had  been  before,  certainly.    She  took  a deep breath, then let it out.   This room even smelled of fruit and honey, and a strange dustiness  that  was  not  indicative  of  either  a  lack  of  tidiness  or  a  lack  of  use.    It  was queer, but not uncomfortable. 

After  some  moments  passed  as  she  moved  around  the  room,  examining  the windows  and  the  furnishings,  it  became  clear  that  Demi’s  chaperone  would  be  some time,  if  he  came  at  all.    The  veiled  lady  hadn't  locked  Demi  into  the  bejeweled  room, and yet Demi had no strong desire to leave it.  She was far away from her father’s petite demesne, and so any investigation she did would be for pleasure rather than purpose, and the room of stained glass was pleasurable in itself. 

Having decided that she would stay in the beautiful room for the time being, Demi went to the egg shaped window seat, kicked off her shoes, and crawled into it, looking out over the City below. 

It  was  enough  to  make  her  shiver  with  delight  and  let  out  a  high,  nervous  giggle, and she pressed her fingertips against the window, peering out like a child on her first train ride. 

In the wide circular break in the feathery mist that hung just below the Pinnacle, she could  see  the  bulge  of  the  great  City  beneath  her,  gilded  by  the  light  of  the  late afternoon  sun.    This  small  room  was  above  the  dome  of  the  arcology,  and  seemed  to hang over nothing, almost by magic. 

It was a strange picture, and she somehow felt as if she alone of all the people in the world  had  looked  upon  it.    It  was  like  looking  over  an  impossibly  high  wall  and catching  a  glimpse  of  untold  numbers  of  marvels  and  horrors  that  had  not  yet  been 

described  or  catalogued  by  the  powers  of  mankind,  things  that  could  only  be understood as half formed dreams or fancies.  It felt like creeping on stage during a play and looking off to the sides to see the hidden activity in the wings, or like being among marionettes and looking up to see the movement of the strings. 

She had an inexplicable feeling that she was looking upon a thing that she saw, but did  not  properly  comprehend,  as  if  she  had  witnessed  some  profound  secret  that  she could not make sense of.   The dizzying view gave her a sense of vertigo, and she sat back on her feet, trying to make sense of what she had seen and yet not understood. 

But  there  were  easier  thoughts  too  —  thoughts  of  pleasure  and  amusement  and fancy. 

She certainly had the high seat now.   She was high in the Pinnacle, in the crown of Metropoly, like a princess in a tower, looking down at the tops of the clouds. 

This was really the ideal spot to read.  Demi pulled her bag up into the seat with her and dug into it.   She had two books with her.   One was  the Swallow, naturally.   More than two books would have been a heavy weight to have on her shoulder all day, when one accounted for all the other things she had managed to stow away.   Besides, Robert Grave had chided her when he had seen her trying to somehow fit five books into her bag along with her other treasures. 

“It's not as if you’ll be away from your books for that long, my lady,” he had said. 

“They've all been packed up and sent ahead.  Choose your favorite and I’ll put the rest into your luggage.” 

Of  course,  they  both  knew  that  she  didn't  have  to  choose  a  favorite.    Her  favorite was readily apparent, and that was part of the problem. 

“But what if I end up somewhere and I don't have the right book on me?” she had asked, biting her lip. “I’ll hate it if I want it and I don't have it with me.” 

“I’m sure you’ll survive, little mistress,” Robert Grave had said with a slow smile. 

“We must all make our little sacrifices.” 

She had wheedled and waxed poetic and made very picturesque pleading faces, and at last he had relented.  She was allowed to pack two books in her shoulder bag, rather than one.   As it was, two had been pushing the limit.   Her precious bag was stuffed to bursting, with socks, silverware, a small blanket, a rescue inhaler, twine, scissors, a first 

aid kit, a portable game system, important letters and cards, jewelry, shiny stones and other small treasures, and a beloved pair of slippers. 

A Forest Girl was always prepared, after all. 

She really ought to take time to pamper her beloved bag once she got settled in her new room.   It had been going the distance like a champion.   She would clean it with saddle  soap  and  condition  it  —  or  whatever  one  did  to  pamper  a  leather  bag.    She wasn’t  entirely  clear  on  it  herself,  as  her  personal  maid  had  been  in  charge  of  such things while she still lived at Forest Home. 

But Mariana had not come with her to the City.   She was safe back at Forest Home, keeping Demi’s things in order at that grand estate. 

Demi would have to ask a knowledgeable person about the pampering of bags.  She didn’t mind doing it herself.  Her bag was a dependable companion and was deserving of her care. 

Looking  down  at  the  two  books  that  lay  on  the  sill  before  her,  Demi  felt  an uncomfortable itch in a place she could not scratch. 

She had been right.  She had been right! 

Neither  of  the  books  she  had  brought  suited  the  room  or  her  mood,  the  strange string  of  events  that  had  brought  her  to  this  place,  the  fluttery  nervousness  in  her stomach.   She couldn't read.   Not these books.   Not now.   Not even  the Swallow  would do.    She  needed  something  new,  something  enticing,  something  she  had  never  read before. 

Only the seduction of novelty might have cured this case of maddening anxiety. 

She ought to have known. 

A little forlorn, she patted them both apologetically.  It wasn't the fault of the books after all. 

And then she looked out over the City again. 

She  leaned  against  the  window,  silk  stockinged  knees  pressed  against  the  sill,  and 

ran  her  fingers  back  over  her  sleekly  pinned  hair.    She  pressed  her  teeth  against  her lower lip and came to a decision. 

 It’s better to ask forgiveness than permission,  she thought to herself. 

That was often the common consensus of the council of Demi. 

It was also too late in the afternoon for anyone to redress her act of rebellion.   Not enough time remained to force her to change before the meeting.   They would have to accept her as she was. 

Demi had a very acute sense of when it was the right time to gamble. 

She  was  just  pulling  the  last  of  the  pins  from  her  hair  when  she  heard  a  quiet footstep behind her and apologized with a guilty laugh.   “I’m sorry,” she said with an easy mixture of mild self-chastisement and sweet, impish charm.   She felt more herself than she had since stepping off the train at Grand Central.  Even in this unfamiliar city, she was getting her feet again.   “I know you went to an awful lot of trouble to have me arranged just so, and I know it was my father’s express wish, but this just isn’t me.   I look better like this.  It’s more honest, even if it is less professional.  I’ll be sure and take all the responsibility for my choice.  Mea culpa, mea culpa, mea maxima — ” 

As  she  turned  to  beg  forgiveness  from  her  stuffy  equerry,  the  mass  of  her  curly brown  hair  tumbled  down  her  shoulders  and  settled  like  a  long  mantle  behind  her. 

Framed by the light of the window, with her hands clasped behind her back and a shy smile of contrition, she made a very striking picture. 



; 

(This was calculated, naturally.  She knew how to put herself at advantage.) But it was not the equerry who stood before her.   It was her reader: the tall, serious man in the serious suit. 

“Lord  Eisenreich!”  she  cried  in  astonishment,  the  color  rising  to  her  cheeks.    “I’m sorry, I thought you were Mr. Darby.” 

(It was genuine astonishment, a genuine flush, and genuine squirming.  She had put herself at advantage to dull the anxiety of her father’s nervous equerry, not to exhibit herself before the cool and remote Iron Duke.   She felt a little ridiculous, like a pigeon parading in front of a mirror.   Certainly, he did not have the least interest in how she chose to arrange her hair.)

He had been looking at her blankly as she squirmed in place, but then he seemed to come to himself at once, and his eyes focused on her again. 

“I  am  not  Mr.  Darby,”  he  agreed  shortly,  and  studied  her.  “You’re  right,”  he  said after a moment of thought. “It does suit you better that way.” 

The  way  he  said  it  was  frank  and  disinterested,  as  if  he  were  making  a  plain  and bare statement of fact.   He apparently did not intend for it to be a compliment, merely an observation, and so was not the least bit uncomfortable making it.   After all, he had not said he liked it, merely that it suited her.   Depending on how he regarded her, this might  make  the  remark  cutting  rather  than  generous.    Demi  read  and  understood  all this in his eyes and his voice and his words, and she trembled a little inside the shell of herself. 

His words were not really the sort of thing to set a girl’s heart aflutter. 

Eisenreich himself was not particularly well cast as the type of romantic figure that might have been appealing to a girl her age.  Barring the attractiveness of his authority and  position,  he  had  little  to  recommend  him.    He  was  not  what  other  people  would have  called  handsome,  although  she  found  him  appealing.    He  was  not  genial.    His manners  were  brusque  and  curt.    He  did  not  seem  like  the  sort  of  man  who  was accustomed to either giving or receiving empty flattery.   He was very dry and aloof, a man in late middle age with a reputation for being dreary, dull, hard, and unfriendly, with  a  direct  and  exacting  nature,  and  as  her  father’s  equerry  had  put  it:  an   intense disposition. 

And yet. 

Inside the fragile shell of her body, her membranous heart trembled. 

She lit up from the inside. 

He had not given her an empty platitude.   He had given her a simple, grave truth: one small moment of recognition and acceptance.  He had spoken honestly, and she had understood him. 

Demi  flushed  more  deeply  and  brought  her  hands  to  her  cheeks  involuntarily, conscious  of,  and  embarrassed  by  the  fact  that  she  had  lit  up  so  obviously.    It  was dangerous  to  give  so  much  of  herself  away  so  easily,  particularly  to  a  man  she  knew very little about and whom she had only met an hour previous. 

No matter how much she wanted to. 

“Ah, I’m sorry,” she repeated, and squirmed in place again.   “Please excuse me.   I think the light of the window has dazzled my eyes.” 

It was a silly excuse, but she depended upon it. 

She  retreated  from  the  sill,  and  scrambled  from  one  strange  seat  to  another.    She settled  herself  on  the  arm  of  a  plush  chair  with  a  diamond  pattern  across  it.    Once situated, she got hold of herself, folding her hands in her lap.   She didn’t wait for the silence between them to become uncomfortable, but instead promptly asked, “What do you think of  ‘The Swallow Who Fell in Love with the Moon?’” 

Her conversation was as active as a squirrel naturally, and even more so when she was feeling a bit shy and awkward. 

His brows drew together briefly again and she hastened to explain. 

“You  were  reading  it  this  morning  in  the  lift,”  she  said.    “It’s  been  one  of  my favorites for a long time.   I brought my own copy with me from home,” she turned to nod  toward  the  sill,  where  a  copy  of  the  same  book  lay.    “  —  and  some  others  of Evangeline  Belmont’s,  although  I  had  to  pack  them.    They  sent  my  luggage  off  some place, I suppose to my father’s house.”   And then it at last dawned on her.   “Oh, I am sorry,”  she  said.  “I’ve  been  very  rude.    I’m  Demeter  Serraffield,  Lord  Serraffield’s 

daughter.”  She stood and crossed the space between them to offer her hand. 

“I know,” he answered almost absently, taking her hand briefly and giving it a single firm shake. 

This brought the wicked tail of her smile back to her face. 

“You’re certainly full of surprises, Lord Eisenreich,” she said with a laugh that was as  easy  as  the  sun  on  a  lizard’s  back  in  the  warm  grass.    “Reading  romances,  telling jokes, knowing my name.   A person might even begin to expect that you’d come into this room for no other reason than to talk to me.” 

“That  is  the  reason  I  came  into  this  room,”  he  said,  direct  and  brusque,  and apparently still totally unconcerned. 

She might have been fluttering, but he was a rock.   He was immovable, inviolable stable craton.  He was the oldest rock in the world. 

Then he frowned, as if he had tasted something sour.   “I would prefer you not call me that,” he said. 

Demi went from a moment of rosy surprise and twittery fluttering to the bright and insufferable satisfaction of a cat that had just caught a bird.   She gleamed like the fine edge of a knife. She had found her footing again.  He had issued an invitation, whether or not he regarded it as such. 

“And  what  shall  I  call  you  then?”  she  asked,  leaning  forward  a  little,  so  that  she could  look  up  into  his  face  as  she  teased  him.    It  was  one  of  her  favorite  tactics  with people  who  were  taller  than  she  was,  which  amounted  to  practically  everybody  over the  age  of  twelve.    This  time  her  question   was  rhetorical,  because  she  continued  on without waiting for an answer.  “I don’t know your given name, but I’m terribly good at guessing  games.    You  can  call  me  Demi  if  you  like,”  she  imparted  breezily,  barely sparing a moment for this nicety before dancing forward on her feet, keen on playing and  winning  the  game  she’d  just  invented.  “Is  your  name  Claudius?    Diocletian? 

Valerian?  Septimius?  What  about  Hadrian?    Well  then,  let’s  try  something  a  little  less Roman.   How do you feel about Constantine? Hannibal? Seigfreid? Demetri? Richard? 

Benedict? Bartolomeo? Ivan? Igor? Allistair? Barnabus? Atilla? Charlemagne?  You look like  you  might  possibly  be  a  Khan  of  some  kind  or  another  —  no?    Well  then,  is  it Eadwig? Hrothgar? Wulf? Could you be Frederick Barbarossa?  Probably not, given that you don't have a fiery red beard.  It would be Frederick Barbanera, wouldn’t it — “

He  apparently  sensed  that  she  was  ready  to  keep  guessing  for  an  interminable length of time so he broke in. 

