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CHAPTER ONE

Bones


T
HOMAS MARSDEN WAS ELEVEN YEARS
old when he dug up his own grave.

It was the twenty-ninth day of April, though for only another few moments, and thus he would be eleven years old for only another few moments. When he awoke next morning, there'd be a tiny honey cake beside his bowl of gruel, and he'd give himself one bite each day until it was gone. The previous year, he'd managed to make it last near a week.

Midnight was clear and bright, with a hint of summer in the spring, and the headstones glowed like a mouthful of teeth under the moon. This was a messy business in the rain, so at least there was that. Thomas's fingers curled
around the shovel's handle as he looked back and forth across the plots, waiting for one to speak to him, just as he'd been taught.

When he was smaller, it'd been Thomas's job to keep watch, eyes and ears peeled for anyone who might have it in mind to stop them. There'd been some close ones, but nobody'd ever caught them.

But for a while now, Thomas'd been old enough to dig.

Behind him, his father waited. Waited to see if Thomas “had the bones.” That's what Silas Marsden called it, the sense of knowing which grave might hold the plunder that would feed them, keep the tallow candles burning another while.

The yew trees cast shadows of tall, dark ghosts waving gnarled arms and shaking wild, leafy heads. Stars peered through, bright, watching eyes, blinking in horror at the desecration that was about to come.

But stars knew nothing of empty bellies and grates with no coal. Stars always had fire.

“Hurry up, then,” grizzled Silas. “Find your bones, or I will.”

That wouldn't do. Silas was always just a bit more generous when Thomas did the workâ€”and happier to have someone else to blame if they caught a dud.

Thomas turned this way and that, and froze.

“D'you hear something?” he asked. Footsteps, he was
almost sure of it. The very particular sound of footsteps trying not to make any noise.

Tap, tap, tap,
on the soft grass between the graves.

“Don't 'ear nothing. If I didn't know better, I'd think you was frightened. Not frightened, are you, son?”

Thomas straightened his shoulders. He most certainly was
not
. Perhaps it was nothing. Trees or an animal. He never felt alone in graveyards, anyway.

“This way,” he said, starting in the opposite direction from whence the possibly imagined footsteps had gone. Shovels over shoulders, they trudged along the paths, sacks in their hands, which would hopefully soon be filled.

Beyond the graveyard walls, the lively, stinking city felt very far away, banished by this land of the dead. Thomas dropped his sack and shovel beside a crumbling stone on which he could just make out the name
COSGROVE
because Mam had insisted he learn his letters.

In this work, there was always a choice to be made. Older graves might've been turned over already, their treasures taken, but for those as were untouched, what they held could be worth a whole handful of coin. Newer ones were a safe bet for a few bits and bobs, but rare was the one that'd feed them for a month.

The digging itself was no easy job. Sweaty and back-breaking and endless, the blades of the shovels
chewing up the earth and diving in for another mouthful, only to spit it out onto a growing hill beside the growing hole. When their arms would no longer reachâ€”sooner for Thomas than his fatherâ€”Thomas would jump lightly into the grave and try not to think of what was beneath his feet.

And then there was a moment, there was always a moment, when metal struck wood and Thomas could loosen his blistered fingers from the handle, for they were almost finished. This was also the moment when the stench began to waft, a smell of sickness and decay. Thomas covered his nose with a ragged shirtsleeve that, truth be told, didn't smell much better.

Rotted wood splintered under a final blow, and again when Silas climbed down to pull the coffin's lid free of its rusted hinges.

“Not bad,” he muttered. “Not so bad at all. This'll fetch a bit from the right buyer if it's polished up right nice.” A silver brush, its bristles long since fallen away to dust, gleamed in his hand. Thomas tried quite hard not to look at the spot it had come from, right between two hands that were nothing but bone now, but he could never resist completely.

The whole body was nothing but bone, bone and gaps for mouth and nose, ears and eyes. Two silver coins had fallen with unheard
clunks
to the wood below at some point after it had been buried and forgotten.

“Reckon you can keep one of those,” said Thomas's father, as was his way. He was not, by and large, a cruel man, and always gave Thomas a small share of the spoils if Thomas helped. A bigger share, if Thomas chose, and chose well. Most times, Thomas slipped it into his mother's purse so she might return from market with a few extra morsels.

The brush, a music box, the other coin, and a pair of shoe buckles went into a sack. Not bad for a night. Thomas climbed from the grave, his father behind, and they made quick work of filling it back up from the mountain of earth. Oh, by the light of day it would be clear that someone had disturbed the plot, but by then they would be long gone.

“Got time for another.” The moon still shone high in the sky.

Soon they wouldn't, as the days grew longer and warmer and stole the darkness that shrouded them. Winter was best. They scarcely had to wait past suppertime, but on those bitter cold days when the ground was frozen solid, it oftentimes took a whole night to dig just one.

Thomas led them deeper into the graveyard, almost to the wall that surrounded it, and near clapped with glee. A fresh one, so new as to not even have a marker yet, no name to read or years at which to wonder. The digging was so much easier when they was fresh, too, the earth loose and unsettled, welcoming the body back into its embrace.

“An easy one, eh? Good job.” Thomas's father patted his shoulder with a calloused hand. The objects in the sack clattered together as it hit the ground, and they both readied their shovels.

They did not have to dig far.

And there was no wood to splinter.

A scant few feet down, Thomas's shovel struck something that was surely not a coffin.

“What in blazesâ€”? Careful!”

Thomas dropped to his knees and began to brush the earth away with his hands. The corpse was new, plump and cool, the cloth that covered it whole and perfect. Worms and critters hadn't gotten to it yet.

