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“From the moment I started Calor, I could not put it down. I found the magic system fascinating, the plot captured my thoughts when I wasn’t reading, but most of all I loved the characters. They were individual and unique, a welcome change from the usual fantasy variety. This is an excellent story that needs to be on the list of every fantasy reader.”

—Morgan L. Busse, award-winning author of The Ravenwood Saga

“From the very beginning, Fischer’s gift of words summons beauty through the chill of a desolate world, bringing Sephone’s and Dorian’s search for courage, truth, and hope to life. It’s a world studded with gems of truth, a sparkling story, the sort of book that I don’t want to put down and stays with me long after I finish. Calor has become a new favorite, and the second book in The Nightingale Trilogy cannot come soon enough!”

—Cathy McCrumb, author of the Children of the Consortium series

“J.J. Fischer has penned a stirring new take on the Persephone story. Calor captivated me, and I can’t wait to follow her team of well-drawn, heartstring-plucking characters into the next installment!”

—Lindsay A. Franklin, Carol Award-winning author of The Story Peddler

“[A] unique twist on classical tales. Fischer brings intriguing characters to life in this slow-burn romance that pulls you deeper into the dangerous world of mystical powers and unrelenting suspense and leaves you wanting more. Can’t wait to find out what happens next!”

—Sandra Fernandez Rhoads, award-winning author of Mortal Sight

“Calor is a thrilling fantasy adventure that tugs on your heartstrings the whole way through. Crafted with compelling characters, unique and sensational magical abilities, hints of romance, looming dangers, and a whole lot of heart, Calor reminds the reader that some things are too precious to sacrifice, even if that means confronting life’s painful memories. This magical novel will captivate readers from beginning to end and leave them craving the next chapter.”

—Ashley Bustamante, author of Vivid
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calor

A Latin word meaning warmth or heat.


“The whole world knows what I possess


better than I do myself.”

—The Emperor, The Nightingale by Hans Christian Andersen (1843)

“It does not do to dwell on dreams

and forget to live.”

—Albus Dumbledore, Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone by J. K. Rowling
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His father might be in the middle of saving the world, but Dorian was still bored. Nulla was about as close to the apocalypse as a place could get, and that was saying something, because the world had already ended once. It was certainly no place for a fourteen-year-old boy to spend the best days of the summer.

Not that Nulla had any concept of summer. The canals were still frozen solid, and the streets laden with a fresh fall of snow—if you could call it fresh, since the sickly gray color made the sky’s latest offering look like a mourning shroud. Even the air stung. While his father was holed up in meeting after meeting with the lord of Nulla—an unpleasant-looking fellow by the name of Lord Guerin—Dorian had gone exploring, but the city’s breezes were needling, mischievous things that seemed to have minds and wills of their own, and he’d soon returned to the inn.

He pried open the window of the third-story room and leaned on the sill, wishing he could inhale the fresh mountain air of Maera instead. It wasn’t much warmer there in summer, but there was sunshine, at least, and sunshine tended to help a body forget it was cold. There was his gift, of course, but that was no more useful to him than snowshoes for a bear—gifts were always for other people. Restless, he looked down at the bustling city sprawled below his window.

It was sometime around mid-afternoon, though it might have been night for the oppressive weight of the sky. Dark-looking clouds knotted so closely together they seemed about to burst at their seams. Below and to his right, a street peddler, clutching the arms of the cart that displayed his wares, cowered before two larger men beneath the grimy awning of a nearby shopfront. A pitiful, blubbering sound drifted upward. As Dorian stared in their direction, the familiar heat building inside his chest, the peddler abruptly straightened to his full height, his bristling chin jutting out, and looked them full in the face.

Dorian quickly shifted away. Apparently, his gift worked at a considerable distance. After a moment, he dared to look down again, this time watching as a well-dressed man and woman walked past, arm in arm. A little girl darted around the pair, white-blond hair streaming behind her like a kite, heading for the main canal.

