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CHAPTER 1

alla of Rutger’s Howe had just inherited a great deal of money and
was therefore spending her evening trying to figure out how to kill
herself.

This was not a normal response to inheriting wealth. She was
aware of that. Unfortunately, she didn’t seem to have many other
options. She had been locked in her room for three days and the
odds of escape, never good, were growing increasingly slim.

Her relatives were going to be the death of her.
She had always believed that this was true in a metaphorical

sense. Her two aunts and her assorted cousins would have tried
the patience of a paladin or a saint. It was only in the last two days
that she’d realized it was probably true in a literal sense as well.

Halla rested her forehead against the diamond-shaped glass in
the window. Uncle Silas had been reasonably wealthy, partly
because he never spent a single penny he didn’t have to. All the
windows were made of many tiny panes, inexpensive to replace if
one was broken. He would have used oiled paper if he could have

gotten away with it, like the poorest houses in the village, but as he aged, the
damp got into his joints. When not even a roaring fire could drive it away, he
finally gave up and put glass in the windows.

It was cheap glass, full of bubbles. The reflection it threw back to her was
distorted, so she could see only an oval of pale skin, pale hair, and
respectably dark mourning clothes.



She wished Silas had spent more on glass and saved less. Or at least had
the decency to leave the money to his other family members, and not to her.

The look of shock on Aunt Malva’s face when the village clerk had read
out the will had been gratifying for an instant. Then the rest of Silas’s family
had turned to stare at her and it had sunk into Halla’s brain that her great-
uncle had really and truly left everything to her.

He’d probably thought he was doing her a favor.
Now I have something they want, and they can only get it by going

through me.
Married or buried, I suspect it’s all the same to them. So long as the

marriage comes first.
Cousin Alver had proposed that first evening. She rebuffed him, claiming

that she was still much too distraught to think of any such things. The
conversation hadn’t gone well after that.

“Your husband is long gone,” said Aunt Malva, setting her knife down on
the table with a click. “You cannot possibly still be in mourning for him!”

Halla narrowed her eyes and set her own fork down. “My great-uncle
passed away yesterday, madam!”

Aunt Malva flushed. Her skin was whited with powder to an unnatural
shade, which matched the whitewash on the walls. It made her flush of anger
all the more vivid, coming out in red blotches around her eyes and her ears
where the powder hadn’t quite gone on correctly.

Great-Uncle Silas had not believed in wasting money on tablecloths, even
if it made the kitchen look like a poor crofter’s hall, so Malva’s hands were
very white against the dark wood of the table. She reminded Halla of a ghost
or a ghoul.

Mostly a ghoul. Coming along to gnaw the corpse before Silas is even
cold.

Hmm, perhaps a ghoul would prefer a warm corpse, now that I think
about it. Maybe it’s like fresh bread out of the oven, if you’re a ghoul.

“Well,” said Aunt Malva. “I suppose I am simply surprised that anyone
would mourn Silas, that’s all.”

“Mother,” said Cousin Alver quietly.



“I’ll speak the truth, Alver! I always do, no matter how it costs me. Silas
was a strange, wretched, tight-fisted old man, with no proper affection for
his kin or clan.”

“He is not even in the ground,” said Halla, abandoning her thoughts
about ghoul diet. “And he was very kind to me when I was young.”

“And even kinder now that you aren’t!”
“Mother.”
“In fact—” Malva began, and then a guttural voice interrupted her.
“Into the pit, the pit, the black pit, when the souls scream and the worms

coil…”
Halla seized on the excuse gratefully and rose to her feet. “You’ve upset

the bird,” she said.
The bird in question was a small, finch-like creature that could have

perched easily on Halla’s smallest finger, had she been foolish enough to
stick her finger in its cage, which she wasn’t. It had a red beak and red eyes
and most of the time it sang a repetitive three-note song that went, “tweedle-
tweedle-twee!” Occasionally, its eyes would flash green and it would begin
roaring in an impossibly deep voice about the end of the world and the
screams of the damned.

Great-Uncle Silas had been extraordinarily fond of it. Two priests and a
paladin had certified that it wasn’t possessed by a demon, although they also
all said that there was clearly something very wrong with it and had
recommended a great deal of fire followed by a great deal of holy water. Silas
had instead put it in a cage in the dining room, because he was that sort of
person.