“Matthias,” he said, raising both of his hands as if to ward her off.  “My given name is Matthias.   You may call me Doctor Eisenreich or Director Eisenreich.   That’s what I prefer.” 

She stopped listening at a part of the conversation that was convenient for her. 

“Matthias,” she repeated, and it gave her a little thrill.   “I suppose I’d have gotten through  all  the  saints  eventually.    I  like  it,”  she  declared  categorically.    “Matthias Eisenreich.  It has a good sound to it.” 

He  raised  an  eyebrow  but  his  face  was  otherwise  neutral.    “I’m  flattered  that  you approve of it, Miss Serraffield.” 

“That won’t do, you know,” she said, clicking her tongue.   “How am I going to get away with calling you Matthias and scandalizing positively everyone living and dead if you don’t call me Demi?” she wondered, chiding him. 

“That’s simple,” he said flatly. “You will not get away with it.” 

When  she  was  about  to  puff  out  her  cheeks  and  begin  an  inspired  pout,  a  third person entered the room.   Demi again expected her missing equerry (who was at that moment  frantically  searching  the  whole  of  the  Seat  of  Law  for  her)  but  it  was  a  pale, slender  girl  with  rose  colored  eyes  who  appeared.    She  was  incredibly  striking,  with opaline  silver  hair  that  seemed  almost  iridescent  under  the  stained  glass  light  of  the study.   Her long hair flowed like silk behind her, part of it tied up in two twin tails.   It floated  out  a  bit  on  either  side  of  her,  as  if  it  were  lazing  in  water  or  otherwise  only vaguely concerned with gravity.   Even upon first glance of this young lady, one thing became immediately clear: she has the feeling of being a princess. 

This  was  quite  apart  from  how  she  looked,  although  she  was  incredibly  beautiful, and she had a strange, ethereal feeling about her.   It also did not have anything to do with how she was dressed, although she was wearing a very elaborately ruffled dress in cherry blossom pink, trimmed beautifully in lace and pearls. 

It was something in her bearing, in her presence.   That something seemed to be an element of her essential nature. 

She had the feeling of being a princess. 

And there was something else regal and majestic about this girl who had the feeling of being a princess. 

Two animals were following behind her, and the sight of them made Demi come to a full stop because she immediately recognized them as wolves. 

They were not wolflike dogs. 

They were not even wolf dogs. 

Demi  loved  animals,  a  trait  she  shared  with  her  indulgent  (and  self-indulgent) mother.    She    had  therefore  had  personal  encounters  with  many  different  kinds  of wolflike dogs: malamutes, huskies, shepherds, samoyeds, akitas.  The kennels at Forest Home were robust, filled with canines of varied shapes and sizes and Demi had romped with this eclectic pack often.   There were even three wolfdog hybrids that her mother had  rescued  counted  among  the  well-appointed  pup  menagerie.    Demi  had  even romped  with  the  wolfdogs,  once  she  had  learned  the  lessons  of  respect  and  restraint required for such an undertaking.   For her part, Demi was interested in romping with every living thing that it was safe to romp with (and probably many that were not in any way safe to romp with). 

On  top  of  being  a  devoted  fan  of  all  things  that  were  alive,  Demi  had  made  an especial  study  of  wolves  when  she  had  gone  through  a  ‘wolfgirl’  phase  after  having seen a certain influential movie.   At that time she had entertained romantic notions of running  off  and  being  adopted  into  a  wolf  pack,  so  she  had  done  a  lot  of  research  in order to prepare herself for this undertaking. 

(Although even if she had become S*n the wolfdaughter, she would have certainly still visited her human mother on weekends.  She was a conscientious girl.) Due to her passionate (and pervasive) research, Demi felt that she was well qualified when it came to the identification of wolves, even from quite a long way away. She was, after all, an  almost-wolfgirl, a qualification one ought to be proud of. 

Therefore, Demi was quite ready to declare before the heavens that the two animals following the princess were neither dogs nor wolfdogs. 

These.  Were.  Wolves. 

—  although  their  coloration  indicated  that  somewhere  back  in  their  lineage,  they had  been  either  crossed  with  dogs,  or  had  been  purposefully  bred  for  domestication, favoring unusual coloration. 

In  was  a  remarkable  moment  for  Demi.    She  was  close  to  the  top  of  the  world, standing in a room made of jewel-colored glass, at the side of the grim and reticent Lord Eisenreich staring down a wisp of a girl flanked by two great shaggy beasts. 

There were Lords of the Curia who kept wild animals as a personal hobby.   There were those who kept them as pets, and brought them on leash into public spaces, even massive animals like bears and tigers.  She knew that.  But still, it was surreal to see two wolves, a black one and a tawny red one, standing at the heel of a young girl in a frilly dress.    They  were  neither  leashed,  nor  collared,  although  they  were  both  remarkably well mannered. 

The  wolves  did  not  seem  to  be  her  pets.    She  gave  them  no  commands  that  Demi could  discern.    They  acted  as  they  acted  at  their  own  discretion.    The  black  one  was silently  surveying  the  room  as  if  keeping  on  guard  for  danger,  while  the  red  one  was lazily watching her, with his mouth slightly open in a wolfy grin. 

The two creatures seemed to be the girl’s friends, her escorts, her  guardians. 

The sight was so moving to the almost-wolfgirl in Demi that she felt a little teary-eyed.   Here was a real, authentic wolfgirl in the flesh, and she had become a wolfgirl without having to trade her frilly dresses for skins or paint her face with blood.  It was a triumph. 

The wispy young lady in pink had such a large bow on the back of her head that it gave the impression that a massive butterfly had come to rest there.  — and despite  the fact that they were indoors, she carried an open parasol over one shoulder. 

All  of  it  together  —  the  beautiful  young  girl  with  the  parasol,  her  twin  tails  and lovely  dress,  and  her  guardian  wolves  —  it  was  all  a  bit  surreal,  even  given  their environs. 

The  girl  who  was  accompanied  by  wolves  folded  her  parasol  closed  and  then politely rapped the tip of it on the floor twice.  It was a neat, delicate sound. 

“And so, Lord Eisenreich?” she asked.  “Have you made your decision?” 

Eisenreich folded his hands behind his back and turned to give the girl in white his full attention.  He bowed his head briefly. 

“I accept,” was all that he said, as if that was all that was needed. 

The strange girl in white nodded herself, apparently satisfied with his answer. 

“Then it is done,” she said.  “Now I must go and inform the other parties of this turn of  events.”   As  she  turned  to  go,  she  looked  at  Demi  very  seriously  and  said,  “I  look forward to seeing exactly what you become Lady Serraffield, and exactly what becomes of you.  I’ll see you in time.” 

Not knowing what else to do, Demi curtseyed. 

The  girl  gave  her  a  brief,  slow  smile,  and  then  she  was  gone  on  her  way,  the  two wolves turning silently to follow her. 

Demi was left feeling puzzled, even as her heart bid a fond farewell to the wolfgirl and her wolf friends. 

“Who was that, and what was that all about?” she asked, leaning forward again and pitching her voice low, as if she worried they might be overheard.   (By whom?   They were  now  quite  alone  in  the  room  again.)    Demi  was  already  treating  Eisenreich  as  if they were longtime acquaintances and committed co-conspirators.  She had cast him as her accomplice and now apparently expected that he was both duty bound to answer her questions and enthusiastic about doing so. 

Fortunately for her, he did not seem terribly malcontent about the role he had been assigned,  at  least  for  the  moment.  He  agreeably  dispensed  the  information  she  had requested without any elaboration or embroidery. 

“That was Lady Lunamaia, the Lord of Ashpodel,” he answered shortly, and Demi’s eyes  widened.    It  was  a  name  she  recognized.    Lunamaia  was  another  of  the  great princes  of  the  City  of  Metropoly,  one  of  the  twelve  peers.   Although  invested  with  a huge amount of influence and authority, she rarely if ever made public appearances.  It was  startling  to  recognize  that  the  current  Lady  Lunamaia  was  so  young.    She  might have been a junior high school student. 

Demi  didn’t  have  time  to  dwell  on  this  revelation,  because  Eisenreich  continued. 

“As for what our exchange was about, it is simple.  I gave my consent.  I have accepted you as my squire until you are released at the time of your majority.” 

Demi blinked and stared at him blankly. 

“What?”  she  asked  in  confusion.    She  knew  she  was  there  at  the  Pinnacle  to  be assigned  as  a  squire  to  one  of  the  Lords  of  the  Curia,  but  so  far  as  she  knew  that assignment had been decided years ago and was to the Lord Lysander, a notable figure whose  family  had  been  allied  with  her  own  for  generations.    But  although  he  was  of considerable means and influence, he was certainly not one of the great princes of the City —

She needed to sit down. 

“Surely you are aware that you were here at the Curia for no other purpose than to have your squiring assigned,” Eisenreich began, his mouth turned down at the corner. 

“Yes, of course I know that,” Demi said in exasperation, going back to sit on the arm of the chair in a fit of pique.   “But I didn’t think — that is, I didn’t know — it wasn’t supposed to be  you,” she finished at last, her brow wrinkled and her eyes pleading. 

 What on earth does all of this mean?  her heart was shouting. 

She had no idea. 

“You’re unhappy with the assignment then,” he stated flatly.   It did not appear that he cared about her opinion on the matter one way or another.   It was simply another observation. 

“No!”  It exploded out of her all at once, all her distress and exasperation. “Or yes, I don’t know.”  She closed her eyes and took a deep breath.  “No,” she said, opening her eyes.  “I’m  not  unhappy  with  the  assignment.    I’m  glad,”  she  said  haltingly.  “I’m flattered even.  I’m honestly thrilled that you’ve decided to take me on as a squire.  I’m only surprised, is all.  Things are,” she struggled again, burying one of her hands in the hair  near  her  temple.  “Things  are  different  is  all,  different  from  the  way  I’ve  always been told.” 

“Yes,” he said.  “They are.” 

A moment passed in stillness and he apparently collected himself. 

He folded his hands behind his back again as he regarded her seriously. 

“And now, Miss Serraffield, I must caution you,” the pitch of his voice was so low that  it  gave  her  a  shiver  just  on  its  own.    He  had  become,  if  it  were  possible,  more serious, more grave.   She scrambled from the chair and stood up straight, folding her own hands behind her back, and gave him her steady gaze.  She could read the current in the room well enough to recognize that he now expected her full attention.  He made a  very  quiet  sound  as  she  clasped  her  hands  behind  her  back  and  faced  him.    It  was brief, a whisper, something like a snort —  had he laughed?  That might have been such a miracle in itself that she didn’t even mind being the butt of whatever joke sparked his well-concealed sense of humor. 

But he did not chuckle and he did not guffaw.   He simply stood absolutely straight and looked at her heavily. 

“I must caution you,” he repeated. “No matter what your experience has been in the past, you cannot be glib and irreverent with the brokers of power in this city, whether they be Lords of the Curia, or the prominent among the masses.   It is reckless to count on  good  will  in  this  place,  and  dangerous  to  depend  on  charm.    You  are  young  and attractive  and  intelligent,  and  your  social  position  affords  you  some  feeble  immunity, but  do  not  imagine  that  any  of  these  attributes  provide  any  real  protection  from  the dangers that exist here.   Be wary of who you attempt to befriend, and be wary of who takes interest in you.  It will be years before you reach your majority and become a Lord of the Curia in your own right.  At the moment, your position as a squire presents you with limited privileges and dangerous access to those who would eat you so much as look at you.”  He closed his eyes briefly, then refocused his attention.  “But by no means should  you  live  your  life  in  fear,”  he  said  crisply,  and  it  rang  in  the  otherwise  quiet room.      “You  are  my  squire  and  therefore  under  my  protection,  and  I  expect  you  to conduct  yourself  with  tact  and  decorum,  exhibiting  neither  prideful  excess  nor cowardice.”   His mouth turned down at the corner. “Some people may allow your bad behavior.    Some  may  even  encourage  it  because  they  find  it  diverting,  but  they  will always  expect  something  in  return  for  their  indulgence.    This  is  a  dangerous  city  in which to find yourself beholden.   I have allowed you to be familiar, here, in this place, because I wished to gauge your character and determine whether or not taking you as a squire  might  be  at  all  worthwhile  or  simply  a  waste  of  time.    What  you  must understand,”  he  said,  bringing  one  of  his  heels  down  in  a  strike  against  the  ground underfoot for emphasis, “Is that I will not tolerate this familiarity out in the world.” 

 My position dictates that I cannot tolerate it. 

It was a commandment, sharply given, as plain as if he had cut it into rock. Demi heard  the  words  that  he  implied  with  his  heavy  eyes  as  clearly  as  if  he  had  spoken them. 

He expected to be obeyed.  His low, powerful voice exerted a pressure that she could feel  on  her  skin.    She  had  the  startling  impression  that  if  she  put  her  hands  out,  she might have run her fingers over the strange shape of his menace and warning.  At that moment,  he  was  terrifying  in  a  way  he  had  not  been  when  he  had  caught  her  by  the arm, or let her offer a dozen dizzy guesses in an attempt to suss out his birth name.  At that  moment  she  understood  why  her  father’s  equerry  had  looked  like  he  would  wet himself when he had discovered her idly chatting with this man. 

