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I. Sigma

When the last of her spines burst through the smooth, pearl-skin of her lower back, the Smallest
Daughter of the House of Diamond decided it was time for her to leave her home and find her husband.

Shetold her Eldest Aunt of her intentions, as was only polite, and the older woman sucked in her
breath and nodded, keeping her thoughts to herself.

Eldest Aunt told the Freckled Girls, whose twinned, variegated skins made them the most valued of
their generation. The Girlstold their pet stoat, and the stoat ran to tell Grandmother Time as she sat in her
gazeho, watching thetwilight fires of the Endless City spread out before her.

Which was, of course, Eldest Aunt’s intention.

Grandmother Time licked her fangs, and nodded, and when morning came she sent for the Smallest
Daughter.

“You'll travel far from the City you love. You'll cross waters that will not speak back to you. You
will find places where you may forget who you are. ' You'll deny your House the profit of your

In answer, Smallest held out her hands. In the flesh of her forearms she had carved the Stigma. She'd
chosen the sgils of the Angds of Dawn, Dusk, Waterfowl and Secret Things, and graven them with a
kitchen knife by the light of the moon. Traces of mud were ill on her petticoat: the mud she rubbed in
the wounds to make them scar.

Grandmother Time told the stoat to bring a pouch of gold coin, and the throat-band of the House of
Diamond.

“Y ou should have waited for the blacksmith to do that,” she said, nodding at the Stigma. She gave
Smallest the gold and tied the velvet band around her neck. “And yet, crude asthey are, they might
prove stronger.”

Smadllest kndt at her Grandmother’s mighty foot. She bowed to her Aunt. She gave agold coin to the
Freckled Girls, and another to the stoat, for luck.

And when day stretched into night and the birds brooded in the countless eves of the Endless City, she
began her journey.



II. Dawn

The Smallest Daughter walked al night, the stars hard diamond overhead and the road soft
undernegth her feet. She waked through the hour of the Witches, the hour of the Dragons and the hour
of the Mice. Shewaked until the lights of the Endless City grew dim behind her, and as she turned and
watched it disappear behind the swell of theroad, shefelt her heart break.

“So,” shethought, with interest. “Thisiswhat heartbresk fedslike.”

But theitching of her haf-hedled arms distracted her, and the bag of gold beat abruise on her hip, and
the curious cracking of her broken heart faded into dandelion fuzz. She walked through the hard black
hours and the soft gray hours and at sunrise she stepped aside into a meadow by the side of the road and
fell adeep.

She woke as the sun blazed the dewdropsto life, fedling thetickle of ahundred tiny strands binding
her body to the earth. Small creatures the height of her shinbone prowled around her. Their bodies were

furry and they sang in high squesky voices.
WE Il sell her to the Darkling Man
He'll sall her in the Market Square
He'll take her eyes for souvenirs
And when he' sfinished shewon'’t care
They smelled; not foul, but sharp, like new swedt.

She found she could not break the tiny strands that pegged her to the ground, so she flexed her new
spines and they diced the gossamer ropeseasily. Thelittle creatures shrieked in dismay as she swiveled
to agtting position and drew her long knife with one hand, snagging one of her captors with the other.

“Commerce! Commerce!” it squealed, and tried to bite her. She gripped it by the loose skin at the
back of its neck, and laid her knife across her knees.

“I will not hurt you,” shetold the creature. “Buit likewise | will not be bound and I will not be sold to
your Darkling Man. | come from the Endless City, seeking my husband.”

It stopped struggling, and the others drew close.

“Y ou want ahusband?’ piped the nearest. “Then you must come see Auntie!’ She buysand sells
husbands, wives and children dl day long.”

They all began to prance, shrieking “Auntie Thesis! Auntie Thesis!” and the onein her lap wiggled free.
“Come” itsaidto her. “Auntiewill find you ahusband.”

So the Smallest Daughter sheathed her knife carefully, made sure of her bag of gold, counted the
pieces of her broken heart and followed the meadow-creatures as they ran before her.

Soon they came to the ragged trunk of an enormous, ancient, lightning-struck tree. Insde dwelt
Auntie Thes's, the Oak-Witch.

At the prodding of the meadow-creatures, she ducked her head and entered the trunk. Knowing as
she did the ways of witches, she was not surprised to see the inside was larger than the outside, with



many doorways opening into dark halls.

Sitting at the table in the center of the tree-trunk was an old woman, older than Eldest Aunt, amost as
old as Grandmother Time, bent and brown without ahair on her head. Before her was agreat bowl of
broth, and she stared, spoon in hand, at her visitor.