Maybe she’s going ice skating, Dorian thought to himself. But there were few children in Nulla, and the idea that any of the existing ones would indulge in such a carefree leisure activity was ludicrous. He hadn’t heard a laugh or seen a smile in the three days since he and his father had arrived. The seam folk were a melancholy bunch.

A few moments later, a scream jolted him from his reverie, followed by several shouts. A crowd had formed at the rim of the canal, and several people were pointing into the middle of the frozen passage. Dorian looked beyond them, and his stomach twisted. There was a hole in the ice, exposing choppy black water beneath. Someone was thrashing in it—he caught the occasional flailing of a pale arm and the bobbing of a fair head. Who would be foolish enough to try to cross the canal when the ice was so dangerously thin?

Though by now a large crowd had gathered beside the canal, not one of the townsfolk attempted to help the person. Indignation blazed in Dorian’s chest once more, and he left the window, crossed the room in several long strides, and flung open the door. Not stopping to close it again, he took the stairs two or three at a time. In seconds, he was outside, and in less than a minute, he had reached the canal.

The crowd parted to let him through. Pale, hollow faces watched him curiously as he knelt at the edge of the canal, testing his weight on the brittle surface. It was thicker nearer the edges, and he thought it would support him, but what about when he neared the middle?

There was no time left to wonder. The water was still churning, but he could no longer see a head or an arm. Bubbles rose to the surface. He lowered himself until he was lying on his stomach, arms and legs spread out. Then he inched himself forward, as quickly as he could without straining the ice, making for the hole that now loomed ahead of him. It felt like miles away instead of mere yards.

By the time he made it, his heart was hammering painfully. Whoever had fallen through the ice had made it to the middle of the canal before being plunged into the filthy depths below. There were several broken fragments around the lip of the hole; he had to go around a way until he could safely reach the edge. He raised himself on his elbows and peered into the water. Nothing? Had they already drowned? He plunged his hand beneath the surface over and over again, like a bear fishing, shivering as the cold sliced into his skin.

Come on. He summoned every last vestige of strength. Come on.

The next time he submerged his arm, he felt it—a small hand brushing against him. Tiny fingers closed weakly around his wrist. He latched onto them immediately.

By all the old gods, it’s a child!

He reached for his gift, pouring everything he could into the tenuous contact. In response, the child gripped harder. He braced himself and pulled. The child wasn’t heavy, and he used both hands to drag her onto the ice fragment beside him.

“I’ve got you,” he breathed. “I’ve got you safe and sound.” Then he noticed the dripping, white-blond hair.

It was the same girl he’d seen running before, the one he’d imagined might be going ice skating. Where were her parents? And why had no one attempted to save her? She couldn’t be any more than four years old. What kind of people were content to watch a child drown?

Though she’d gripped his hand tightly before, she was unconscious now. Had she ingested too much water? A slight movement caught his attention and he glanced back. Someone had thrown them a rope. He quickly tied it about her torso, watching as a strapping lad with a dirt-smeared apron dragged her to the edge of the canal, her sopping clothes bleeding water in her wake. A few seconds later, a second rope landed beside him. He gripped it tightly as the lad tugged him to safety.

He had never been more grateful for solid ground in his life. His teeth chattered and his body trembled—and he hadn’t even been the one to fall through the ice. He got to his feet and looked around for the girl.

They had laid her on the very rim of the canal, atop the stone cobbles. She was completely soaked, and yet not one of them seemed to have tried to warm her.

He muttered beneath his breath as the crowds parted to let him through once more, curious, but doing nothing to aid him. He knelt beside her and pulled her into his arms. “Little miss!” he said urgently, gently slapping her cheeks to wake her. “Little miss!”

“She isn’t breathing, lad.”

Ignoring the man who’d spoken, he laid her on her back. She was ghostly white, her lips tinged with blue. There was only one thing he could think to do. He wove his fingers together and laid them over her small chest, then pressed down hard in a steady rhythm that mimicked the thumping of a heart. Every now and then, he blew a breath into her lifeless mouth, occasionally touching the back of her hand in the vain hope that his gift might rouse her.