She  shifted  her  weight  to  the  toes  of  her  feet  and  trembled  slightly  with  repressed energy.   At that moment, she felt very much as if she wanted to run away, to run and run,  away  from  the  hard  City  which  was  just  as  terrible  and  dangerous  as  he  had described, she knew, she knew, she knew it in her bones and marrow.   She felt like she was groping around in the darkness, looking for the slivers of light that might mark out the shape of a door, so she could get away from the room where he watched her with such heavy eyes and such potent, terrible thoughts, away to the safety of the eaves of the Deep Wood, where at least the dangers were known. 

But as powerful as her desire was to turn tail and run away, there was another desire flickering in her heart, like a candle sheltered from the night wind.  She wanted to stay in  this  place  that  he  threatened  was  fierce  and  dangerous.    She  wanted  to  stay  in  the shadow of this ominous, frightening man, to secret herself away, trembling and curious, and see what might happen. 

 What will you become?  Lady Lunamaia had wondered,  And what will become of you? 

 Curiosity killed the cat, she thought.  But satisfaction brought it back.  I am ready to spend all nine of my lives. 

A door had closed behind her.  All she had to do then, was to open another door. 

She settled back on her heels and did her best to calm her rapidly beating heart. 

“It is not as if I intend to leave you bereft, drifting in the sea with neither a paddle nor a rudder,” he said more neutrally, and she let out a breath that she didn’t know that 

she’d been holding.   “I am now responsible for your development, and I will see that you are properly schooled,” he said.   “I demand your respect and your attention, Miss Serraffield.  If you offer these seriously, then I will see that you reach your majority well grown and appropriately experienced.   If you do not — “ he warned ominously, “I am afraid I cannot guarantee your safety.” 

He let the words settle into the stillness of the room, and they were both gilded by the rays of the setting sun as it hung low outside the window. 

“Do you understand me?” he asked finally. 

“Yes,” she said deliberately, then nodded once.  “Yes, sir.” 

“Good,”  he  said  with  another  slight  noise,  “Although  you  should  know,  Miss Serraffield,  that  I  don’t  actually  expect  you  to  stand  at  attention  whenever  I  speak  to you.” 

Her rigid stance broke all at once and Demi trembled, leaning forward and covering her face with her hands.  It looked a little as if she were having an attack of some kind, but Eisenreich was spared the worry over her condition when a wild tremble of giggles erupted out of her. 

Her  frantic  tension  had  broken  into  the  gentle  surf  of  laughter.    She  laughed  until she was breathless, then looked up at him, her cheeks rosy, pushing back the hair that had  fallen  into  her  face.    “I  am  sorry,  sir,”  she  admitted.    “It’s  just  that  I  hadn’t  even realized — “

“Yes,” was all he said.  “I gathered.” 

She  took  several  deep  breaths  and  managed  to  school  herself  again,  running  her hands  back  through  her  hair  to  straighten  it.    Despite  her  tendency  to  lapse  into  silly giggles,  she  actually  had  remarkable  command  of  herself  for  a  person  so  young  and inexperienced. 

“There is just one more thing sir,” she said, having gotten herself back in presentable order. 

“Yes?” he asked with a raised eyebrow.  He seemed to say,  Are you not yet satisfied? 

“Thank you, sir,” she said sincerely, leaning forward in a half bow, her hand over her 

heart.  “I’m in your care.” 

“Yes,” he said simply.   “You are.”   Another moment passed in the golden stillness, but then he seemed to shake off the spell of the quiet room and turned toward the door. 

“Come  along,  Miss  Serraffield,  and  we  will  locate  your  father’s  people.    I  can’t  leave everything to Lunamaia.” 

Seeing that he intended to leave, she scuttled over to the window sill and hurriedly tucked her books away, back into her bag. 

He paused at the door and held it wide, and after a moment of looking pointedly at her, she realized that he intended her to go before him. 

It was a strange gesture.  She had had doors held open for her all day long, one after another after another. 

But this was the first time since Robert Grave had left her company that she felt it was a real courtesy. 

She  smiled  at  him,  then  scurried  under  his  arm,  leaving  the  jeweled  Study  of  Eve behind her. 


Canto 2 - At Home in Confusion

 Housed with saints and inscrutable junk

the cradle’s children

It had been a day for astonishing sights. 

From the fleeting behemoths glimpsed so briefly through the deep gloaming of the abyssal layer to the bloody sunset as it angled sharply through the jewel box windows of  that  room  at  the  top  of  the  world,  the  day  had  been  positively  packed  with panoramas, enough to stuff a hundred postboxes full to bursting with picture postcards. 

 Hugs and kisses from scenic somewhere. 

Demi  felt  as  if  she  had  a  permanent  kink  in  her  neck  from  rhapsodizing  over  one staggering  vista  after  another.    She  imagined  that  she  looked  like  a  lovestruck  goose with a passion for stargazing. 

 Country come to town, for certain,  she thought to herself.  If she was a goose, she was certainly one with a little round straw boater hat and a ribbon tied around her neck. 

At the tail end of such a day, a certain amount of jaded disengagement might have been expected.   After all, the more fantastic landscapes one sees, the less fantastic they become  as  a  whole,  until  at  last  they  are  not  fantastic  in  the  least.   At  that  point,  the fantastic has become the ordinarily tastic: the normal, the regular, the expected. 

And  yet,  even  when  taking  into  account  the  remarkable  circumstances  of  the previous twenty-four hours, when Demi came into the broad square at the heart of the Cradle of St. Mary on the heels of the resident archbishop and escorted by members of the apostolic guard, she found herself physically unable to do anything but stare up at the great cathedral that rose before her like a palace from a dream. 

It was providence only that spared her from taking an inelegant tumble right onto her besuited backside.   It was certainly not due to any oversight on her part.   She was oblivious to the wet brick underfoot, except as it existed as a frame and the ground for the dizzying masterpiece that rose before them. 

Santa Maria Nascente shimmered in the misty night over the rain slick bricks of the plaza.   The street lamps along the plaza were all haloed, as if they were candles seen through frosted glass.   High above, unseen in the darkness overhead, Demi heard the sound  of  wings,  but  then  that  was  drowned  out  by  the  deep  pealing  of  bells  as  the cathedral sang out through the rainy night. 

Briefly, Demi forgot to breathe.   She forgot to do anything at all besides stare up at the cathedral before her, her arms wrapped absently around herself, the low vibration of the bells making some place deep inside of her tremble at the sound. 

The  ornate  spires  that  crowned  the  roof  were  golden  against  the  red  night  sky, straining impossibly toward heaven.  At the point where the roof seemed to vanish into the  sky,  a  heavenly  maiden  reigned  above  all,  arrayed  in  gold  and  crowned  by  stars. 

The cathedral   wholly dominated the square, looking as if it had been carved from the ivory  bones  of  some  ancient  and  gargantuan  dragon,  or  had  otherwise  grown  in  that 

location over slow eons like a thorny mantle of coral. 

As the bells rang out their last, Demi realized with a start that the archbishop was speaking to her. 

“How did you like Santa Maria's welcome to you?” he asked with a genuine smile, then he blanched.  “I hope I haven't embarrassed you,” he asked with sudden concern. 

“It just seemed the appropriate thing to do.  It's not-so-very often that we welcome new residents.  I’m particularly pleased to have you and honored that Tristan put you in my care.”  His smile bloomed again as he said, “I hope you’ll enjoy your time here.  You’re at an exciting point in your life.” 

Her own smile flickered briefly.  “Yes,” she said, not quite sure of what else to say.  “I suppose I am.” 

They  stood  looking  at  one  another  for  several  seconds,  and  Demi  felt  slightly awkward.    She  wasn’t  quite  sure  if  she  ought  to  think  of  the  archbishop  as  an archbishop or as a family friend.  She could remember having seen him once or twice in the  past,  but  she  hadn't  ever  spoken  to  him.    As  an  archbishop  of  one  of  the  seven apostolic cathedrals, he was a noble of the cup, one of the Lords Spiritual of the Curia, which meant that he currently held a higher rank than she did.  He had been made her de  facto  guardian,  but  she  didn't  know  him  well  enough  to  know  whether  or  not  he expected her to be polite or familiar. 

But it was hard to focus on that when standing before the great church.   She ended up staring silently, her eyes cast upward, still and reflective in the lightly falling rain. 

“The Cradle is your home now,” he said with a sweep of his arm, “And the Duomo is  the  heart  of  it.    I  know  you’ll  come  to  love  it  as  I  do,  all  the  strange  crannies  and nooks.” He smiled wryly.  “As of today, you've become a church mouse.” 

Demi pulled her eyes away from the great cathedral with difficulty and regarded the archbishop curiously. 

“I think you’ll come to love the chapterhouse as well,” he said warmly.   “You’re a positively  voracious  reader,  aren’t  you?    The  original  chapterhouse  is  the  greatest library  in  the  Cradle,  and  you’re  welcome  to  read  anything  you  find  there  without worrying  about  asking  permission.”    He  put  his  hand  behind  his  head  and  laughed sheepishly.    “It  is  a  bit  —  well,  you’ll  see,  but  that’s  part  of  the  adventure,  isn't  it? 

You’re a girl for adventure, as I recall.” 

She smiled at that and nodded. 

“I am,” she admitted. 

“Any daughter of Haiko’s would be,” he laughed.  “It may take a bit of getting used to, but I have a feeling it’ll grow on you.   I know you’ll find it much more interesting than you would living at the great house.  I’d live there myself if I could get away with it,” he said with a wink.  “It’s a labyrinth of treasures.  Now come along,” he said with a light clap of his hands.  “You ought to meet the other church mouse.” 

He moved toward the cathedral, and Demi followed along behind, thinking over the peculiar events of the day. 

The archbishop had turned out to be a mild and easy-going man who seemed far too young  to  occupy  such  an  exalted  position.    He  was  also  extraordinarily  amiable,  and before  Demi  realized  it,  she  found  that  she  was  chatting  along  with  him  like  a  little sparrow.   Demi could not fathom why the pleasant man was such a close friend of her father. 

Well,  it  was  more  that  Demi  could  not  picture  the  substance  of  their  friendship, given her father’s personality and general demeanor.   She was very willing to believe that  the  archbishop  might  have  made  friends  with  anyone,  including  a  rock  from  the back  garden.    Perhaps  that  was  the  secret  of  it:  the  archbishop  was  her  father’s  best friend because he was his only friend, and had arrived at that exalted position through sheer persistence 

But  it  was  still  very  hard  for  Demi  to  reconcile  the  fact  that  her  father  and  the archbishop were the same age.   The archbishop had a warm and infectious boyishness that her father was altogether lacking.   Demi did not believe that he had even been a boy  himself.    He  gave  the  general  impression  that  he  had  sprung  into  existence  fully formed and over forty. 

It was difficult to understand how the things that had come to be, had  actually come to be.  

Demi had expected some sort of altercation when Lord Eisenreich had arrived before her father and Lord Lysander and announced his intention to take her as a squire.  She had stayed safely behind him, peering out from behind his broad back as if she were a small child afraid of meeting strangers. 

One  of  those  strangers  had  been  her  close  kin,  but  she  felt  more  certain  of  her standing with Eisenreich than she did with her own father. 

But there had been no altercation. 

None at all.  It had been confounding. 

Her father had said nothing noteworthy.   In fact, he hadn’t even seemed surprised by  this  altogether  shocking  development.    He  had  been  formal  and  polite  and  had shown  his  keen  mind  and  his  impeccable  manners,  but  hadn’t  given  Demi  any  real impression of what he thought of it all. 

He  acted  as  if  Eisenreich  declaring  his  intention  to  take  her  as  a  squire  was  a perfectly ordinary outcome. 

It  had  been  much  easier  to  detect  Lord  Lysander’s  animosity,  but  the  lord  himself had  said  nothing  at  all.    He  seemed  to  have  a  flair  for  the  dramatic  from  what  Demi could discern just by looking at the way he chose to dress and stand, but he did nothing to openly communicate his displeasure before Eisenreich, despite the fact that it looked as  if  he  was  spitting  nails  to  air  his  grievances  whenever  the  mask  of  his  politeness slipped at all. 

Demi  had  thought  back  to  what  Clarence  Darby  had  told  her  about  Matthias Eisenreich, the Iron Duke. 

 He can be a very intense person. 

Demi  got  the  distinct  impression  that  Lysander  was  frightened  of  Lord  Eisenreich, and that was why he was very polite and restrained throughout the whole episode. 

 He’ll probably throw himself onto a fainting couch later,  she had thought. 

And so the ceremony for which she had ostensibly been preparing for her entire life, the one that would govern so much of her future, had played out without incident. 

She had been sworn to Eisenreich. 

He  had  then  inquired  about  her  living  arrangements,  and  Tristan  Serraffield  had explained his intentions. 

And it was at this moment that Demi discovered that she wouldn’t be living at one of the Serraffield properties at all. 

She  would  be  living  in  the  Cradle  of  St.  Mary,  under  the  watchful  eye  of  the archbishop. 

After making a few other inquiries with the archbishop himself behind closed doors, Eisenreich had apparently been satisfied, and had allowed Demi to leave with him so that she could be introduced to her new accommodations. 