“Smallest Daughter of the House of Diamond,” she said, with mild surprise, “sincel cannot sdll you to
the Darkling Man, or stedl the gold at your hip, what may | do for you?’

“I am seeking my husband,” said the Smalest Daughter. “But | do not think | will find him here.”

“I can sl you none suitable,” agreed the witch. “But | can offer you my nephew.” She snapped her
fingers, and from one of the hallways emerged a beautiful young man, barely older than aboy, with
golden skin and sapphire eyes. His hair was black and curly, and there was no scar on him. He bowed
to the Smallest Daughter, graceful as adancer.

“See? Heisdready inlovewith you,” said the Oak-Witch. “Take him for free.”

“No,” said the Smallest Daughter, and the boy’ s eyes blazed. “I cannot take one so unmarked. | fear
| would break him.”

She curtsed politely to Auntie Thesis and turned away.

She never saw the boy draw hiswicked little blade and throw it lightning-quick at her back. Dawn till
shone on the horizon: the first Stigma.on her [eft arm blazed once, and the knife vanished beforeit could
touch her.

“Ah, young love,” said the Oak-Witch, spooning up her soup as the boy fled down the halway,
weeping.

Before she returned to the road, the Smallest Daughter gave each of the meadow-creatures agold
piecejust in case, like the stoat, they were lucky.

1. Dusk

The Smallest Daughter walked on, and the meadows and oaks of the lowlands changed with the hills
to maple woods, and twin seedpods helicoptered across the road to fall at her feet. Morning turned to
noon, and as the sun began its true strong rhythm she glimpsed afigure walking far ahead of her, black as
if someone had cut his silhouette from velvet. Inthe heat it rippled and vanished and reappeared asthe
road humped itself up and down, and it always seemed to stay exactly the same distance ahead of her.

She stopped sometimes, and turned aside to drink from awoodland stream, or chew a strip of dried
mest, or admire the countryside with the new wisdom of abroken heart. Whenever she returned to the
road, the figure was il there, ahead of her, never further away and never closer. And now she saw that
it danced, long and lanky, and that tassels swung about its body. In the highest heat of day, she turned
from the road and found hersalf anest of leaves between two sheltering maples, where she napped
through the hour of the Sparrow.

She woke refreshed, and stretched her body, and the Stigma ached pleasantly. The soft dirt of the
road gave way to hard-pack, and she dug her claws further into gain purchase. And ill, at the crest of
the next hill, the fantastical black figure shimmered and swayed like awalking black puddie,

man-shaped.



The sun waslow and the sky reddening when she came upon aboy, nine or ten years old, perhaps,
sitting by the side of the road and sobbing. She stopped beside him, and as he turned atear streaked
face up to her, the pieces of heart in her breast jangled and jumped, and her stomach turned over, for she
saw that the sides of his mouth had been diced, twisted up, and l€ft to hedl, so that his mouth was aways
forced to smile.

He rubbed at his eyes and rose to hisfeet, but he didn’t seem afraid to see a Scion of the Houses of
the Endless City.

“What' sthe matter, boy?’ she said, askindly as she could. “Why are you crying?’

"I’m crying because there’ snothing else | can do,” hesaid. "I’m crying because the Darkling Man
stole my sister to sell inthe Market Square of Laketown. | tried to stop him, but he was too quick for
rre”

“I remember a song about this Darkling Man, and amention that he might sell me, and my eyesas
wdll,” said the Smallest Daughter, as anger stirred the pieces of her heart. “And it beginsto offend me
that he dwdllsin thisworld. Tell me how to get to Laketown, and | will find your sster for you.”

The boy forced up histerrible mouth, asif he would wrest ared smilefromit. “Comewith me,
Lady,” hesaid. “Cometo my home, and let my family show you what poor hospitdity we may. Asfor
Laketown, it iseadly found, for it lies a the end of the road you follow.”

She stared down the road at the flickering figure, her eyes narrowing, and would haveran it asfast as
she could and made the taunting silhouette give an accounting of himself, but the boy tugged at her
ingstently and she wasforced, for courtesy’ s sake, to go with him.

Hissmdl clan lived in the sde of adliff, where the greet fosslized ribs of along-extinct lizard framed a
cave big enough to engulf ahouse. The Smallest Daughter could see where the vertebrae curved up the
rock face, to terminatein an absurdly smdl head. On the other side, it coiled down into along, serpentine
tal.

All of them, Maand Paand Auntie and Uncle and the cousins and the siblings had the same vicious
dash at the corners of their mouths, the same false amirk, like the grin of aclean skull. All their eyes
brimmed with tears. They invited her to St at their humble table and share their medl of berriesand
acorn-bread, and shook their heads sadly over the loss of their girl and the perfidy of the Darkling
Man.