He swept the last of the dirt from the face, and his blood ran colder than the skin under his fingers. And then, as if it would make some sort of difference, he scooped the earth from the rest of the body in great, messy handfuls. It made no difference at all, no good one, and a dozen feelings all choked in Thomas's throat like a chicken bone, for looking at the body was likeÂ .Â .Â . like staring into a pond on a clear day.

When Silas Marsden had told Thomas to “find his bones,” this was not what was meant, but it might as well have been. In the grave, smeared with earth on skin not covered by a black robe, was Thomas himself, down to the ragged fingernails, the blemish on his cheek, there in
a shard of looking glass since Thomas could remember.

Silas Marsden whispered a prayer.

â€¢Â Â Â â€¢Â Â Â â€¢

There was not a single difference, so far as Thomas could see. True, he was not covered in earth, and his skin was warmer than the soil-smeared face below him, but those things weren't as important as the ones that were exactly the same. The face, the hands, the skinny chest when Silas parted the robe with the end of his shovel. Despite the strangeness before them, it seemed he couldn't resist the urge to make sure there was nothing of value under the cloth.

“I don't understand,” said Thomas. “It looks just like me. Why does it look just like me?”

“We bury it again,” snapped his father, ignoring Thomas's question, seeming to answer a different one as he looked up at the stars. “Doesn't have nothing to take. We bury it again and get out of 'ere. Come on, quick.”

“Butâ€””

“Do as I say, or feel the back of my hand, boy!”

“But it does have something!” said Thomas, startled. Silas had never struck him, not when he spilled his supper or broke a mug or put holes in his jumpers, and he knew many who were not so fortunate. Silas was
afraid
, a thing so unfamiliar to Thomas it took him a heartbeat to see it for what it was.

But he couldn't do as Silas asked, for Silas was wrong.
Thomas pulled free the curl of paper from under the cold fingers that were otherwise identical to his own, and a shiver passed through him, as, briefly, he held his own hand.

Silas peered at it in the moonlight. “What's it say? Read those letters your mam's made you learn. Never saw any call for that, meself.”

The ink was so blue it was almost black, formed into whorls and spikes. At first look, they seemed nothing like the letters Mam had painstakingly taught him, sounding each one out and stringing them together into words. He squinted as the shapes seemed to wriggle and change.

“It says,
My name is Thistle,
” Thomas whispered. What an odd name. And what an odd feeling it was that came over Thomas, a wave of despair and fright from the boy at his feet, as clear as if the boy could talk and had whispered to Thomas that he was sad and afraid. Odd. But there was nothing about this that wasn't odd, and the name wasn't the only thing the note said.

Do not read this aloud. Go. Wear a cap. Watch. Speak to no one. This is essential.

Three more bits of paper had fallen to the ground. Thomas gathered them up, and these were printed in ordinary letters. He'd seen something like them once before, when the graves had been particularly rich and Mam had taken him to a penny theater as a treat.

Those tickets hadn't been made of such thick card, however, with gold leaf around the edges. The theater hadn't been in such a posh part of town as the address on these, neither.

The performance was the following night.

“This is all some daft trick,” said Silas, gripping his shovel tighter, the distraction over. “Get to work.”

Thomas slipped the note and the tickets into his pocket.

Calluses burned on Thomas's palm. He tipped the first load of earth slowly back into the hole, where it covered the face so like his own. Another shovel of dirt, slowly again. But his pace did not matter, for Silas Marsden worked as if possessed, scooping up huge clumps and throwing them into the grave, breath labored and loud in the quiet night.

He did not say another word to Thomas, not when they had finished, nor on the long trudge home, nor when he pushed open the creaking door and pointed in the direction of Thomas's small bed, really no more than a pile of moth-eaten blankets near the hearth.

If there was coal, Mam always left a few embers glowing for the bit of warmth that stole over Thomas as he climbed under the topmost blanketâ€”the thinnest and most threadbare. The others formed a nest underneath him that softened the hard floor. Most nights he was weary, tired to his very bones from hours in the graveyards, and grateful to
fall asleep soon as he was burrowed in, but not this night.

Tonight his bones in this bed couldn't be as tired as his bones in the grave, so exhausted they would never move again.

It simply made no sense, not the slightest bit. The Robertsons down the road and round the corner, they had two girls, twins, who looked so much the same that Thomas couldn't tell which was waving to him in the street. But Mam and Papa had never so much as hinted at Thomas having a brother. He longed to ask his father, longed right up until the moment Silas Marsden finished hanging up coats and shovels on the nails by the door and stomped across the room in socks badly in need of darning. The door to the house's one other room slammed shut hard enough to wake Mam, asleep on the other side.

Sure enough, voices slipped like smoke through the cracks around the wood. Whispers, and they got no louder even when Thomas crept from his bed to press his ear against the rough, splintery planks. The floor was cold under his toes, drafts breathed across his neck, but Thomas did not move except to sit when his legs would no longer hold him.

When Thomas woke, he was in his bed, warm, the fire ablaze in the hearth. A long spoon clanged on the side of a metal pot hung over the flames on a hook.

“Wake up. That's your breakfast ready,” said Thomas's mother. “Come now, eat.” She looked tired, great dark
circles under her eyes, but she was smiling as always. Her hair curled in wisps over her shawl.

“In the graveyardâ€”” Thomas began, remembering.

“There's clean water. Wash your hands, as I can guess you didn't before bed, and I won't have you getting my spoons mucky. Those as has an 'undred of them can get them as filthy as they likes, but not in this home, I say.”
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