It had been a strange day in a strange season.  This was surely a strange hour. 

And  that  was  how  she  had  found  herself  in  a  cathedral,  speaking  casually  to  an archbishop. 

 It  boggles  the  mind,  Demi  thought.    Certainly,  everything  that  had  happened  was enough to leave her head spinning. 

But there was really no time for that. 

Just inside the great doors of the church, the archbishop stopped and looked at her carefully. 

The  apostolic  guard  had  left  them  at  the  threshold  of  the  cathedral,  and  now  they stood quite alone. 

“I  want  you  to  know  that  I  am  not  your  keeper,”  he  said  seriously,  a  strange departure from his earlier sunny warmth.  “You are free to do as you like for as long as you live here.  Go where you like, when you like.  Spend time with anyone you choose in any way that you choose.  Nobody’s going to be looking over your shoulder.” 

Demi started and her eyes widened.   “Archbishop!” she cried out before she could stop herself. 

 Did he really mean that?  Demi wondered.  Her head was spinning so fast now that she felt   emotionally  dizzy.    Although  she  was  no  longer  living  at  one  of  the  Serraffield properties, she had expected to be closely monitored, as she had been for the whole of her life.   Not by the archbishop, certainly.   He was too important a man to spend his hours  trailing  her,  but  surely  someone  would  be  tasked  to  do  it.    If  not  by  the 

archbishop, then by her father, certainly. 

“Didn't expect that, did you?” he said with a wry smile.   “But that was one of the conditions  for  you  living  here,  in  the  Cradle,”  he  said.    “Find  your  feet,”  he  advised. 

“Find out who you are, and who you want to be.  You can only do that if you’ve got the freedom  to  try  all  sorts  of  different  things.    You  don't  have  to  ask  my  permission  for anything,”  he  said,  once  again  serious.    “If  you  feel  like  you  need  guidance,  you  can come to me if you want, but from this point forward, you are responsible for yourself.  I trust you, Demeter Serraffield.” 

Demi blinked, the color having risen to her cheeks in a rush.  It was very difficult to wrap her mind around all that the archbishop had said. 

Freedom. 

Was that really a thing she might have? 

It still seemed impossible.  It felt too good to be true, like wishes from a genie bound to contort themselves contrariwise until they spelled her doom. 

She was afraid that it was all a trick, that if she dared to stray a step out of line, that all of heaven and earth would fall down upon her. 

First Eisenreich had delivered her from being the squire of Lord Lysander, changing the fate that had seemed so unchangeable, and now the archbishop was telling her that she could do as she liked without fear of reprisal. 

From  the  time  of  her  mother’s  death,  Demi  had  finally  begun  to  truly  understand the  future  that  had  loomed  open  before  her.    Robert  Grave  and  the  other  precious people she had left behind at Forest Home had done their best to shield her even after the passing of her mother, but Demi had seen and she had understood.   She wasn't a foolish girl. 

All  of  the  hours  and  minutes  and  years  had  piled  up  in  the  past,  pushing  her forward  to  this  inescapable  day.    Demi  had  always  thought  that  everything  had  been laid  out  in  stone,  that  her  future  had  already  been  written,  and  that  it  could  not  be changed.   And yet here she was, standing in that unknown future, and everything had turned out differently from what she had expected. 

And  this  had  led  to  a  new  thought:  maybe  she  didn't  have  to  simply  accept  what 

was given to her, what was done to her.  Maybe there really was a way out. 

It was like striking a match in the darkness.  Her whole soul lit up. 

The idea was warm in her chest, rising, but fluttery.  She felt like she had to fold her hands  over  her  heart  to  keep  it  from  slipping  away,  into  the  dark  sky  that  yawned somewhere overhead, on the other side of the stone vaults of the cathedral. 

The archbishop was still speaking. 

“Now, keep in mind, I really can’t control what Tristan does,” he advised sensibly. 

“He’s a worrier, and I know he’s always worried about you.  He’ll probably keep an eye on you from time to time, but he won’t interfere unless he absolutely has to.  So live the way you want to live.” 

He looked up at the high ceiling overhead. 

“I have only one piece of advice for you,” he said, raising a single finger. “Don’t be afraid to fail.  Growing up successfully requires a lot of failure.” 

At that the uncertainty and tension inside of Demi broke, and she could not help but laugh.  The archbishop grinned. 

“I  guess  I  expected  some  esoteric  and  profound  holy  wisdom,”  she  admitted helplessly.  “Or a warning against sin at the very least.” 

That was probably a very irreverent thing to say to an archbishop, but Demi felt as if she had gotten a good sense of him, and so she’d said exactly what was on her mind. 

“That  is my esoteric holy wisdom,” he said with a laugh. 

The inside of the cathedral was cavernous.  The ceiling rose high overhead, held up by the tall arches of the vaults.  There were enormous tapestries and paintings hanging between the great columns of the arches, heavy with age and meaning, and the columns themselves  had  finely  carved  capitals  depicting  saints  and  angels.    Everywhere  there was  ornament:  sculpture,  colored  glass,  gilt  and  gold.    The  stone  underfoot  had  been laid out in a pattern of geometric flowers and far ahead she could see the apse was lit with warm light.   Above it was the night dark rose window, which crowned three tall stained  glass  windows,  like  a  blossom  on  three  stems.    The  stained  glass  was illuminated  by  spotlights,  giving  the  place  a  very  mystical  feeling,  as  if  they  were glowing under their own power. 

Demi followed the archbishop down the central aisle, her footsteps echoing after his, and marveled at the forest of pews, all beautiful polished wood.  It truly was one of the seven great cathedrals.   She thought it might hold as many as fifty thousand people at once. 

That was staggering to think about. 

Besides  their  footsteps,  all  of  the  rest  of  the  sound  of  the  great  building  seemed strangely muffled.  She wasn’t taking particular care to be profoundly quiet or reverent, and yet she was. 

Perhaps it was simply the space. 

Even  at  this  late  hour  there  were  some  people  still  seated  in  the  pews,  apparently lost in silent contemplation.  When such a person looked up, the archbishop smiled and acknowledged them, so it took a little time for them to get to the place that they were going.  Demi didn’t mind it all because there was so much to look at, so much to think about  and  consider.    It  would  take  her  a  very  long  time  to  fully  digest  all  that  she experienced having stepped over the threshold of this great place. 

Just as they reached the central nave, they stopped. 

There was a small figure sitting at the end of a pew, with a great book lying on her lap.   Her short, slender legs dangled from the seat without quite touching the ground, but  she  held  them  very  still.    Only  once  in  a  long  while  would  one  of  her  feet  bob absently  from  the  ankle.    Her  face  was  turned  away.    She  was  apparently  in contemplation of the expanse of stained glass above her. 

The  archbishop  politely  cleared  his  throat  and  the  little  figure  turned  very deliberately, after a slow moment.   One got the feeling that she had known that Demi and  the  archbishop  were  there,  waiting  for  her  attention,  and  had  granted  them  an audience in her own time.   Strangely, this imperiousness did not strike Demi as being spoiled or vain.  It seemed natural and appropriate, as if it were ordinary to wait on this small person as if she were an imperial majesty. 



She  was  a  little  girl  with  long,  dark  hair  that  was  carefully  braided  into  two  low pigtails.    She  seemed  uncommonly  small  when  she  got  to  her  feet,  just  as  she  had seemed uncommonly small when she had been sitting.  Her skin was so fair that it gave the impression of being alabaster, and it had an opaline, bluish cast to it that made her seem just slightly uncanny.   Her eyes were large and clear, a strange color somewhere between  lavender  blue  and  silver.    She  had  a  grace  when  she  moved  that  was  very unusual to see in a girl of her age, or so Demi supposed. 

She certainly could not recall having been as elegant and poised when she had been a girl of the same years, although quite a lot of money and time had gone into instilling just these qualities in her. 

The  affable  archbishop  smiled  as  the  little  girl  got  to  her  feet  and  when  she  and Demi came face to face with one another, he said, “This is the other church mouse, your roommate, Miss Lumina Calloway.  Miss Calloway, this is the young Lady Serraffield.” 

Lumina very gravely offered a small, white hand, and Demi moved to take it. 

They stood looking at one another for a long, queer moment, and then Demi shook the cobwebs out of her brain and smiled. 

“It’s very nice to meet you, Lumina,” she said.  “I’m Demeter Serraffield.  Please call me Demi.” 

“The pleasure is mine, I’m sure,” the little girl answered seriously. 

The girl had folded the prodigious book that had lain open on her lap under her arm when she had stood, and given the distinct advantage of height, Demi found she could read the title:  Philology in Regards to the Mythology of Linnean Lepidoptera. 

Well, that was certainly light reading for a little girl. 

“Miss Calloway has been here for — “ he paused and gave a wry laugh.  It was clear that he wasn’t entirely sure for how long the small girl had been his ward. 

Fortunately for him, the little girl had a more exacting personality, and provided his answer. 

“Nineteen months,” she said gravely.   “I have been here at the cradle for nineteen 

months.” 

“Of  course,”  he  agreed  with  a  warm  smile,  and  gave  Lumina  a  gentle  pat  on  the head.  It did not appear that she disliked the patting, as she got a very faint flush on her otherwise serious face.  “And I’ve been glad to have you all this time,” he said.  “I know that you and Miss Serraffield will get on famously.” 

He turned his attention back to Demi. 

“You’ll  be  living  in  the  original  chapterhouse  along  with  Miss  Calloway,”  said  the archbishop.  “Although it may be a bit strange at first, buck up, hang in there.  It’ll be a cozy home before you know it.   Miss Calloway will teach you the way of things,” he said.  “ Don’t worry,” he assured. “Everything makes its own kind of sense.” 

He pulled something from his pocket and opened his hand so that a chain of lovely keys dropped one by one, like strings plucked on a harp. 

“Here are your keys,” he said solemnly.   “The keys to the kingdom, you might say. 

The keys to your own private castle.  Guard them carefully.” 

Demi  swallowed  as  her  hands  closed  around  the  string  of  keys,  and  she  nodded. 

They were beautiful keys.  She felt as if she had been entrusted with a great treasure. 

Demi liked keys.  She had a whole collection of them on rings chained together like daisies, and they had come with her, to the City.  She couldn't remember the purpose of many,  if  not  most  of  the  keys  that  dangled  and  jangled,  old,  new,  borrowed,  and bartered.  Lots of them were probably dead keys, keys that no longer opened any lock at all,  but  Demi  kept  them  because  she  liked  them.    They  didn't  need  a  purpose.    Their purpose was simply to exist.  Demi liked to dream that the dead keys were to doors and treasures that had not yet come to be, or that had been lost, but would come again. 

She was a whimsical girl, and her mind was filled with such strange, fey thoughts. 

After  having  given  her  the  string  of  keys,  the  archbishop  was  apparently  satisfied that his duties were concluded, at least for the evening. 

“Good luck,” he said warmly, “And enjoy Wonderland.” 

With that, he departed, and the two girls were left alone. 

After a moment, Lumina said what the both of them had apparently been thinking. 

“The archbishop is an unusual person,” she said. 

Demi giggled at that. 

“Aren't we all?” she asked philosophically. 

Lumina did not dignify this question with an answer. 

They stood silently and simply looked at one another for a long second, as if sizing each other up, but then Lumina turned, saying, “We should go on to the chapterhouse. 

I’ll only be a minute.” 

She returned to the pew where she had been sitting and gathered four other heavy books.     There were far too many to fit into her little girl backpack, so she fit what she could into her bag, and carried the rest in her arms.  Demi thought that all of the books together might well have weighed as much as the little girl herself. 

 Kindred spirit, Demi thought to herself.  Bibliophile confirmed.   Where were you when I was your age?  We could have had splendid story hours.  Story days.  Story months. 

She  didn’t  realize  it,  but  the  thought  brought  a  smile  to  her  face,  and  she  couldn’t help a quiet and affectionate laugh. 

Lumina heard the laugh and raised a solemn eyebrow. 

“What is it that you find funny?” she asked gravely, loaded down with her arms full of heavy books. 

Demi’s smile flickered, and then she shook her head. 

“Oh,  it's  nothing,”  she  said  absently  as  she  tapped  a  finger  against  her  lips.    “You just remind me of me,” she said, then smiled again weakly.  “I’m sorry if that’s rude of me to say.  It's strange,” she admitted.  “I feel like if we had met as children, we would have become great friends.” 

Lumina’s poker face didn't change at all as she observed, “You’re right.   That was rude.   Besides, we are meeting as children,” she said. “You have not yet reached your majority.   You are still, technically speaking, a child.   Whether or not we will become 

friends remains to be seen.” She pursed her lips slightly, but then relaxed.  “Although, I will admit that I am partial to the idea.  You are another unusual person.  I like unusual things.” 

Demi laughed because it was a funny thing for the little girl to say, but it was also obviously an honest one.   And Demi could understand the sentiment.   She also loved unusual things. 

“I’m  sorry,”  she  apologized  with  a  genuine  smile.  “I  know  I  was  being condescending.  Please forgive me?” she asked, putting her hands together and bowing her head briefly.  “I know we’ll end up being good friends.” 

Lumina seemed to consider the apology for a moment, but then she nodded gravely. 

“Very well,” she said. “You’re forgiven.” 