“Stay with me,” he whispered. “Stay with me, little one.”

The crowd murmured around him, restless and growing bolder. “She’s too far gone,” said a yellow-haired woman in Lethean, with a decisive shake of her head.

“No thanks to any of you,” Dorian retorted in her native tongue and kept working, not waiting for the woman’s exclamation of surprise.

He had almost given up when the girl finally stirred. His pulse leaped as she took a shuddering, shallow breath. He turned her on her side so that she could expel the canal water from her lungs—hopefully not as toxic as it looked—and then held her close to warm her.

“Are you all right, little miss? For a while there, you weren’t breathing. I thought for sure I’d lost you . . .”

Her head turned, and brown eyes locked with his. Though she was small, an awareness in her eyes made her appear years older than she was.

“Where’s your father, little one? I’ll take you to him if you can point me in the right direction.”

“Sephone!” came a voice from behind the crowd.

Her hand latched onto his wrist again, brown eyes widening. She was still afraid—and no wonder, for she had very nearly died. He reached for his gift once more.

Still holding the girl, he stood and looked around as he addressed the crowd. “Where are her parents? Do you know her mother? Or her father?” He had to get her to her family. They would be beside themselves with worry. And if she didn’t get warm soon, she would likely die. But the townspeople only stared at him blankly.

The crowd parted a third time, and a man with a shaven head appeared. His eyes found the little girl immediately and filled with relief. “Sephone!”

Dorian sighed with a little relief of his own, even though the girl still clung to him like an oyster. The child’s father. Surely she would be safe and return to a home as loving as his own.

And just like that, his summer had become a little less boring.
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“Are you sure you can handle this, Miss Winter?”

If it had been any other person asking the question, I might have laughed. A whole-body-seizing, muscle-spasm-in-your-belly, temporarily paralyzing kind of laugh. It was not the sort of question you put to a girl who had watched the end of the world more times than she could count. A girl who’d seen her first corpse before she was old enough to understand that the body concerned was not merely playing at being dead.

But one did not laugh at the lord of Nulla.

I bowed my head so the lord would only perceive the contempt in my eyes if he relocated his bulky frame to the floor—an impossibility on several fronts.

“Aye, my lord,” I replied crisply. “I can handle it.”

Perching on the edge of the faded, high-backed armchair stationed opposite his, I peeled off my long, close-fitting gloves and draped them carefully over the armrest. Though he would be a head taller than me when standing, and likely outweighed me by fifty pounds, the elderly Lord Guerin eyed my bare hands as if he expected me to throttle him then and there. One of his advisors—a tall man with hardly any lips and a peaky face—hovered behind his shoulder, shooting pointed glances at the two guards stationed beside the door. A clear warning not to exceed my earlier instructions.

Finally, the advisor pinned me with a steely glare. “You may proceed, Miss Winter.”

As if I waited for his approval. But I nodded anyway. It was never wise to test the upper crust, no matter how flaky and insubstantial it appeared. Either of these men could have me before an execution squad faster than a snap frost, and I could hardly use my gift at such a distance. Not even Cutter could intervene if Lord Guerin decided I had exhausted my usefulness, though, credit where credit was due, he would likely try. He had to protect his greatest asset, after all.

But I had certain reassurances. If I were executed, the lord’s best hope for a peaceable afternoon nap—if not an untroubled retirement—would die with me. For who else was able to keep his hideous nightmares at bay?

I leaned forward and was once again struck by the lord’s nervous manner. I wondered, as I had since the first time I entered his mind, whether he was truly sane. His head darted around like a small bird’s, snapping from side to side with rapid, truncated movements, studying me from behind a half-lidded gaze that displayed more of the black of his eyes than the white. Such obvious unease was odd coming from a man who, after the war, had enjoyed wielding power like it was going out of fashion. Though his iron grip on his city had eased in recent years.

All that, of course, I knew to keep to myself.