“He plucks our children likeripe apples,” they told her. “And when we mourned, he diced our faces.
He sad, he wanted to leave smiles behind him.”

The Smallest Daughter thought she heard a snort overhead, like the grunt of acynica dinosaur, but the
othersignored it, so she did too.

“I'll rescue your girl, and make this creature grove for the harm he sdoneyou,” shesaid. “Tell me
what manner of man heis, so| can prepare.”

But the grinning clan didn’t answer her, instead shrieking and rubbing dirt on their heads, mourning
their losses.

“Indeed, you are grestly wronged,” said the Smallest Daughter, trying to be patient. “But | need to
know his strengths, and hiswegpons. Claws and spines| have, but | am not yet old enough for fangs.”

But still they howled and writhed in the dirt. “Hopeless, hopeless,” Maand Pamoaned. “ Stay with



us, for hewill capture you too.”

The younger siblings grasped at her feet, and she was afraid to free hersdf because her hind-claws
might gut them. Auntie and Uncle embraced her about the wai st, and she was afraid to raise her spines,
for fear she might impalethem. The noise of their wailing rose like the sea until she began to fear she
would go mad.

The Stigmaof Dusk flared on her arm, and the dinosaur’ slong neck flexed, and its head siwooped
down to knock her besiegersaside. One, two, three, four, five, they rolled away like ninepins and
sprawled in the dust on the floor of the ribcage-cave.

The Smalest Daughter thought it best to depart, fearing they’ d bury her divewith their sorrows. Night
had fallen, and she could no longer see the dark figure before her. But she hurried ahead, not stopping to
deep, determined to catch the Darkling Man and make him pay for hissins.

V. Waterfowl

The Smalest Daughter Sarted to trot. She might have been chasing the man in front of her or fleeing
the scarred family behind her—she did not know hersdlf. The faster she went, the more the road
stretched out in front of her. Darkness dropped down and she picked her way by starlight, athough she
seemed to be passing the same twisted trees and black knots of grass, again and again. She began to
suspect aspdll, and wished her cousins, the Freckled Girls, were with her, for they could always sniff out
any witchcraft and send their stoat to chew it out at the root.

Exhausted, she dowed and stopped. Her eyelids drooped. Beside the road was the same tree that
she had passed twenty times and more. She curled up at the base of its trunk and went to dleep.

She woke to the sound of water chuckling to itself, but not to her, which was so astonishing she
ignored the fact that where she woke was not where she had laid down. Moving water awaystold her
jokes, bad ones, and she laughed for the sake of politeness.

“Grandmother wasright,” she said, and sat bolt upright.

“Always,” answered anearby voice, asmooth voice, avoice like the dusk spices buried astreasure
under the Eldest Aunt’ s house, and she rolled away from it and crouched, spines up and claws out, and
wished for fangs. And he laughed at her, the Darkling Man, lanky and long and flaunting histassels, with
apillowcase across his shoulder.

Beneath the fabric something moved, something the size and the shape of agirl.
Behind him was avast lake like chopped blue glass.

Between them was three feet of sand and pebbles.

Not enough room to run.

Hislaughter whirled around her and she fdt like she was on the swing again, barely out of her second
skin, while Eldest Uncle pushed her higher, higher, until her feet were flat againgt the sky and she
screamed with joy.

“Why does a daughter of the House of Diamond pursue alonely traveler?” He gestured with his
forefinger and she felt aphantom caress againgt the velvet of the House band around her throat.



“Especidly when she seeks her husband. Shall | find onefor you, little ferret-feet?”
“Y ou' ve kidnapped agirl and mutilated her family,” she said bluntly. “I’ ve cometo take her home.”

Hetilted his head and frowned at her. “Did |, and did I? Then | am the wickedest man dive” And
he sivung the pillowcase off his shoulder, putting it carefully on the rocks between them.

It opened like an anemone and revealed agirl, old enough to start knifeplay, in Smalest’ s estimation,
but not to begin jewe-weaving. Shelooked up at her with eyeslike the boy’s, the boy with the carved
gmile. But her face waswhole.

She amiled at the Smallest Daughter, and didn’t seem afraid.

“She asked meto take her away,” said the Darkling Man, folding hisarms. The smdll of cinnamon
drifted from his clotheslike dust, and made her dightly dizzy. “Consdering they would have dashed her
facetolook liketheirs, | redly couldn’t refuse.”

“Youlie” Smdlest snarled.