Demi held out her arms.   “Now that we’ve resolved to be friends, let me help you carry your spoils of war,” she said. 

Lumina again considered her, but ultimately acquiesced, although she did not hand over all of her books.  They split them as evenly as possible. 

Then  Lumina  turned  her  head  and  looked  up  at  the  high  ceiling  of  the  cathedral. 

“Now come along,” she said.  “There’s quite a lot for you to learn and it's already late.” 

Then the two girls, laden down with treasures of the written word, went off into the shadowed recesses of the church. 

along the saintswalk

Lumina led Demi up several flights of dark, cramped stairs and through a door that she unlocked with a key from around her neck.   There was a general shuffling around of books to accomplish this feat, as there would be with every door they encountered, locked or not. 

When Lumina unlocked the door, she showed Demi her key, then waited for Demi to pick the matching key out of her own string.  Once she was satisfied, she moved on. 

Down several corridors and around more than one corner, Demi found herself face to face with another door.  It was made of dark wood and carved so ornately it seemed like  it  ought  to  have  been  the  prize  of  a  museum  collection,  but  Lumina  simply  took another key from around her neck and exhibited it to Demi.  Demi dutifully produced a similar key from her own string and Lumina nodded and then unlocked the door before curtsying as she opened it. 

Demi smiled at her fondly.  She already liked the little church mouse quite a lot. 

They both collected their books from where they had been gently laid on the floor and continued on. 

On the other side of the carved wooden door was a narrow stone bridge, just wide enough for three people to walk abreast.  After Demi passed through the door, Lumina closed and locked it behind them.   Demi looked up at the cloudy night sky overhead and the wind whipped her hair around her face.   It still smelled and tasted of rain but the lonely moon was visible, the clouds gathered around her like skirts. 

Above her, she again heard the sound of wings, but she could not discern the source of the noise. 

Lumina passed by her, and Demi turned her head to follow her, looking at the City around them.  They were high up, higher than Demi had anticipated.  She was glad that she  wasn't  particularly  afraid  of  heights,  or  the  walk  might  have  been  decidedly uncomfortable. 

A dark shape loomed before them, a strange building with dimly lit windows: the original chapterhouse. 

“The saint’s walk is the main way into the original chapterhouse,” the small girl said seriously.  “And by main way, I mean it’s really the only way.” 

Wrought iron fencing ran atop the waist high stone walls of the bridge, curling into fanciful  shapes  that  finished  as  spikes  pointing  up  at  the  red  sky.    There  were  lamps here  and  there  along  the  fence  so  the  way  forward  was  lit.    The  roof  of  the  cathedral behind them was lit up like it was Christmas, but here along the saint’s walk, the lights were low.  It was just enough to see by. 

“The only way in?” Demi asked with confusion.   “But aren't we about five stories up?  There has to be some way in and out at the ground level,” she pointed out. 

“There  are  four  doors  on  the  ground  level  of  the  original  chapterhouse,”  Lumina confirmed. “But they're always kept locked, and we don't have the keys for them.   In addition, two of them are physically blocked by crates of books and other miscellaneous items.” 

“Well, shouldn't we ask for the keys?” Demi wondered, perplexed.   “You said that we’re  the  only  two  people  who  live  in  the  original  chapterhouse,  right?    Wouldn't  it make sense for us to have them?  Or is there a reason that’s not allowed?” 

“I think I might have been unclear,” Lumina said with a finely drawn brow. “It's not that the keys are in someone else’s possession and all that we need to do is ask for them. 

The  keys  are  in  no  one’s  possession.    No  one  knows  where  they  are.    I  don't  think they've been seen in over fifty years.   That’s what I have determined as a result of my research.” 

This caused Demi to stop flat on her feet.  “What?” she asked in absolute confusion. 

“No one has the keys to the main doors of the building?  They can't be opened at all?  If the keys are lost, why haven't the locks been changed?” 

“Because the original chapterhouse is a historic building,” Lumina said evenly.  “The archbishop explained it to me when I first came to live here.   It's against criminal law and church law to alter the structure of this building.  The windows on the ground floor are barred, so you know.  They don't open anyway,” she added, predicting Demi’s next suggestion. “The only remaining usable entrance above ground is the saint’s walk.  This door is never locked,” she said, nodding her head toward the small side port ahead of them. “It can't be locked,” she said.  “There’s no way to lock it.” 

“That’s comforting,” Demi said vaguely, but Lumina gave her an idle shrug. 

“It's very safe,” she assured.  “Admittedly, the cathedral serves many of the devout, and therefore there are always unfamiliar people on the grounds of the church due to the  archbishop’s  open  door  policy,  but  they  have  no  physical  means  to  approach  this door.   Apart from flight or by use of a siege ladder, the only way to access the saint’s walk is by going through St. Anne’s door and St. Mary’s door, and they're both locked, always.    That’s  what  you  need  your  cathedral  keys  for.    It's  a  rare  privilege  to  be entrusted  with  them,  even  among  people  who  live  on  the  grounds  of  the  cathedral,” 

Lumina said, shifting the books in her arms so she could again exhibit the small, bright keys that hung on a silver chain around her neck.  “And I know all of the side corridors and secret ways,” she confided. “So it's easy to avoid the crowds, even during mass on 

major religious holidays.  I can teach them to you, if you like.” 

“Thanks,” Demi said with a brief smile, then her brows drew together again. “Going back to the doors on the ground floor,” she said, “Couldn't they have somebody make a duplicate key by studying the lock?” she wondered. “I'm pretty sure it's possible to do that.   It really doesn't seem safe to live in a tower with only one exit on the fifth floor. 

What if there’s a fire?” 

“I'm  told  the  locks  are  too  intricate  for  a  duplicate  key  to  be  made  using  that method,” Lumina said. “It's one of the reasons that the doors and the locks themselves are under protection as important relics.” 

This was really an unnerving conversation to have with a seven year old girl, and Demi felt badly about grilling her, but she was the only source of relevant information Demi had about her strange and unexpected new home. 

And  it  was  clear  that  it  would  be  both  foolish  and  rude  to  underestimate  the capabilities of her young guide based purely on her age. 

“In case of fire, we do have a few precautions,” Lumina explained. 

“Such as?” Demi asked with honest curiosity.   Maybe the diocese had installed fire escapes or sprinklers in the ancient building — although she sincerely doubted it.  If not even  the  locks  could  be  changed,  then  greater  structural  alterations  were  surely disallowed, even in the interests of public safety. 

“We’ve  been  presented  with  several  very  fine  rope  ladders,”  Lumina  said, stonefaced.    “We  have  enough  of  them  that  there  are  two  on  every  floor  of  the chapterhouse,  including  the  attic  floor,  where  we’re  going  to  be  sleeping.    They’re simple  to  operate,”  she  said  matter-of-factly.    “You  just  break  a  window,  throw  the ladder out, and climb down to escape from the burning building.” 

Demi couldn't tell if the little girl was attempting to be funny or not. 

She decided to respond with a similar level of dryness. 

“We’re allowed to smash the windows in this historic building?” she asked blandly. 

“That seems like it would definitely break the rules.” 

“I imagine that they're already resigned to damage if the building is on fire,” Lumina 

said with a shrug. “Their hopes of continued preservation depend upon the idea that a fire can be avoided in the first place.”  They had at last arrived at the opposite end of the saint’s walk.  Lumina announced, “We’re here,” and pushed open the carved green door with her shoulder. 

They were suddenly in a small, quiet, dusty room.   Motes danced in the moonlight that came through the transom window above the door to the saint’s walk, and doors of various sizes led off in multiple directions. 

This was a between place. 

It smelled of books and history and neglect.  It smelled of solitary nights.  It smelled of loneliness. 

There was a sign on the far wall, two words in large, unmistakable san serif font: NO 

EXIT. 

Which was funny, because there was definitely an exit.  It was right at their backs. 

Lumina saw that she was studying the sign and laughed quietly behind her hand. 

“This place has a sense of humor,” she said wisely. 

Demi wasn't sure what to make of that, but decided to accept it at face value. 

This place had a sense of humor. 

Before  they  went  any  further,  Lumina  rummaged  around  in  her  shoulder  bag  and pulled out a flashlight.  It was comically large in her hands, all metal, very professional. 

She flicked it on. 

“You’ll  have  to  get  your  own  flashlight,”  she  advised.    “There  are  lights  in  this building, but they're strangely placed and they only work when they feel like working. 

It’s dangerous to depend on them.” 

Indeed, the room they were in wasn't lit at all that Demi could tell, apart from the moonlight  coming  through  the  window,  and  what  appeared  to  be  green  emergency lighting that illuminated the no exit sign. 

Lumina gathered her books again, and with the flashlight in one hand and the books balanced on her arms, she set off again, and Demi followed. 

The archbishop had been right.  This was certainly an adventure. 

the original chapterhouse

Lumina led Demi through a medium sized door on the right hand wall and then up a  flight  of  stairs,  through  another  small  door,  along  a  very  narrow  hallway  with checkerboard  tile  and  a  steep  incline,  and  then  down  four  stairs  that  creaked  so mournfully that Demi was sure they were going to collapse imminently and felt bad for walking on them.  She gingerly skipped down them. 

They did not collapse, despite their sad protests. 

“Don’t worry about the despairs,” Lumina said mildly, watching Demi’s skittering descent.  “They always sound like that.” 

Demi didn't even have to ask.   It was clear that the four moaning, creaking boards behind them were called the despairs.  It was a wholly appropriate name for them, she thought. 

At the end of the narrow hallway and past the four despairs, were three more doors. 

They had the appearance of having been painted many times, in many different colors, and the paint was peeling in spots, giving glimpses of the weathered skins and shades of yesterday.   Two of the doors had small sliding plaques on them that had both been moved to the ‘unoccupied’ position. 

“Who  designed  this  place?”  Demi  asked  in  a  mixture  of  admiration  and  aesthetic distress. 

“Apostolic monks,” Lumina answered practically.   “It wasn’t only a chapterhouse,” 

she confided.   “It was many other things besides, including a scriptorium.   Now it’s a forbidden library, a treasure trove, a junkyard, and an anything room.” 

“An anything room?” Demi asked curiously.   The name itself seemed to suggest its purpose, but Demi still felt compelled to ask. 

“An anything room is a room that can be any thing to any person,” she explained. 

And that made sense, in its own way.   Of those titles Demi was most interested in the possibilities suggested by the words ‘forbidden library.’  Demi was keen on libraries of  any  kind,  and  particularly  interested  in  anything  expressly  identified  as  being forbidden.  Still, the archbishop had said that she was free to read anything she liked in the chapterhouse, and she presumed this also extended to forbidden books. 

Was a forbidden library still forbidden if one had permission to look at it? 

The council of Demi entered into a debate over the question, but Demi did not have time to wait for their ultimate verdict, because Lumina was again on the move. 

The  little  girl  went  through  the  door  that  did  not  have  a  plaque  —  which  was currently  robin’s  egg  blue,  but  had  previously  been  gold,  pink,  and  avocado  green, among  other  colors.    Demi  followed  her  up  another  flight  of  stairs,  and  then  into  the attic of the chapterhouse. 

The attic was a strange place. 

The whole building was strange, but the attic was  particularly strange. 

Because of all the snaking turns, the groans of the despairs, the sometimes irregular sweep of Lumina’s flashlight, and the dizzy number of doors, Demi had lost her sense of  where  they  were  in  the  building.    It  was  miraculous  that  she  still  knew  up  from down. 

“This place seems bigger on the inside than it does on the outside,” she observed. 

And it did. 

The  attic  seemed  like  an  immense,  cavernous  warehouse  —  the  kind  of  place  that might  have  generated  an  echo  if  one  wailed  loudly  enough  —  and  it  was  absolutely stuffed  to  the  gills  with  unidentifiable  detritus.    Demi  half  expected  to  lift  up  a  cover sheet and find the remains of previously autopsied alien bodies.   There was some light here,  but  it  was  dim,  mainly  serving  to  turn  the  tangled  heaps  of  things  into  tangled heaps of  sinister things. 

Lumina’s light flashed up one of the tangles before them, as if reassuring herself of 

what it contained.  There were  arms of various sizes sticking out of it. 

Demi barely contained a scream that came out through her nose as a garbled squeak. 

“I thought that when I first moved in too,” Lumina admitted.  “You’ll get used to it.” 

She stepped toward the offending mountain and flashed her light again. 

“See? It’s all doll parts, and mannequin limbs,” she explained. 

Demi let out a breath that she didn't know she’d been holding.  Lumina flashed her light upwards, and Demi’s eye followed it.  There was the soft sound of fluttering. 

The sound of wings. 

Demi looked above herself but could see nothing. 

She could not make out much of anything in the darkness, nothing alive, at any rate. 

Well, nothing she  wanted to be alive. 

Lumina seemed satisfied, and her light flashed down to the floor again. 

Although  the  ceiling  yawned  upwards,  criss-crossed  by  exposed  wooden  timbers, the floor was piled high with an impenetrable wall of junk that rose ten feet in the air at its lowest point.   There was a small bit of open space around the door to the stairway, but otherwise the two girls appeared to be entirely hemmed in. 