I reached for his craggy face, letting my hand hover over a temple that boasted more intersecting threads than a weaver’s loom. He flinched at my touch, but the coldness of his mind was a far greater affront than the faint brush of calloused fingertips against sandpaper skin. As I drew on my gift, the familiar black tendrils leaped from my fingers, wreathing my hand in inky wisps finer than spider silk, awaiting my wordless command. I gave a mental nod, and the wisps scattered and sank beneath the lord’s weathered skin as easily as dew melting into the ground.

The lord groaned and I hid a scowl. The procedure itself was completely painless—for him, at least. The only pain would come from his own recollections, and that was the reason for my presence in the first place.

The room shimmered and then vanished altogether, and I dodged the now-familiar assault of memories, a kaleidoscope of mental chaos more lethal than a dozen assassin’s knives hurled in the dark. The first time I had entered the lord’s slippery, festering mind, I had whimpered, forced to traverse the house of horrors memory by memory, each more hideous than the last—a jumble of starving children and missing limbs and abscessed wounds and violated women.

All that Lord Guerin had witnessed, and for some of it, he was directly responsible. It was the reason he had summoned me to his manor house almost the very moment he had heard about Cutter’s powerful new mem. Apart from me, he’d never again be able to close his eyes without being prodded and stabbed by his conscience.

If not for Cutter, I would have gladly let the lord bleed out from his wounds. As it was, I had lost many a precious meal in the early years of my service. These days, I had a stronger stomach. I had learned to shield my mind from the worst of the onslaught, to thumb idly through the images in the same way an illiterate slave might peruse his master’s accounting books—without any real comprehension of what he viewed. There was no need to look closely at each memory, for in the end, they were all the stuff of nightmares. I did not need to know the why or the how—only the what.

After all, one does not need to understand the past in order to neutralize it.

In time, I had discovered the true potential of my gift: that I could not only watch Lord Guerin’s life unfold before my eyes like a tragic, gory play, but I could make subtle changes. Not to the memories themselves—for the past could not, or perhaps would not, be changed. But it could be edited. I could shine a spotlight on one memory—a pleasant memory, for example—while carefully shrouding another. A blunted edge here, a sharp ache eased there. A mental game of smoke and mirrors. What could not be concealed was easily anesthetized.

And though I’d never experienced it myself, the after-effects were deemed pleasant. Some compared it to the sweet oblivion of intoxication without the headache, though it would, much like stiff drink, not last forever. A couple of days at most, and for some, their memories were so strong that the numbing effect would only prevent the horrors from intruding for a few hours. Some of those had found comfort in the glaze of the bottle as well as in my gift.

The mind-bleeding, it was called by most Calderans, after the blood-letting procedures of the ancient times. But it was a poor name for what actually took place—for nothing remotely resembling blood ever escaped those invisible wounds. In my own mind, I called it the soul-letting. For though the effects of my gift were temporary, I had begun to notice—

“What are you waiting for, Miss Winter?” This time, it was the lord’s voice which sliced through my thoughts. “Proceed.” He shifted uncomfortably in his chair, evidently not wanting to be in contact with me longer than necessary.

The feeling was mutual.

I closed my eyes to concentrate. The lord’s mind shuddered, and I kept a firm grip on the grotesque specters shifting restlessly in the mental earthquake. It would be worse for us both if I lost my hold on him and had to start again. Abruptly, I found the memory which disturbed him the most, the one I had numbed at least a dozen times before. If it had taken physical form, it would have been as black as his eyes, a black so complete it consumed every bit of light it touched. It was as familiar to me as the back of my own hand.

Carefully, I moved to examine it, choking down the accompanying surge of bile. I never got used to this one. It was the memory of a massacre, one Lord Guerin himself had ordered, though he was only a young man when it had taken place—a little older than myself. Sixty years ago, perhaps. The countries of Memosine and Lethe, each in their infancy, bickering like children, while Marianthe was toddling in the south on unsteady legs, having not yet found her way to the sea.