Hedidn't react. “I suppose they’ vetold peoplel did it so many timesthat they believeit themsalves.
| avoid themwhen | can. They areatribethat Stsal day, in acave of bones, mourning their lot and the
tragedy of what-might-come. Their grief and self-pity destroys everything of beauty they have. They
butcher their own souls.”

Smallest remembered the smiling tribe clutching at her ankles and hesitated.
“Shetold meto sdl her in the market square of Laketown, if | must,” he continued.
“And will you?" she said, with what contempt she could muster.

The Darkling Man laughed and spread his arms out wide, the tassels bouncing on hisdeeve. “Do you
seeatown? hecried. “Do you seeamarket? Thisisdl the Laketown you'll find: rocks and water and
acouple of terns.”

She looked around her and began to believe.

The girl pushed the pillowcase awvay and roseto her feet. She looked at both of them gravely, then
walked to the edge of the water. Waveletslicked at her toes. Smallest found herself flexing her own
clawsin response.

“What is she doing?’ she asked.

“I don’'t know,” he said frankly. “After | bring them to the water’ s edge, they must rescue
themsdves”

The girl raised her arms, like the Freckled Girlsinvoking the Moon, and waited. They waited with
her. Then, acrossthe water, Smallest saw awhite blur, ablob that whirled and came closer and broke
into its separate parts, and joined together again, dways spiraling. A flock of birds, hundreds of them,
snowy white with wings as long as aman’ s outstretched arms.

Theflock swirled towardsthe girl asif it would consume her, and she uttered her first sound: the harsh
cry of asea-bird. The vortex descended and surrounded her, and rose again, and she was gone.

Birdsflew everywhere overhead, and Smallest stretched her neck to look at them. The Darkling Man
saw thetight skin of her neck, and bent closeto her.



“Thereistill the matter of your husband, Daughter of Diamond,” he said. “1 can find onefor you. |
can find one who will break down mountains for your love, destroy citiesif you ask, wipe out nationsto
thelast squaling child if that isyour whim.”

Hisvoice was awarm trickle of honey. She backed away a handbreadth.

“Or onewho will sng al day of hislovefor you, write poemsto your beauty, live and die on your
amiles”

His voice ran down the knobs of her spines. She backed away afoot.

“Or one who will bring you anything you desire, jewels and spices and clever birds, until you are
buried in pretty things”

Hisvoice cooled her like abreeze and she turned and ran to the edge of the water, where the birds
ill flew, and the third Stigmaburned like fire. The birds encircled her and shelifted from the ground, her
arms dretching out and white feathers sprouting everywhere.

Theflock swept over the [ake, and benegth her, on the shore, she saw the dark figure watching until he
dwindled out of Sght.

Below them the smdll of fresh water, before them the distant shore and a glimpse of towers.

V. Secret Things

Wigps of clouds crossed the sky, and the flock dabbled their black, webbed feet in them. The clouds
had the tang of burnt carbon. The water below started to smell salty and turn ocean-grey. Cold fog rose
from it, and the other waterfowl called to each other in alanguage Smdlest did not know.

The towers before them grew to acity: tall buildings and squat, and a thousand thousand pieces of
glittering glass. The city filled an idand and splashed across the mainland besideit. Like her
Grandmother, the city was beautiful and terrible. On its breast was a great green emerald and acrossits
shoulder ascar, the deep blackened stumps where two towers once stood.

Closer they flew, and the other birds cried “Haste!” for they knew awind was coming. Smallest did
not understand twisting her head on itslong, feathered neck to see, so when the gust caught her she spun
out of control, fell through the heavyside layer, and tumbled down the airstream. Head over winds over
black, webbed feet, she dammed into the treetops of the peridot lozenge, and fell hard onto the grass
below. Bilerose bitter in her throat at the impact, but she rolled with it, saving her bones.

When she got up her wings and feathers were gone. Shefelt for broken spines, retracted her claws,
checked that her knife and her bag of gold were in place and stared at the green light around her.

It was alittle grove of beeches, and soon shewas blinking in the sunlight. People ran past her to the
trees, shouting and pointing.

“It was ameteor!” she heard, then “No, it was asatellitel”

Some gave her an odd glace as she passed, but with her spines closed tightly down her back, she
could amost pass for human, and she wasn't the strangest creature this side of the Brooklyn Bridge.

“It was agpaceship!” camethecry.



“No!” said awoman in adirty whitedress. “It wasan angel. Didn't you seeitswings?’

The Smallest Daughter thought it best to go, quickly and quietly. She bent her head and watched her
feet as she crossed from the green grassto the pavement. But shelooked up when she heard the familiar
cry of “commerce, commerce!”