“Hush,” said Halla, pulling the tray with the bird’s food out. It was built
so that you never had to put your hand inside the cage. She took a bit of
chicken off her plate and put it in the tray, then slid it back in. The bird leapt
on it, cackling in a voice like a very old man heard through a drainpipe.

“Nasty creature,” said Aunt Malva.
Normally Halla would have agreed with her, but she didn’t want to give

the woman any satisfaction. “Silas was fond of it,” she said.
“Silas was fond of a great many useless things,” said Malva, giving her a

look that left no doubt who she was referring to.



“If you’ll excuse me,” said Halla, “I find I have no appetite.” She stalked
from the room, angry and shaken and secretly relieved that she had a
perfectly good excuse to flee from Alver and his mother.

Cousin Alver had caught her on the stairs. She might have felt the
smallest twinge of respect for that, except that she had clearly heard, as the
door swung shut, Aunt Malva saying, “Well? Go after her!”

You know that she is wrong, but you feel no need to smooth things over
unless she orders you to do it.

“Halla,” he said from the bottom of the staircase. He curled his hands
around the banister. He wore large gold rings set with stones. The servants
said he never took them off, not even to bathe or sleep, and Halla knew that
the skin around them was always clammy with sweat.

She could imagine, far too easily, those clammy, ringed hands on her
skin. Her stomach turned over and she was glad that she hadn’t eaten much.

“Halla, my mother doesn’t mean the things she says. She just wants
what’s best for you.”

“She means every word,” said Halla. “It’s just a shock to her that I’m not
her nephew’s penniless widow any longer.”

Cousin Alver gripped the knob at the base of the banister, not looking at
her. “You know she’s always been fond of you.”

“She’s got a damned strange way of showing it!”
“Yes, she does.” His voice was so dry that for a minute Halla was forced

into unwilling sympathy with him. However hard it was to deal with Aunt
Malva in small doses, being her son was probably an entirely different circle
of hell. Then he destroyed that instant of sympathy by saying “She’ll be
better if there are children. She’s always been very good with children.”

“I have not agreed to your proposal!”
“Well.” Cousin Alver still didn’t meet her eyes. “We’ll discuss this

tomorrow, when you’re less tired.”
Halla wanted to be the sort of person who yelled at her cousin and forced

him to acknowledge that she had a choice in the matter. Unfortunately, it
seemed that she was the sort of person who ran up the stairs to her
bedchamber, grateful for the reprieve.

This was a depressing discovery.



But not, I suppose, an unexpected one.
At least I am the sort of person who slams the door. That’s worth

something.
She collapsed on her bed, the echoes of the slam still ringing through the

house.
The money was useless to her. She knew that she would never be allowed

to touch it. They would marry her to Alver and take it away so that it stayed
in the family and everything would be just as it had been, except worse
because Alver was alive and Silas was dead.

Why couldn’t it be Alver who was old and had bad lungs? Why couldn’t
he have died instead?

Well, but if Alver was old then he wouldn’t be looking to marry me, and
presumably there’d be someone else to fill the Alver-shaped hole in the
world, and I’d be right back here except with a different obnoxious person
trying to wed me.

Although at least that person might not have clammy hands.
She got up and stared out the window into the dark, thinking about all

the ways a woman could die.
Even if her cousins did not actually poison her or push her down the

steps, there were many ways to make an unwanted relative’s life shorter.
Medicines administered for her “health” that left her docile as a milch-cow.
Wonderworkers whose talents ran to harm.

Childbirth.
Halla shuddered.
Her late husband had been more dutiful than passionate, but at least he

hadn’t made her skin crawl. They had gotten along tolerably well for a few
years, until a late spring fever had swept the land and carried him off. His
estate had gone to his brother and Halla had found herself nearly penniless
after the death duties.

A young widow, she might have remarried if she were wealthy, but there
was no market for widows of no particular wealth and no particular beauty.
Her mother’s family was far too poor to be burdened with another mouth to
feed. Her husband’s great-uncle, Silas, had taken her in and she had become



a middle-aged widow in his house, running the household and seeing that
his old age was as comfortable as she could make it.