As relations between Lethe and Memosine disintegrated, Lord Guerin’s men, fighting for Lethe in those days, had been driven mad by the threat of starvation to the point of bloodlust. I felt a fleeting prick of pity on viewing their desperation in the lord’s mind. But since I had seen scarecrow limbs and hollowed cheeks aplenty on both sides, what happened next was inexcusable. And it was not merely food they had demanded from the terrified villagers to sate their hunger.

Aye, Lord Guerin and his men deserved their subsequent exile into the no-man’s-land between the walls. For not even Lethe would lay claim to what they’d done, and Lethe, more than any of the fledgling nations, was good at forgetting.

Lord Guerin flinched as I came across the tenderest memory—a young woman who had been torn apart, as by a beast. Her child… Now, I flinched, opening my eyes. A tiny shard of the memory had come loose from the main mass, found its way through my mental connection with Lord Guerin, and lodged itself in my mind. Memory splinters, they were called, and I inwardly groaned. They were almost impossible to remove.

Plucking it from my conscious mind, I blunted the sharpest edges and compressed the rest of the horror the only way I knew how: into a tight, prickly ball, which I forced from my throat into my stomach, tamping it down until I could no longer feel its thorns. I would never forget the massacred child, even though he had been dead for sixty years, but it could be worse. Some of the memories had thorns which were poisonous, and they could not be swallowed.

Now, to business. My hand grew colder as my gift stirred to life, and the black tendrils swirling beneath the pads of my fingers wriggled and danced, undaunted by the frigid temperature. As the cold spread from my fingers to the lord’s skin, the memory of the massacre cooled and turned to ice, the worst parts sizzling and hissing as the flames were extinguished. Though it was fanciful, I imagined a veneer of delicate crystals forming like lace across the surface of the memory. Thinking of myself as an artisan, leaving beauty in place of savagery, made the business of memory manipulation more tolerable. Later, the ice would thaw, and nothing of my careful handiwork would remain. But for now, it was enough.

Lord Guerin expelled a long breath, more sigh than exhale, and his tense body loosened. His head fell back against the taut, padded fabric of the armchair, his eyes lidding shut as a swath of bone-white hair fell across his lined forehead. The nervous, hyperattentive bird was gone. Grateful the worst was over, I quickly located the remaining memories and numbed them, too, being careful to avoid any more memory splinters. The lord would sleep now—the sleep of the blissfully unaware, if not the blessedly untroubled.

For when he woke, he would remember everything.

I retrieved my hand and pulled away.

The thin-lipped advisor watched me closely. “You have a rare gift, Miss Winter.”

Sephone, I would have insisted if I glimpsed anything resembling kindness in his face, but he was hawk-nosed and assessing, much like Cutter. Instead, I busied myself, pulling on my elbow-length gloves.

The advisor waved a hand in a flippant gesture, and the two guards disappeared, closing the door behind them. He continued his observation. “You perform a great service for Lord Guerin. Yet, it would seem that the effects of the mind-bleeding are significantly less…enduring…than when you were first summoned here some years ago.”

The tone was faintly threatening, and I drew myself upright. As with Lord Guerin, I hardly came up to the advisor’s collarbone, but I could shoot splintery glances with the best of them.

After all, I had been raised by Cutter, whose most genuine smiles could curdle a pint of milk. And not even in a useful way.

“I warned you from the first, sir, that the numbing effect would diminish with time. The past always finds a way to assert itself. And Lord Guerin’s past is more . . .” I hesitated. It would not do to offend the advisor, even if the lord was practically unconscious. “…unforgettable than most.”

There. I could be tactful. An iron fist in a velvet glove, Cutter always said. It was one of his more useful pieces of advice.

“Perhaps your gift is still developing, as it has been since you were a child.” He looked me over, his subsequent sniff reeking of condescension.

“I’m nearly twenty-one years old, Mister Tr—”

“Lord Traemore, Miss Winter.”

I retreated a step into the half of the room yet to be warmed by the spluttering hearth fire. Was Traemore more than Lord Guerin’s advisor, then? But I had known the man since the first time I came to the manor house. It was Traemore who had introduced Cutter and me to the lord of Nulla. Not that Cutter accompanied me to the manor house anymore.

