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that Marozia, who u-as standing to her left and a brt forward on the

pew, might think it looked like a sickle or a siiver of melon or a half-

smiling rnouth.

At last, the Most Esteemed Surgeon was settled and standir-rg up-

right. He cleared his throat f<rur times. Agnes didn't blame him. It was

an especiaily moist morning, with mist oozing between the black tree

branches.

"This woman is dead," he intoned. "Expired. Extinct. Forever gone."

When his voice reached Agnes's ears, it fizzledlike water dissolving

on a hot pan into steam and nothingness. Her mind generated its own

words to fillthe space.

Adele-Blanche, Mistress of Teeth, ruled her nobl,e house for a very long

time. Agnes did not know her grandmother's exact year of birth, as it
was forbidden to record such figures, so her mind supplied a rather

poetic estimation. Her eyes lnd seen dtleast three-quarters of a century. She

outlived her two daughters, Manon and Celeste. She is suryived only by her

grandchildren, includingMarozia, heiress to the House of Teeth.

Agnes did not include herself in this accounting of her grandmoth-

er's life. She was unsure of where she belonged. But she held fast to

these facts as if they were a piece of parchment that threatened to be

snatched from her hand by a vicious gust of wind.
As her own private, silent remembrance ended, the voice of the

Most Esteemed Surgeon reasserted itself.
"May you be consumed as a coal upon the hearth. May you dry up

as water in a pail. May you become as small as a linseed grain, and

much smaller than the hip bone of an itch-mire, and may you become

so small that you become nothing."

Then it was time for the desecration. By decree of the Septinsular Cov-

enant, this process required adherence to the strictest of tactics and the

most ordered of schemes. Yet it had been performed upon all the dead

8 - Ava Reid
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swayed between them like a pendulum, and the mud sucked lecher-

ously at their boots. These three servile delegates then departed word-

lessly, vanishing into the dense wall of mist.
'i\n insult," Marozia whispered, her lips barely moving. Her fingers

reached out and gripped Agnes around the wrist. "Don't you think?"

Agnes touched her cousin lightly on the shoulder. Then she tipped

her head to indicate the retinue of gray-clad guards standing on the

other side of the mud pit.

Marozia inhaled sharply. '7\n insult to the prince, you think?"

Agnes nodded.
'Well." Marozia's mouth thinned. "That's a good sign, isn t it? That

already the Master of Blood equates our house with the Crown?"

Agnes stared down at the increasingly lugubrious mud. Perhaps she

made too much of the House of Blood's absence. Perhaps it was no

more than coincidence that the Master of Blood, their venerable patri-

arch, could not attend himself. But even if illness or other business

prevented him, surely he could marshal up a son or nephew to appear

in his place? It was hard to deny the overtness of this breach of eti
quette.

Still, she did think it must be directed at the Crown, if it was indeed

an insult. It was the royal family who so ardently enforced the articles

of the Septinsular Covenant, day in and grueling day out, corpse after

corpse after corpse. Her grandmother would not have minded if the

other houses declined to partake in this service. In fact, she would have

been gleeful to know that her blood would not be drained and carried

away in a fat-bellied cistern, would have been pieased at some glimmer

of rebellion.

Yet rebellion it would be. The prince's line had won Drepane by

blade, and the laws of the Covenant they forged must be executed.

Even in the Master of Blood's rude absence, the ritual was fulfilled.

Thrasamund, Master of Eyes, fancied himself a man of exceptional

charisma, so as his leeches set to work, he orated.
"How many gentle faces in attendance! The gentlest, of course, is

of our dear prince. He has journeyed through reeking swamps and up

lO - Ava Reid.
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"Give them to Agnes," she said. And then Marozta turned to face

her. "Hold them, will you?"

Agnes nodded and accepted the pouch. She clasped it berween her

hands, as a chitrd might clutch a firefly she had captured while frolick-

ing in the purple dusk. Once, Agnes had heid her caprive too c1umsi1y,

mashing its fragile bodi, betu-een her finger and thumb. She had cried

then, out of guilt and grief but also slighdy out of envy, because

Ivlarozia's firefly remained a lustiiy glowing little prisoner in her more

delicate hands. Agnes knelt in the grass and smeared the juices of the

insect's demise into the dirt. W'hen she stood up again, all evidence of
its death was gone.

The leeches from the House of Hearts and the House of Lungs

could do their work in tandem" All four bent down over the body, ob-

scuring the finesses of their labor under reaching limbs and flapping

robes. When they rose and stood back, Adele-Blanche's chest was

sliced down the middle in one grave stroke. The loose folds of skin,

which parted to reveal the dark caviry half empty of organs, were now

the purview of the House of Flesh.
"I don't want to watch this," Marozia said. "It's raining again. Can't

they hurry up?"