Running past her was aflock of thefurry little creatures from Auntie Thess meadow, the ones that
wanted to sell her to the Darkling Man. But they didn’t seem to recognize her, and stranger till, nobody
stared at them, or pointed, or acted asif they were anyway out of place.

Leaving the green swath behind, and walking between the tall buildings where a cold wind whipped,
shelooked into the faces around her. Human, mostly, but there — unmistakable, ayoung Oak-Witch,
just rising into her powers. And there, in the distance, aflash of raised spines. And here, passing so
closethat his briefcase touched her thigh, afeather-faced man like those who lived north of the Endless

City.
And there was a hide speckled like a Freckled Girl. There wasaman with atall, apanther’ stail that
lashed and postured, same as Eldest Aunt’ sfavorite parrot seller.

But they walked and hurried same as the humans; like the humans, they began to stare at her, to stop
and watch as she hurried by, spines down, clawstight.

There, an open shop where people sat around little tables, drinking from thick white cups. Near the
gdewak was an Elder Scion of the Endless City, unmistakable with her full-grown spines, her claws
casudly extended over her shoes, and the fang-tips that |apped over her lower lip. She wore no
throat-band, so the Smallest Daughter could not determine which House she belonged to. She paused
beside the table and made the courtesy of near-relation.

“Service, Older Sigter,” she began.

The Scion raised her head and stared at her, astonished, and the Smallest Daughter amost jumped
back in shock. The sides of the Scion’s mouth had been dashed upwards into atwisted smile.

Smallest did jump when somebody touched her arm.

It was ayoung man, an ordinary man, aplain man. Still, he glowed in the gritty light of this placelike
amber in astream.

“Sorry,” he said to the Scion, in avoice as pleasant and bland as sugar. “ She dipped out, and she
hasn't had her meds.”

The Scion nodded and dropped her gaze. Smallest |et the young man take her arm and urge her away
from the café, away from the street and into asmall park, where children’ s swings hung quiescent.

“They don’'t know whothey are,” he explained. “They’ ve forgotten, and until they remember, the
natives of this place cannot see what they redlly are.

“Most never remember. Most never eventry.” Helooked at the gray clouds overhead and sighed.
“And who are you when you're at home?” she said, trying to sound indignant.
Hetilted hishead at her. “How isyour heart?’

“What?’



“Your heart. Isit sill broken?’
Shefdt for it, astonished. “Why no. It'sin one piece again.”
And shewas alittle sad, because she had rather liked it jangling.

“And you should know me,” he continued, “because | have followed you from the gates of the City of
your Childhood down the great road to the shores of vanished Laketown. | followed you across the sky,
dthough | an deadly afraid of heights.”

She blinked at him, at hiswry mouth, and bent closer, listening.

His voice was honey, and trickled down the knobs of her spine. His voice cooled her like abreeze.
Shefelt warminsde, asif an eggshel of hot water had broken in her breast.

“But perhaps,” shesaid, | wasfallowing you.”

He shrugged. “It'smuch the samething. Do you know me now?’
“Why, no,” shesad, coyly. “I’'mterribly sorry.”

“And how,” he said, “do the women of your house claim their hushands?’
“Usualy we mugt fight,” she said.

“The only other Scion within ten miles hasforgotten who sheis,” hesaid. “After you fight, what do
you do?’

“This,” she said, and extended her two sharpest fore-claws, and carefully dashed two small paralle
linesover hisright cheek.

Later, inthe velvet-dark of his chambers, shelay on her somach while he stroked the nubs of her
pines.

“Already the humans are beginning to seeyou,” he said. * Soon they will know who you are, unless
something is done to stop them. And then they will take you away to the zoo, or the cathedrd, or burn
you at the stake, and | shan't have that.”

Hefingered her throat-band and bent close. She could fed his breath on her ear.

“If I cut thisloose, you will forget,” hewhispered. “Little by little, you'll forget and no one will
recognizeyou. It will not hurt abit.”

Fedling hisfingers on her neck, she shook her head.
Thelast Stigma, the Sgil of Secret Things, glowed on her arm.
“Very wdl,” hesad.

He left her Sde, and she dozed alittle, listening to him rummage through histools. She woke, though,
and held very still when she felt the sharp blades dice, one by one, each spinefrom her back.  Then he
began on the claws.

The acohol was cold on her skin and sharp in her nostrils when he finished. He covered her with a
soft blanket and |eft her to hedl.



“How doesit fed to be a Secret Thing?’ he said, before he lft.
She laughed, but was too deepy to say it doud: “Whatever will we do when the fangs grow in?’

Outside the window, fedling for purchase on the rough bricks and railing, a stoat turned away and
began itslong journey home.
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