He had been a strange, erratic, maddening man, but she had always been
grateful. He put up with her, and Halla knew that could be difficult.

She knew that he had saved her from the convent, or worse.
There was a click at the door. She knew without turning that someone

had bolted the door to her chamber.
It seemed that worse had finally caught up with her.



S

CHAPTER 2

he had naively assumed, that first night, that they would unlock the
door in the morning. In retrospect, she wasn’t sure why she had
assumed that.

I thought I was being punished like a naughty child who
misbehaved at dinner, not being held prisoner in my own home
like…well, like an extremely unwilling potential bride…

In the morning, the door had still been locked. She had rattled the
knob and hammered on the door until Malva came through, glaring
at her. “Stop making all that racket! People are trying to sleep!”

“Well, if you hadn’t locked the door—” Halla began.
“The door,” said Malva, drawing herself up, “will remain locked

until you have learned how to conduct yourself in a manner
becoming a woman of this family.”

Halla should have said something clever. She’d eventually had
three days to think of all the clever things that she should have said.
But it was such an incomprehensible thing that in the moment,
Halla’s first thought was that she had misheard or misunderstood,

and then she said, “Excuse me, what?” and then Malva made a disgusted
noise and pulled the door shut and locked it.

They’d brought her food. Alver came up to say, politely, that he was sorry
about all this. Halla stared at him and said “So why aren’t you letting me
go?”

“Mother, you know,” said Alver, wringing his clammy, ringed hands.
“Get out,” said Halla. To her moderate surprise, he obeyed.



She was extremely tempted to throw the chamber pot at Malva the next
time she arrived. The only reason she didn’t was because it would get all over
the floor and the doorway and then she’d be sitting in the stink of it, and she
was increasingly certain that they weren’t going to let her out.

“You’ll change your mind,” said Malva airily, bringing up dinner. Her
sister waited in the hallway, which meant that even if Halla had overpowered
her, the door would simply get slammed in her face again, and they’d come
back in greater force.

“About what?” said Halla.
“Marrying Alver, obviously. It’s the only sensible thing to do. You just

need some time to think on it.”
“Or what? You’ll keep me locked up here forever?”
Malva shrugged.
“You’ll have to let me out for the funeral,” said Halla, through gritted

teeth.
“No, I don’t,” said Malva. “You’ll be overcome with grief, that’s all.

Although if you’d stop being so stubborn and simply agree to marry Alver—
who is better than you deserve!—you’ll be able to attend as you ought.” She
set the tray down on the cedar chest at the end of the bed. “Really, Halla, if
you had any feeling for Silas at all, I would think you would do whatever it
took to attend, but I suppose such family loyalty is simply beyond you.”

Halla hated that she had never been able to get angry without crying. It
meant that her vision was too blurred for her to actually hit Malva with a
flung candlestick. Fortunately, the other woman’s expression was also too
blurry to make out.

“Really, Halla,” she said, and swept out of the room.
Midafternoon on the second day, there was an ungodly commotion

downstairs. Halla heard shouts and a scream, and for one moment thought
that someone might be coming to rescue her. She half-rose from her seat by
the window. Then she heard a guttural voice shouting, “Hellfire! Hellfire and
burning for the worm, the worm that gnaws the roots of the world!” and
realized that the bird was loose.

“Blast,” she muttered, dropping back into her chair.



The thumping and shouting went on for some time. She hoped they
hadn’t killed the bird. She didn’t like the bird, but at the moment, she had a
certain amount of fellow feeling for it.

“The veins of the earth run fat with rot!” shrieked the bird.
“Get a broom!” shouted someone, probably Alver.
More thumping, followed by cackling, followed by silence.
One of the cousins brought her food that night. Halla couldn’t remember

her name, but it didn’t much matter, since they were all fairly
interchangeable anyway. Sayvil, Aunt Malva’s sister, lurked on the other side
of the door, watching them through a crack.

“What was all that noise earlier?” she asked.
“Malva told Roderick to wring the bird’s neck,” said the cousin.
“He opened the cage, didn’t he?”
The cousin nodded. “Fastened onto his face like a leech,” she said, with a

certain amount of relish. “He was screaming and hopping around like
anything. Then he got it loose but it flew up into the rafters.”