They could not, Agnes knew Indeed, this was the fastest she had

ever seen the desecration performed. Perhaps it was the foul weather,

or perhaps the other houses were merely treating their grandmother

in death as they had treated her in life: as a disagreeable, vaguely ma-

levolent presence that one feared either offending or overly flattering.

To be in Adele-Blanche's favor rnas just as unpleasant as being her

enemy. Agnes understood this better than anyone.

Amycus. Master of Bones. had the most material to recover and the

heaviest consignment to carry away; his leeches groaned and shook

under the weight of their trunk, loaded with Adele-Blanche's disas-

sembled skeleton. But Amycus was a shrewd and ef;frcient man, putting

all things in his power to their best use. It was said that he slept on a

bed frame constructed out of femurs and fibulae, and that his torches

all burned rnside sconces made from the ribs of children.

72 - Aya Reid

There was very little left o

what remained was the inherita

of the Covenant, it ail must be

also restricted the methods of e

vultures could not be permitred

to sea; and, of course, it could

paramount duty of the Most B
Both Swallow and Wrestbo

dais and allowed him to Srip tI
toward the very last remains of

The Most Esteemed Surger

on to Swallow and'Wrestbonr

into the mud. Thudding, squet

wine, until the red matter of he

bits and mixed with the dirt y

able.



tI - ploiolupuul

'AIqE

-AerJtarrr dl.rapn dlaraldruor aq 01 sE os lJrp eqt qlr^\ paxru puE strq

elqrsrlur ol palnpeJ sE1$. Jaqlorupue.r8 Jar{ Jo Jalleur pal aql plun 'aur,u.

.rog sade:8 Surqseur sE^a ar{ a1u '8urq:1anbs 'Surppnr{I 'pnru aql otur

slr€r1ua s.er{ruelg-a1apy paduots aq 'auoqlsar4\ pue 1'r.ole.ln.s ot uo

Surplog 's8op uapoo,Lr d,teag a.ro,r,r uoaS.rns perueelsg lsory eqJ
'ssaJtsrur perredap Jraqt Jo surerueJ 1se1 dra,L eql pJe,^d.o1

parelnauelu eq se arueirq roJ sruJE 'rtaql du8 ot uFI pa.^d.olle pue srep

sq ruog u.u.op uoa8rns aql padlaq ruoqtsa{t\ pue .^.o[e,^&S qrofl
'uoa3;ng peuaalsg tso1,1 erlt 3o lrnp tunoruered

eql se,,\a tsEI le erer{ oS 'parJnq aq tou pfrof }r 'as;nol 3o 'pue leas ol

lno luas aq tou pir,ol tr itr uodn tsEeJ ot pallrtu.rad eq tou ppotr saJntlnA

la;dd e aq tou plnoJ elaql :lr SurSundxe Jo spoqtau aqt palJlJtsal osle

luEuJAoJ aq-1 diererpeururr pateJalrlqo eq lsntu IIE trtueuelo3 ar{t Jo

III 3illtrv dq ia.( 'JSnoq lea;8 1,ue Jo aluElrJaqui aq1 sE,^ pJureura.r teq,{\

Jo suoN ,trou dpoq s.aqruelfl-elepv .+o x)[ J[]tI ,(ra.L se.u Jreql

'uarPtrp Jo sqrr J

satllJol srl lBrp puE '.eelngi Pu
e uo tdals aq leqlprBS sE$. { -i

Surrrnd'ueur tuanga pue p$;x
-sEsrp s.er{f,uBlg-aPPv IpI_r P3

>Iooqs pue paueor8 serpaal sn

ar{t PUE ra^of, ar ., *::1r:*:
auo^frE ue

.req Suraq se lueseeldun se sr
'8uualeg dpa,ro;o Surpuago -

-eur dlan8e,r'alqeaa:8esrp e se

rar{toupuer8 rragr Suuean rp
tagtearvr InoJ eql wm tr sderya

PEI{ aqs lsalsBs elp sB,t {rp T

t.ue3 'ue8e Srmrre.r s.U,, ?res E

1Y\ou aJa !'sue8ro 3o {fdura Jre
'ur1s 3o sPIoJ asool etll 'r{on
se^\ lsar{r s.aqf,uBlg-aPPv TJ
Srnddeg puE squrq Stnq:ser ra

-qo (poq eqt raao urtrop luaqr
s8unl Jo asnoH arp pue suee

Jo af,ueprla 1e 'rne8e dn poors

arit Jo sacrnl eql paJearus ptre !

aJoru Jar{ rn .rauosud alrrl SuLr

esneJag 'd-rua ;o rno fpg8qs
parrr per{ eqs 'qtunqt pue ra8u

',(1rsun1c ool a,rqdet Jaq plaq p
-{rrTou elrq&\ perrude: peq aqs

Jer{ uaa,/Y\feq tI pedsEP aqs 'rPr

ar€J 01 PauJru erzoretN uaqj Pr