Traemore sniffed again, wrinkling his nose, as if he suddenly found himself allergic to the dank room. “I recently inherited my father’s title, Miss Winter. Insignificant as it is without an allotment of land to accompany it.”

The curse of those living in the pockets of no-man’s-land between the thick walls of the seam. How fortunate, then, that men like Traemore did not require land to make their fortune.

“Happily,” he droned on, “since my father was also Traemore, I am permitted to keep the name I am known by.”

“Congratulations, my lord,” I said quickly, with a clumsy bow in place of the expected curtsey. I was no lady, and both of us knew it. Better he thought me rustic and simple-minded, malleable beneath his control. It would give me time to work out why he had detained me.

“As I was saying, my lord, I am nearly twenty-one. My gift will not likely change in nature or strength from this point on. And all mems warn of the diminishing effects of the mind-bleeding. Our power is not without its limits. It is to be expected.”

What was not expected was the effect of the mind-bleeding on those who had it performed regularly. Memories which were repeatedly numbed tended to fade in intensity, like a garment washed too many times, becoming leached of all color and emotion, even affecting surrounding memories. It was as if the soul of the person departed fiber by fiber, leaving behind an empty husk of a being, more a wraith than a flesh-and-blood human. Yet the pain of the original memory always remained or found expression in another way. Memories, after all, could never be permanently erased.

Was Lord Traemore aware Lord Guerin wasn’t the same man I had first met as a child? Or could an elderly, cerebrally compromised lord of Nulla be part of his plans?

“Aye, some diminishing is to be expected, Miss Winter. And yet you are stronger than any mem who has passed through Nulla to date.” He eyed the copper bracelets encircling my partially bare upper arms below my sleeveless dress. “Cutter was fortunate in his adoption of you.”

“Adoption?” I barely contained the instinctive snarl at the mention of those early years. At least Traemore knew better than to pretend Cutter went by anything so proper as a last name. “My parents are dead. It was more an acquisition than an adoption. He has papers to prove it.”

Lord Traemore raised a thin eyebrow, his hooked beak of a nose twitching, and I cursed my impulsive tongue. He would not think me simple-minded now. “Then you are unhappy in your present situation, Miss Winter?”

I shrugged. “A slave is not permitted to be unhappy. It’s against the rules.”

Lord Traemore expelled a mirthless chuckle, one with more bark than bite. “Ah, but your obvious intelligence is wasted on that boorish fellow, Miss—may I call you Sephone?”

I would rather he called his guards to escort me out, since it would be getting dark soon, but I nodded anyway. Better to suffer the advisor’s company than those darkening the doorways of Cutter’s tavern-shop.

“Sephone, then,” Traemore continued briskly. “Slave or nay, you have great potential. You are a custodian of sacred memories, a caretaker of the past.”

So Cutter liked to call us. But sacred? Traemore had clearly never seen inside Lord Guerin’s mind.

“There are those who would be willing to pay good money in order to free you.”

“Money, my lord?” Though a form of coinage was used in the rest of Caldera, Nulla’s merchants had discovered a far more valuable currency.

He waved an impatient hand. “Or the equivalent.”

Memories, he meant. Nostalgia. The other half of Nulla’s thriving economy, and the bulk of Cutter’s business. While men like Lord Guerin sought to surrender their past, many others would give anything to remember. And not just their own memories, either, but the memories which, once upon a time, had belonged exclusively to others. A first kiss in summer rain. The birth of a healthy firstborn child. The mastery of a greatly prized skill. A delicious meal made from rare ingredients. The hearing of a masterful symphony for the first time. Even a wedding night.

The first experience of anything pleasurable was always considered exceedingly valuable.

Some of the memories Cutter traded were old, older even than Lord Guerin, like fine wines cellared until their labels became dusty and peeling. But Cutter kept track of them all. The most expensive were memories of the time before the end of the world. The golden age of what we called the world-that-was—its true name was forbidden to be spoken aloud—when there was peace and plenty, and people knew with near certainty that they would survive from one winter to the next. Barring, of course, accidental death or sudden illness.