“Oh dear.” Halla composed her face to look as innocent as possible. “I’m
good with the bird, I could probably get it back.”

The cousin looked blank. “Do you think we were born yesterday, girl?”
snapped Sayvil from the door. “Anyway, the bird’s gone out the door, and
good riddance.”

Halla sagged. Well, it had been a thin hope.
It was that night, as she sat brooding, that she realized that she was

probably going to have to kill herself.

H���� ��� no great desire to die, but she had even less desire to remain
living among her relatives. This did not leave her with many options. She
had run through every possibility in her head and no matter which way she
turned it, her continued life was about to get very, very bad.

If I could just break out of the house and…and what? Be penniless on the
street on the edge of winter?



This was a daunting prospect, but she’d been willing to try. It wasn’t the
worst situation she’d ever found herself in. If she could get to a convent, she
could throw herself on the mercy of the nuns, like so many other unfortunate
women did. It would probably mean a lot of scrubbing floors, but Halla
wasn’t afraid of hard work.

If she could get to a priest, things would get easier. She could throw
herself on the mercy of the Four-Faced God, whose priest currently
inhabited the village church. He wouldn’t let her be dragged to the altar
unwillingly.

But that assumes I can get out. And that’s the tricky part.
Well, the windows are right out. Even if they weren’t these stupid

diamonds, I’m two floors up. I’d fall in the street and probably break my
legs, and then I’d be in pain as well as betrothed. And then I couldn’t run.

The notion of being at Alver and Malva’s mercy and unable to escape…
she couldn’t imagine.

No, wait, she could imagine it very well, since it was apparently
happening right now.

Once they start locking you in your room, it only gets worse though. I’m
going to be kept in an attic like a mad aunt. And Alver seems to think we’ll
have children, which… Halla shuddered. Locked in a room, pregnant…gods
above and below…

She didn’t even dare to think about what else could happen. There were
rumored to be drugs that could render someone docile or wipe their mind as
clean as new snow. Death was undoubtedly preferable to that.

No, the future is not looking very good at all. Unless I do something…
drastic.

There was a sword over the bed, in a tarnished silver scabbard. One of
Silas’s prizes, no doubt. He had collected strange objects and left them
scattered haphazardly around the house. She’d found a manticore skull in
the pantry once. It had just stared eyelessly at her and eventually she
rearranged the sacks of flour and jars of spices to make room. It was still
there. The cook had screaming hysterics when she found it the next day, but



you got used to things. She’d never been quite sure if Silas had gone senile or
just enjoyed leaving things where they would shock people.

And then, of course, there was the bird. It had been sold to Silas as a
dwarf parrot, which it certainly was not, and while you could argue that it
did talk, it did so in a way so unnatural that it raised the hair on the back of
your neck. Two servants and the cook had quit on the spot. The cook had to
be rehired at twice her previous wage and one of the servants had refused to
come back for any price.

Halla took the sword down and stared at it. The hilt was wrapped in
leather and the crossguard was plain. The scabbard was the only
ornamented part, the metal etched with interlocking circles. The grooves in
the etching were black, with paint or tarnish, she didn’t know.

It looked old. She wasn’t even sure if she could pull it out of the sheath or
if it had rusted in place.

She tried to hold it by the hilt and her wrists immediately began wobbling
with the weight.

How did you kill yourself with a sword? People in ballads and sagas fell
on their swords, but what did that mean? If she fell over on the sword,
presumably she’d be lying on top of a sword and then what? If it was lying
flat on the ground, nothing would happen, and if it was lying on its side, she
might get cut up a bit. Were you supposed to wait for infection to take you?

No, no, don’t be stupid. Obviously you have to prop the thing up on the
floor somehow so it goes through you when you fall on it.

…however the devil you do that.
Obviously, guardsmen and soldiers killed each other with swords all the

time. It was just that it seemed like it would be much easier to kill someone
else, when the sharp bits were all aimed away and you didn’t have to worry
about whether it hurt. In actual practice, Halla found herself looking at the
sheathed sword and thinking that she could probably hurt herself quite
badly, but what if she lived?

Aunt Malva might try to nurse me back to health. Dear sweet merciful
gods, please, anything but that.