Lumina  moved  to  a  small  side  table,  on  which  rested  an  old  fashioned  telephone with a rotary dial.  It was bright red.  There was a small lamp shaped like a candelabra next  to  it.    Lumina  assured  her  that  it  was  battery  operated,  and  therefore  more generally dependable than most of the lights in the building, 

“This  is  for  emergencies  only,”  Lumina  said,  gesturing  to  the  phone.    “We’re  not allowed to use it otherwise.  I call it the bat phone,” she added with a very straight face. 

“Unfortunately  it  connects  you  neither  to  a  police  commissioner,  nor  to  a  caped crusader.  It doesn't even connect you to bats: fox, fruit, vampire, or otherwise.” 

Demi was disappointed.   She would have liked calling bats up on the telephone, if they were amenable. 

“It's an interior line,” Lumina continued.   “If you need to make a private call then you have to do it either from the abbey or from the archbishop’s house.” 

“I guess we can always call someone else and then ask them to call the police or the fire  department,  or  whoever  you  call  when  you’re  being  accosted  by   arm  monsters,” 

Demi said dryly.  I suppose I ought to be glad I have a mobile phone,  she thought.   “That seems more than a little roundabout.” 

“That’s  the  idea,  I  think,”  Lumina  agreed  solemnly.    “Everything  here  is roundabout.” 

Given the evening’s experiences, Demi did not doubt that statement  in the least. 

“What   is  all  this  stuff?”  she  asked,  turning  back  to  the  impossible  heights  of  junk, her face a mixture of amazement and consternation. 

“Old  furniture,  priceless  historical  and  art  objects,  donations  no  one  had  any  idea what  to  do  with,  books  that  had  no  place  left  to  go,  old  church  records  that  nobody wants  to  sort  or  even  house  properly,”  Lumina  said  blandly.    “Secrets,  scandal,  and shame, most certainly, if one knew the correct place to look.   But as you can see, this is the haystack and we are the needles.” 

“This has  got to be a fire hazard,” Demi said with astonished certainty.  Admittedly, she had not expected to become a deputized junior fire marshal in addition to the other bizarre developments of the day, but that was what it felt like.   If she didn’t find some fault with the ridiculous situation, then who would? 

“Oh, this place is a tinderbox,” Lumina agreed placidly. 

“Then why on earth are we living here?” asked Demi in confusion.  It seemed to be the obvious question to ask. 

“Because  this  is  where  we’ve  been  assigned  to  live,”  Lumina  explained  patiently. 

“All in all, there are many places in the City that are in a similar state, even here in the Uppercity.  And  honestly,  it's  a  lot  better  than  most  places  that  we  might  live  at  St. 

Mary’s,” she said frankly.   “It's quiet, and there’s a lot of privacy.   And even given the state of the place, there’s actually quite a lot of room.  Once you get used to things, the place  sort  of  grows  on  you.    It's  something  like  a  cross  between  living  in  the  storage room  at  a  museum  and  at  a  multistrata  archeological  dig.”  She  raised  a  single  finger. 

“And it isn't completely without amenities.  We do have electricity — most of the time, and our own private bathroom on the ground floor.   Best of all, no one will bother us. 

That’s the nicest part.   I thought about it for quite a long time when I first came to live here,”  Lumina  said.    “Like  you,  I  thought  the  whole  situation  was  ludicrous.    I demanded  to  be  put  some  place  else  immediately  —  some  place  that  wasn't  quite  as fraught with fire hazards and inconveniences,” Lumina said, and her slow smile spread briefly,  like  a  secret  she  was  sharing.    “And  my  protests  are  the  reason  we  currently have  rope  ladders  and  a  number  of  fire  extinguishers.    It  isn't  ideal,  but  somehow,  it suits.  Ultimately, I decided that this place was worth the trouble of carrying a flashlight and having to break a priceless antique window and throw out a rope ladder to escape a conflagration.    This  was  my  castle,”  she  said  seriously.    “And  now  it  is  our  castle.    I sincerely look forward to our time together, Demeter.” 

“Ah,”  said  Demi  awkwardly,  uncertain  how  to  react  to  the  calm  and  reserved gentility of the chapterhouse’s resident infanta. “Thank you,” she managed.  “Me too.” 

Demi  looked  up  again  at  the  dark  timbers  overhead,  and  the  yawning  abyss  of darkness where the ceiling ought to have been. 

“You mentioned electricity as an amenity, but I’m not entirely convinced it ought to be counted as one,” she said skeptically. 

“It’s dark because it’s night time,” Lumina explained practically.  “The chapterhouse thinks  we  ought  to  be  asleep.    This  place  makes  its  own  kind  of  sense,”  she  said, echoing what the archbishop had said earlier.   “If you want more light, all you have to do is ask,” she said.  “It doesn't always work, but it works more often than not.” 

“Ask?” Demi wondered, her brow wrinkling.   “Ask who?   Aren’t we alone in this building?” 

Lumina  shrugged.    “We’re  the  only  two  humans  here,  at  the  moment,  but  that doesn't mean we’re alone,” she said.  “There isn't any who, just a where, where we are. 

Try asking.” 

Demi bit her lip and wondered if her miniature tour guide was having her on, ready to  have  a  good  laugh  at  her  expense  when  she  started  talking  to  nothing,  or  to  the building  itself,  whichever  was  more  embarrassing.    But  the  little  girl  was  as  pale  and grave as a tombstone. 

Demi looked around herself uncertain, and then decided to give it a go.   The worst 

that might happen was that she’d look silly, and she was used to looking silly. 

It wouldn't be the first time she talked to a place either, it just wasn't something she often did around other humans. 

She  took  a  deep  breath  and  then  asked,  “Would  you  mind  letting  us  have  a  little more light?  It’s my first night here, and I’d like to get a good look at this place.” 

And of course, nothing happened.  Demi felt very silly. 

But then there was a low humming sound, and like an ebbing wave, lights overhead flickered on in sections until the whole of the attic was lit up.   The lights were strange, as  mismatched  as  the  interior:  floor  lamps  standing  like  flap  poles  on  top  of  piles  of miscellaneous  junk,  elegant  wall  sconces,  bare  bulbs,  the  long  tubes  of  industrial fluorescent lights, comical novelty lights on the ground like emergency lighting, shaped like  cats  and  hula  dancers,  and  jack-o-lanterns.    In  one  place  there  were  twinkling Christmas lights, in another an ancient neon sign featuring a scantily clad lady with a sly  smile  and  a  kicking  leg.    It  said  CAN  CAN  CAN  repeatedly,  methodically,  like  a slightly inappropriate motivational speaker. 

Demi looked down at Lumina, her eyes wide. 

“How does that work?” she wanted to know. 

The  little  girl  shrugged.    “I  haven't  the  faintest  idea,”  she  admitted.    “But  it  does work, most of the time.   There’s no telling when the lights will decide to go out again though,” she cautioned.  “They may be on all night, depending on how this place feels about it.  I hope you’ve brought a sleeping mask.” 

Demi cast her eyes about, taking in the mismatched lights that lit up the attic. 

“Some  of  these  are  fire  hazards,”  she  noted,  then  amended.  “Most  of  these  are probably fire hazards.” 

“Undoubtedly,”  Lumina  agreed  seriously.    “But  the  chapterhouse  takes  care  of  the chapterhouse,” she said.  “It’s not going to set  itself on fire.” 

“I guess,” Demi answered vaguely.   The little girl seemed positive about it, and she had lived in the building for some time — besides that, the archbishop had told Demi that the place made its own kind of sense. 

Demi could not help but feel a little off balance as she followed the guidance of the little miss with the flashlight. 

Since she was in the company of a child, Demi had relaxed some of the pose of Lady Serraffield.    Demi  liked  children,  and  got  along  well  with  them.    Most  children appreciated  kindness  and  easy  familiarity  more  than  practiced  etiquette.      That  had been her experience in the Forest Girls troop, at least. 

But as they walked and talked together, Demi found herself constantly falling out of step, as if she didn’t quite understand the rhythm of their movement or conversation. 

She  was  experienced  enough  that  she  didn’t  stumble,  but  the  little  girl  continued  to surprise her.  Demi had decided to treat Lumina as if she were a jolly little schoolmate. 

Demi was acutely aware of her own position in society as it related to other people.   If she  remained  formal,  then  other  people  had  no  choice  but  to  remain  formal  also.    By being casual and amiable herself, she gave permission to Lumina that she might also be casual and amiable. 

But  despite  Demi’s  friendly  overtures,  Lumina  Calloway  behaved  as  if  she  might have been in audience with an emperor, or otherwise was a very small empress herself. 

In that attitude, Demi could not escape feeling a gentle rebuke from the serious little girl. 

‘It is unwise of you to get into the habit of forgetting your place, Lady Serraffield,’ 

she seemed to say, without saying anything at all. ‘Even this place has the potential to be dangerous.’

Being  out  performed  in  wisdom  and  manners  was  not  something  that  Demi  was particularly accustomed to.   She was every bit the young lady of the Serraffield family, with all the tact, polish, and restraint that that position implied.   She had been reared from birth with knowledge that she was an heir to the Curia of Lords, and that meant heavy responsibility.  She was thoughtful, dedicated, and well-educated. 

Her manners, wit, and poise were part of the armor that she wore when she went among other people.   She was soberly aware that she needed that armor for her own protection, here, more than any place that yet remained on the earth. 

The City was a very dangerous place. 

And  yet,  despite  that  knowledge  that  had  been  writ  into  her  very  flesh,  there  was another thing that was true about Demeter Serraffield. 

She  was  remarkably  charismatic,  sometimes  dangerously  so,  and  she  liked  getting along  with  the  people  that  she  liked.    She  also  liked  pleasing  herself  and  getting  her own  way.    She  was  both  generous  and  genuine,  and  keen  on  following  her  own instincts.  As much as she had been drilled to keep herself secure inside her armor, she had a contrarian yen to throw it off before people that she judged as her own.  It was a streak of defiance that ran down her back like the curve of her spine.  She was a cat with a very long tail, and her rebellion was trusting the people that she honestly liked with self-satisfied abandon. 

But in Lumina, Demi could not help but hear the words of Eisenreich:  it is dangerous to depend on charm. 

Those deep, silvery-lavender eyes were cautioning her. 

Demi, however, was stubborn.  She was as stubborn as steel reinforced cement, and absolutely  committed  to  making  a  friend  out  of  Lumina.    She  would  follow  her  own instincts. 

After  all,  it  remained  a  possibility  that  Lumina  was   always  cool  and  collected  and remote, that this was simply the shape of her character. 

It  had  seemed  ordinary  for  the  archbishop  to  wait  on  her  serene  majesty,  after  all, even though he’d been jovial and friendly to Demi, doing his best to put her at ease. 

Still, even if it was in her nature, it was remarkable that this little girl did absolutely everything as if she were acting in accordance with the heavenly mandate.   It was one thing for Demi to be able to pull off such a feat.   She would be sixteen at the stroke of midnight. 

Lumina was an elementary school student. 

—  an  elementary  school  student  with  a  ponderous  book  with  a  ponderous  title tucked away in her cheery little backpack, and an additional stack of them in her arms. 

Even having had basically no personal experience with school, Demi could say with one  hundred  and  ten  percent  certainty  that  Lumina  Calloway  was  not  an  ordinary elementary  school  student.      In  no  universe  dreamt  of  by  mortal  men  would  Lumina 

Calloway have been considered an ordinary elementary school student. 

She was so precocious that it was honestly uncanny, and a little alarming. 

But Demi was a thoughtful person.  However unusual Lumina might be, Demi was ready  to  accept  her  as  she  was.    Surely  there  had  been  other  unnaturally  precocious children throughout history.  She had probably been one herself. 

Or, she remained one even now, according to Lumina Calloway’s way of thinking. 

“Your  things  have  already  been  delivered,”  Lumina  said,  moving  around  an apparently insurmountable wall of objects and revealing a path that led deeper into the attic.  Demi hurried to follow her. 

The best thing to do, she decided, was to simply relax, and let Lumina set the pace for their tour, and their conversation.  She would learn the rhythm over time. 

Besides, Lumina was not the only uncommon phenomenon unfolding around her. 

The  attic  was  soon  revealed  to  be  a  maze  of  narrow  paths  through  the  towering stacks of discarded items.  Lumina seemed to know exactly where she was going. 

“I ended up suggesting where I thought that they ought to set up your room,” she related, glancing over her shoulder.  “I am the resident expert on this place, after all.  It's a  nice  spot.    It's  out  of  the  morning  sun,  but  gets  good  natural  light.    It's  a  relatively open spot.  There used to be a grand piano and a bird cage the size of a telephone booth there, among other things.   Who knows where they took all that off to,” Lumina said philosophically, as if she were discussing the destination of souls of the deceased. 

“Thank you for suggesting a good spot,” Demi said seriously.  She did appreciate the other  girl’s  solemn  thoughtfulness,  and  her  guidance,  although  it  still  felt  inescapably strange to rely on an elementary school student for instruction. 

The small girl looked over her shoulder and smiled again. It felt like a rare treasure. 

They twisted through stacks and piles of boxes, books, and sheeted furniture and at last  came  to  a  sizable  cleared  space.    There  was  a  neat  single  bed  made  up  with  a blanket and pillow that had come from Forest Home.   The other pieces of furniture a lady  of  her  age  might  require  had  also  been  arranged  in  the  space.    It  was  a  little incongruous, coming upon a tidy little bedroom in the middle of the crowded attic, but 

it  was  nice.    She  had  never  seen  the  furniture  before,  but  she  instinctively  liked  it. 

Someone had acquired it with her taste in mind.  That seemed clear. 

For a moment, she wondered how all of this had been brought to the space it now occupied.  It was hard to imagine furniture being squeezed through the narrow, inclined hallway, or carried down the four despairs. 

She laughed in spite of herself. 

This place definitely had a sense of humor. 

Her two trunks and the large set of matching luggage had been arranged at the foot of her bed.  Her things were ready to be unpacked. 

And  to  her  great  relief,  there  on  her  bed  was  the  dress  she  had  traveled  in,  along with her petticoat and the rest of her things, right beside her beloved Lacey.  Everything had been cleaned and folded neatly. 

She  was  grateful  to  the  staff  at  the  Seven  Sighs  Boutique  for  taking  care  with  her things,  and  for  returning  them  as  they  had  promised.    Once  she  finally  had  the opportunity to change out of this suit, she would have it cleaned, and then she would fold it neatly and put it away.   It was not hers, really.   It did not  feel as if it were hers, and yet it was possible that at some point in the future she might have need of it.  So she would be kind to it, as she was kind to all of her clothes.  It was not the suit’s fault that it had been an instrument of her distress. 

Demi looked up toward the roof that rose high and unseen overhead.   She turned around slowly in place, revolving, as she had revolved many times before.   She found that she liked the place — unexplained, ludicrous weirdness and all.   It was  interesting, and just like Lumina Calloway, she liked interesting things. 

It probably didn't hurt that this place had not only been a chapterhouse, but also a library  and  scriptorium,  and  more  than  half  of  the  piled  up  detritus  was  obviously composed of crates and boxes and stacks of old books and documents.  Who knew what treasures were to be unearthed here!? 

— perhaps even the lost, unfinished manuscript that Evangeline Belmont had been working on right up until the time of her death. 

Demi had an inward chortle at that.  She was a lucky ducky, but surely she was not 

 that lucky. 

So she turned her thoughts to more practical issues. 

“I guess I’d better start unpacking,” she said. 

Lumina  nodded  once,  but  then  shifted  the  books  and  flashlight  so  that  she  could hold up a small, pale hand. 

“Before  you  start,  I  ought  to  show  you  the  way  to  the  bathroom,”  she  said, unloading her books and her backpack on the floor near Demi’s bed. 

the girl in the tower

That  seemed  innocuous  enough,  but  Demi  soon  discovered  that  to  access  this bathroom, one had to first navigate to the emergency phone, then go all the way down from the attic to the ground floor, snaking along a convoluted path that felt as if it tied itself in several knots, and passing through six locked doors, each of which required a different ornate skeleton key from a ring that Lumina generally kept on her person. 

There was no use trying to leave the doors unlocked, explained Lumina.   They just locked themselves back.   It was best just to tolerate it and to carry the keys when the bathroom was required. 

“Now that we’ll be sharing the chapterhouse, I’ll leave the bathroom keys on a hook near the stairs,” she said.  “Please do the same when you're finished with them.” 

“Okay,” Demi agreed, blinking.   Even given the strange path they had taken to the attic, the situation with the bathroom had blindsided her, and she wasn't entirely sure of how she felt about things. 

“I've drawn up a basic map of the original chapterhouse for you,” Lumina added, passing over a neatly folded piece of paper.  “It isn't complete, by any means.  I'd rather not  leave  a  documented  record  of  all  the  paths  here.    Every  rabbit  needs  a  bolt  hole, after all.  I’ll teach the rest of the ways to you over time.” 

Demi  boggled  a  little  as  she  accepted  the  note.    The  attic  paths  alone  seemed 

complicated  enough  that  a  map  might  be  useful  as  she  was  first  getting  her  bearings. 

She  didn't  know  what  to  make  of  Lumina’s  more  arcane  statement:  that  she  did  not want to leave behind physical evidence of all the paths in the building. 

Maybe  Lumina  was  just  a  little  girl  being  a  little  girl:  building  pillow  forts  and exulting in secret passages, investigating treasure maps, planning camping expeditions around her own home, playing make-believe princess. 

Certainly,  this  was  a  building  worth  make-believing  in.    It  was  perverse,  contrary, and a little hilarious. 

Lumina had been eminently correct.  This place had a sense of humor. 

If playing household explorer was all that occupied Lumina, then Demi felt like she could understand the little girl’s spirit.  In her dewy youth, Demi had often played that way  in  the  halls  and  on  the  grounds  of  Forest  Home.    She  had  devoted  herself  to 

‘discovering’ secret paths that everyone already knew about, spelunking under tables, finding  lost  treasures  in  the  bottom  of  closets,  and  had  eaten  more  than  one  bagged lunch at the top of a steep flight of stairs, as if she had just conquered Mt. Everest. 

But  for  Lumina  Calloway,  the  pleasure  of  solitary  exploration  and  childish  secret keeping might not have been the beginning and the end of it.  Looking at her, Demi was unsure.  She could not say it with any kind of conviction, but she instinctively felt there was  something  else,  something  less  picturesque  behind  this  little  rabbit  and  her  bolt holes.   The feeling was strange, as if she had pieces of a shape that she could not put together properly. 

And there was something else too. 

When she looked at Lumina, Demi could not help but feel nostalgic about her own childhood.    She  had  a  yen  to  be  in  the  dappled  sunlight  at  the  edge  of  the  forest, enjoying a picnic lunch with her mother, and naming all the birds as they flew by. 

Her  grainy,  overexposed  hi8  memories  aside,  Demi’s  living  arrangements  in  the original chapterhouse were a completely new experience for her.   The bathroom was a case  in  point.    She  had  never  shared  a  bathroom  before,  certainly  not  one  behind  six locked doors.   She could easily recognize that having her own private bathroom was a luxury  that  not  everyone  enjoyed,  but  she  was  fairly  certain  that  even  people  who shared large, communal bathrooms, like the ones at the abbey, did not have to use six keys to get to them. 

Quite unsurprisingly, there was only one set of bathroom keys. 

“Nobody has any spares?” Demi asked tiredly, already knowing in the depths of her soul what the answer would be. 

“Nobody has any spares,” Lumina agreed. 

“And we can’t make any?” Demi asked flatly. 

“Oh, we can make them,” Lumina contradicted.  “But the chapterhouse doesn’t like them much.  They’ll stick in the doors, break, simply not work at all — sometimes they do  work,  every  second  Sunday  when  the  moon  is  full,  I  suppose,”  Lumina  said philosophically,  “But  when  one  is  late  for  an  appointment  with  the  toilet,  one  would rather avoid any unexpected delays.  It’s much more dependable to simply use the keys we’ve been given.” 

Well, at least there was a bathtub, and a toilet. 

The bathroom was spotlessly clean, a marked departure from the dusty negligence of  most  of  the  chapterhouse.    When  Demi  remarked  on  this  discrepancy,  Lumina produced a toilet brush. 

“It's clean because we’re responsible for keeping it clean,” she said.  “The sisters will do  your  laundry  for  you,  but  you  have  to  take  it  down  in  a  laundry  bag  before breakfast.   And they prepare meals for us, but it’s on a set schedule.   We’re allowed to keep our own snacks here, but given the various fire hazards of this building that you have already pointed out, we’re not allowed to cook here, even with electric appliances. 

We’re also not allowed to keep or use candles.   And we’re responsible for cleaning this bathroom  and  keeping  our  own  spaces  tidy,  although  it's  not  as  if  anyone  comes  to check  on  the  state  of  the  bathroom,  or  our  living  spaces.    It's  simply  for  our  own comfort.” 

It seemed like a great deal of responsibility for a seven year old girl. 

“You like it here?” Demi asked, an attempt to verify the statement Lumina had made earlier. 

She had returned the toilet brush to its stand and closed the door to the bathroom. 

Demi heard the unmistakable click of the lock as she did. 

“I  do,”  Lumina  repeated.    “Of  course,  I’d  rather  be  with  my  mother,  but  the conditions at her expedition site are too dangerous.  Minors aren't allowed into the deep strata.    As  for  the  chores,  it’s  no  more  than  what  I  was  already  doing  before  I  came here,” she said. “And I’m allowed to do what I like.  That is important to me,” she said. 

“I find it hard to tolerate adult oversight.” 

“Oh,” said Demi.  “Well, that makes sense,” she admitted. 

Demi felt like she could also do with quite a bit less adult oversight, even though the prospect was unexpected and dizzying. 

“Now,”  said  Lumina,  with  another  of  her  small,  sweet  smiles,  “Would  you  like  to meet  our  other  roommates?    I  think  you’ll  enjoy  it  if  you  have  an  interest  in Lepidoptera.” 

—-

Lumina’s bed, such as it was, was perched on top of a mountain of books and old toys, discarded doll parts, and what appeared to be quite a lot of artificial flowers.   It was a single bed clearly meant for a little girl.  It had four white posts that spun up into minarets  that  reminded  one  of  unicorn  horns.    The  top  half  of  the  bed  was  inside  an enormous  birdcage,  very  ornate,  although  it  had  a  sizable  hole  through  the  side  of  it which rendered it useless for keeping birds smaller than an elementary school student. 

It  was  through  this  opening  that  Lumina’s  little  girl  bed  protruded.    It  had  to  be accessed by stairs as well as a ladder. 

There  was  a  canopy  of  translucent  mesh  over  the  whole  of  this  unusual arrangement, studded with small rhinestones like stars. Spidery threads anchored it to some unseen height, drawing it into points like a silvery crown.  It was quite a fantastic bed. 

The archbishop had been right to call this place Wonderland. 

“I  thought  you  said  you  didn't  know  where  they  had  taken  that,”  said  Demi thoughtfully as she looked at the remains of the birdcage. 

Lumina shrugged. 

“I haven't the faintest idea where they took the birdcage that used to be in the place where  your  bedroom  is  now,”  she  said.    “This  is  a  different  birdcage.”    She  paused. 

“You didn't imagine that I arranged all of this myself yesterday afternoon, did you?” 

Lumina was inescapably correct.  Demi was at a loss as to how to explain the origins of  the  bizarre  tableaux  that  were  piled  thick  around  her,  even  given  a  geologic timescale.   It seemed to her as if a seed of the confusion of junk had been accidentally sown one day, and then had spread like kudzu. 

Lumina  didn't  pause  particularly  long  before  answering  her  own  question.    “I believe  this  birdcage  used  to  stand  in  the  Iron  Garden’s  great  conservatory,  the  Glass Menagerie,” she said. “A cage inside a cage: an appropriate place for a little girl, don't you think?” 

Demi wasn't sure how to respond to that. 

“Our purity is fetishized, and yet we are desired and idealized,” Lumina continued. 

“‘What a pretty little girl.’   ‘What a smart little girl.’     ‘What a good little girl.’   We are guarded  treasures  who  are  denied  rights  and  autonomy.    We  are  not  even  allowed  to control our own narratives.” 

“I see what you mean,” Demi said. 

She  did.    It  was  something  she  sometimes  thought  of  herself,  but  she  had  never imagined discussing the subject with an elementary school student. 

Lumina Calloway was a very strange little girl. 

Well. 

It took one to know one, she supposed. 

The lights around Lumina’s bed were dim, but the bed was illuminated by a shaft of bright moonlight that filtered down from somewhere up above. 

Wait. 

 Wait, Demi thought.  That isn't right. 

Demi still felt a little confused and mixed up about her location in the chapterhouse, but she felt for certain that the angle of the light was wrong.  There were no windows or skylights  above  that  might  have  produced  this  beautiful  pool  of  moonlight.    It  might have been redirected by a cunning arrangement of mirrors, but Demi could spy none. 

Lumina saw her studying the moonbeams and smiled slightly. 

“It’s strangelight,” she confirmed.  “It isn't always here, but this is one of the places it likes to pool.” 

Strangelight. 

It was an eerie phenomenon of the City.  Moonlight, sunlight, and starlight appeared in places where none ought to have been, inside of buildings, under stairs, in old, tired basements,  in  the  deep  canyons  between  towering  skyscrapers.    Strangelight  had  no interest in keeping to a schedule either.  The sun sometimes shone down in the dead of night, and the stars and moon rained down at noon.  It was queer and beautiful. 

Demi had seen it only rarely, since she had only visited the City on occasion as a girl. 

It gave one a bit of a shiver to look at it. 

It  remained  unexplained,  although  it  had  been  studied  extensively:  by  scientists, mathematicians, philosophers, even occultists.  Investigations were ongoing, even now. 

It was the sort of mystery that people yearned to unravel, something that captured the imagination and hinted at the shape of the universe. 

And  yet,  for  the  people  of  Metropoly,  strangelight  was  ordinary,  in  the  same  way that all the other bizarre things about the City were ordinary.  If one took notice of them all, there would be time for nothing else, and the denizens great and small would spend their time gaping and gawping at every last thing.  It was in the interests of sanity that people learned to go about their business without much concern for what was strange and inexplicable. 

But Demi had not yet become inured to the weird wonders of the City.  She was still green,  a  girl  fresh  from  the  forest,  and  so  she  gazed  at  the  queer  moonlight  with fascination, straining to glimpse where it came from. 

But of course, she could not tell.  Great mysteries were not so easily unraveled. 

When  Demi  looked  back  at  Lumina,  she  found  that  the  small  girl  was  laughing quietly, her smile concealed by a delicate hand. 

“If  past  experience  holds  true,  then  you’ll  have  your  own  strangelight,”  she  said with a smile that touched her eyes.  “I mentioned that your bedroom gets good natural light.  I should have also added that it often gets good  unnatural light as well.  Sunlight pools  there  the  way  moonlight  pools  here,  although  rarely  in  accordance  with  any rational schedule,” she said with a brief shrug.   “Yet another reason for sleeping in an eye mask.” 

Lumina moved away from her bed to the base of another ladder that ran from the floor into the rafters. 

“Come along,” she said.  “If you want to meet the others, you have to climb.” 

They climbed. 

Once she was up among them, Demi realized that the rafters were larger than they appeared from the ground, wide enough for a person to walk across them without fear of an untimely death.  The ones meant to be walked on even had railings, making them more like catwalks than simply rafters. 

Looking down at the ramshackle labyrinth below, Demi could get a better sense of the overall layout of the areas around their bedrooms.  Surely this was how Lumina had started her map.  The bird’s eye view was informative. 

But it didn't provide absolute clarity. 

There were sections of the attic covered in tarpaulins and a patchwork of sheets and netting  that  made  it  basically  impossible  to  discern  what  was  underneath.    The  map indicated that there was a cave with a working television somewhere inside the mess of terra incognita.   That surely needed exploring.   A television was required for many of Demi’s most treasured hobbies apart from reading, like watching Cryheart, and Magical Girl  Frail  Ribbon,  and  of  course,  for  playing  console  games.    There  was  a  small television  in  her  new  bedroom,  but  it  was  a  new  model  with  a  flat  screen.    It  wasn't suitable  for  playing  games  that  required  light  guns.    The  mystery  television  was therefore an intriguing possibility. 

Plus,  the  idea  of  crawling  into  a  secret  cave  made  out  of  blankets  and  overturned furniture to watch television and play video games called out to Demi’s soul. 

 Too bad it’s verboten to pop popcorn in this place, she thought idly. 

Problems like that demanded answers.   She’d just have to buy an enormous tin of prepopped popcorn and secret it away in the cave like a squirrel. 

Of course, this was all supposing she could fit into the cave.  The map indicated that it was passable, but Lumina was a very small individual.  Demi was also petite, but not quite so petite as the doll-like young lady. 

Still, it begged investigation.  Demi could already imagine cuddling in with Lumina in  a  pile  of  pillows  and  eating  candy  and  popcorn  while  she  introduced  Lumina  to Cryheart and Frail Ribbon.   Frail Ribbon was generally considered a show for adults, rather  than  children.    It  even  aired  late  at  night.    But  Demi  had  already  judged  that Lumina  was  a  mature  enough  audience  to  appreciate  her  most  favorite  show.    Demi was a Frail Ribbon evangelist, in the same way she was an evangelist for  the Swallow. 

While  Demi  had  been  day  dreaming  about  sisterly  bonding  in  a  cozy  pillow  fort, Lumina had continued to lead the way. 

Just  ahead,  Lumina  had  begun  to  climb  a  beautiful  wrought  iron  staircase  that spiraled down from somewhere up above.  It met the catwalk before her as if it were the most ordinary thing in the world for a spiral staircase to be suspended in open space at the end of a rafter.   Demi peered over the catwalk’s railing at the attic floor below, but the  spiral  staircase  did  not  descend  further  than  the  rafter  where  she  currently  stood. 

Like  so  many  other  ways  in  the  chapterhouse,  there  was  apparently  only  one (meandering) path forward.  It was a bit like threading a needle. 

She  stepped  onto  the  staircase  experimentally,  expecting  it  to  shake  and  shimmy with her weight, but it held firm and steady.   In fact, it held so steady that it gave a faint feeling of wrongness, as if someone had simply failed to set the properties of the ‘spiral stairs’ asset correctly, and as a result it was acting as if it were planted on solid ground rather that hanging dubiously in the air.  Still, for her part, Demi was relieved.  She had no  desire  to  climb  a  shaky,  janky  staircase  into  the  nighted  unknown.    Once  she  had stepped safely onto the suspended staircase, she hurried to follow Lumina. 

Having  crested  the  stairs,  the  little  girl  had  apparently  reached  a  level  above  even the attic.   Had she entered the attic’s attic?   The chapterhouse seemed to be the sort of place where one might stumble into such an absurdity, where attics required numbers or letters to designate which was which. 

There was another carved wooden door before them, this one set into a wooden wall that stretched in either direction, making a large wooden box that as far as Demi could discern was suspended from absolutely nothing. 

Well.  It wasn’t the strangest thing she’d seen that day. 

Pause. 

Full stop. 

Demi  realized  at  once  that  she  really  couldn’t  say  what  the  strangest  thing  she’d seen that day actually was. 

The  council  of  Demi  could  not  even  come  to  a  consensus  over  this  troubling question. 

That was the sort of day it had been. 

Lumina pushed through the door in front of her.   It was unlocked, and required no key. 

And once Demi followed her through the door, she knew at once that she had not entered Attic B.  There was no reason to label it in such a way because its purpose, and therefore its name, was immediately clear.  The room was surrounded on three sides by checkerboard walls scored with regular recesses, and on a fourth side by ornate wooden railing.   Past the ornate railing was the outer wall of the chapterhouse, and in it were many small openings, neat little entrances that were open to the night outside.     There was a drowsy feeling there on the hardwood, and the low, peaceful hum of soft voices. 

It  smelled  a  bit  dusty.    She  again  heard  the  sound  of  wings,  which  was  rather  to  be expected as she was surrounded by birds. 

“It’s a dovecote!” Demi realized all at once, turning around in place to look at all the dozy roosting doves and pigeons. 

Lumina nodded.  “Yes,” she said. “There are about three hundred birds up here, not counting the late fledges who haven't left the nest yet.”  Lumina paused, turning slowly to look around herself.  “In fact, there are more friends here than usual today — quite a lot of tourists.   I wonder if the birds decided to have a festival?” she asked curiously, apparently  to  herself.    She  looked  back  at  Demi.    “Of  course,  they’re  mostly  ash 

pigeons,” she said, gesturing around herself.   “There are some other doves about, but they’re in their little pens, over here.  They wouldn't survive out in the world, but they remain safe under care.” 

Demi  followed  to  look  at  the  cages  where  doves  and  fancy  pigeons  roosted comfortably. 

“It’s only soot rooks and ash pigeons in the City, isn't it?” she asked thoughtfully as she looked at them. 

“Outside  of  conservatories  and  arcologies?”  Lumina  asked,  then  confirmed  with  a nod.    “That’s  right,”  she  said.    “No  other  birds  survive  for  long  in  the  City.”  She frowned briefly, and her brow creased faintly.  Then it relaxed as she looked again at the caged birds.  “But they’re safe here,” she repeated.  “That’s just the way things are in the City.”  She opened one of the cage doors and coaxed a plump dove onto her arm.  “But that's  all  right,”  she  said,  giving  the  bird  a  gentle  rub.    “My  inmates  aren't  very interested in the prospect of escape.   This is Merope,” Lumina said, indicating the bird on her arm.  “That is Celaeno.” 

Afterwards Demi found herself introduced to many birds.  All of the birds who lived in the dovecote had names, and Lumina could pick them all out easily.   That was how she could immediately determine that they had so many guests this evening.   She was in  charge  of  looking  after  the  birds,  although  the  loose  pigeons  required  very  little looking after, as they fended well for themselves and went in and out as they pleased. 

It was only the fancy doves and pigeons that depended on Lumina’s care. 

But  they  were  all  well  looked  after,  and  Lumina  clearly  considered  them  her  true friends.   The birds were very comfortable around her, and would let her do practically anything  to  them.    As  she  moved  around  the  dovecote,  birds  would  flutter  down  to land on her head and shoulders, sometimes quarreling with one another over coveted space until Lumina hushed them down with quiet authority.  There were times that she looked not so much like a girl as like a Christmas tree ornamented solely in pigeons. 

As  she  watched  the  birds  making  themselves  comfortable  on  Lumina,  Demi  was granted a great honor herself, as a pigeon came to sit on her arm unexpectedly.  She had held  it  out  experimentally,  wondering  how  long  it  would  take  before  the  birds  of  the dovecote trusted her enough to come near. 

She had not expected that a bird would immediately take her up on the offer.  As she marveled at the fat little pigeon on her arm, several other birds decided to investigate 

her.    These  weren’t  brave  enough  to  perch  on  her  body,  but  they  did  form  a  circle around her on the floor, milling about slowly and considering her. 

 They probably expect me to toss them some feed, she thought with an inward smile. 

Still, it was touching to have them accept her the way they did, even if they likely had ulterior motives. 

Lumina was also impressed by the pigeons’ interest in Demi. 

“If the pigeons like you, then I’m sure we’ll get along,” she said seriously. 

That was quite a vote of confidence. 

Demi  did  not  meet  all  three  hundred  of  the  resident  birds  that  particular  evening, owing  to  the  fact  that  it  was  already  late,  there  were  an  excessive  number  of  visiting birds, and Lumina did not want to disturb the pigeons more than they already had, but Demi did meet them all in time, and others besides, as the population of the dovecote grew steadily the entire time she lived at the chapterhouse.   The dovecote was a very relaxing place, not because it was still, but because it was  alive.  It was a nice place to sit and think while the goings-on of living carried on all around. 

But there was more to see and Lumina was ready to exhibit it.  So the dovecote was closed up neatly and down the staircase they went, criss crossing on rafters until they came to a metal ladder.  This ladder offered passage back down to the floor in a wholly different part of the attic. 

They ended up in an entirely enclosed space, one that could only be reached by the ladder from above (or from a small concealed tunnel that one had to take on hands and knees, but Demi would only be introduced to this handy escape some time later).  There were wire shelves along the walls made of oddities, and each of the shelves was stacked to the very top with aquariums. 

Or rather, terrariums. 

“Welcome to the larvarium,” Lumina said solemnly. 

Besides  keeping  doves,  Demi’s  little  girl  roommate  was  apparently  a  serious collector and cataloger of butterflies and moths.  There were a dozen specimen cabinets in their own little area, and a desk with fine tools laid out across its workspace.   There 

were  also  paints,  and  other  small  sundry  materials,  along  with  sketchbooks  and notebooks, magnifying glasses, pins, and prodigious looking reference books. 

Apart  from  the  terrariums  full  of  eggs,  caterpillars,  and  chrysalises,  and  the  neat workspace,  there  was  also  a  butterfly  house  that  had  a  square  footage  that  Demi estimated was larger than a small apartment.   It was a proper room entirely devoid of junk, made with screen netting stretched over a frame of plywood and metal pipes and fitted  with  a  double  gated  door.    The  butterfly  house  was  lit  by  lamps  that  produced simulated daylight, Lumina explained.  Strangelight could not be counted on to provide the amount of sunshine that the green growing things required to stay healthy.   There was  a  veritable  garden  in  the  butterfly  house,  all  silver  blue  because  the  lights  were dimmed to simulate moonlight.  Moths fluttered softly in the dark. 

 The sound of wings,  Demi thought. 

It was all strange and beautiful. 

It was quite astonishing to discover all of this wedged into a corner of the attic, but it really wasn't any stranger than the dovecote, suspended as it was in some unseen way over otherwise empty space. 

It did strike her as queer that a larvarium and butterfly house had been installed in the attic, presumably at great expense, but that changing the locks remained forbidden. 

She remarked upon it and Lumina shrugged idly. 

“I  was  given  to  understand  that  changes  are  all  right,  so  long  as  they  are  non-destructive  changes,  and  that  everything  can  be  put  back  to  the  way  it  was  at  the beginning,” she said. 

“What was it like at the beginning?” Demi asked with wide eyes. 

It was hard to imagine what this place had been like before it had been stuffed to the gills with all the detritus of a hundred generations. 

“That is a very good question,” Lumina remarked, but had no further answer.   She cocked her head slightly and smiled her mysterious smile.   “And if you’re wondering, the  archbishop  likes  pigeons.    He  also  likes  moths  and  butterflies,  which  is  why  the dovecote  and  the  larvarium  exist,  although  I  am  the  primary  proprietor  of  both.    He claims  that  he  satiates  his  curiosity  by  indulging  in  the  sponsorship  of  these  special places.”  She looked up for a moment before adding, “The dovecote was here before the 

both of us, though,” she said.  “I imagine it will remain even after we’re both gone.  The pigeons have a way of looking after themselves.  I’m just their temporary caretaker.” 

Then  she  yawned  quite  hugely,  bringing  her  hand  up  in  an  attempt  to  delicately cover her mouth.  She wasn't entirely successful, but that made the entire sequence even more charming and cute.  She sleepily rubbed at one of her eyes. 

“And that’s the tour for this evening,” she said with another yawn.   “I’ll take you back to your bedroom, but then I'm afraid you’ll have to excuse me for the night.   It’s past my bedtime.” 
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