Though I had seen those things with my own eyes—far more than even Lord Traemore could fathom—I could not help doubting. Surely nothing was so perfect. For while the world was always changing, people usually stayed the same. It was an interesting illusion, much like a river that looks familiar year after year, even though the water that flows through it is completely different.

Lord Traemore’s voice broke into my thoughts. “You are very quiet, Sephone. Do you not value your freedom?”

I stilled at the question. Freedom. It was a dangerous word to dangle in front of a slave. As Lord Traemore’s eyes grazed my face, I thought of my jaw-length hair and the arm bands that chafed at my skin even after so many years.

Cutter’s promise danced behind my eyes: Before your parents died from fever, they gave you one last memory, Sephone. They made me promise not to give it to you before you were old enough to understand. I have it hidden safely away, waiting for you. On the day you turn twenty-one, you will have it for your own.

The words were sweeter than pollen to a bee. They had kept me alive through two childhood fevers of my own—one of which had nearly taken me. As a young girl, I had lain awake in the formless dark of the night, wondering what it would be like to be loved the way I’d seen in the memories of others. I imagined it would feel like the honey mead Cutter saved for his most valued guests, of which I’d once stolen a gulp when I was twelve. A spreading warmth with a pleasant sensation of burning deep in my insides. I craved that warmth more than anything. For even when he claimed me, there had been nothing like it in Cutter’s barren mind, and I had known from the first touch of his skin that he was an orphan too.

Two weeks. Two weeks, and I would consume that memory, sipping it slowly at first, so as to savor their love. I would feel their affection across the expanse of seventeen years of lonely grief. They hadn’t known Cutter would take me as a slave rather than a daughter. I was sure of it. They had loved me.

I would find my way back to that love again, even if it no longer existed in real life.

“Aye, my lord,” I said at last, fighting against the moisture in my eyes. “I value freedom.” Freedom in love, at least.

Lord Traemore’s stony expression boasted not even a hairline fracture. “It grows late, Sephone, so I won’t detain you further. But think on our conversation. You have much to offer. There are those who would wish to give you what you truly deserve.”

Such gentle words from so unfeeling a man. Still, they sank into me with no more resistance than my black wisps had encountered from the lord’s skin, and I blinked the impending tears away. It was a dangerous man who could see so easily what others wanted, especially if he knew how to make them want it more. Cutter was a case in point. And since I had not peered into Lord Traemore’s mind, I was at a distinct disadvantage. Likely, he was one of the few who would never allow me close, not even for the sake of an untroubled repose.

Leaving Lord Guerin now snoring noisily in his chair, Lord Traemore escorted me to the door. His guards flanked me the rest of the way to the manor house’s entry hall and parlor. It was a fine space, far more impressive than the dimly lit study where I was usually summoned for the mind-bleeding. But then, given I was a frequent visitor to this house as well as to its master’s mind, Lord Guerin likely knew that such pretenses at civility were unnecessary. There was, after all, no point in making the study presentable when most chambers of the lord’s mind were stacked to the ceiling with bodies. If nothing else, I shared Lord Guerin’s pragmatism.

Outside, a winter wind was ready to fling its own array of knives with deadly accuracy. I took my satchel from the guard and hastily donned my sleeveless cloak, pulling the rabbit fur-lined hood and collar snug around my exposed face and neck. Though my upper arms were bare, the cloak completely covered the thin woolen dress beneath. My toes curled inside my knee-high leather boots.

At least I had boots. Boots without holes were another bonus of being Cutter’s most prized slave. He might be mercenary-minded, but in some things at least, he shared his good fortune.

It was more than I could say for Lord Guerin. Though the light was fading fast as the door closed behind me, I took my time returning to the canal, looking from side to side to survey the lord’s finely manicured gardens, which had only last week been covered with a light fall of snow. Towering trees, of a height I’d never seen elsewhere—at least with my own eyes—lined the path I traversed. They were naked now, their fallen mantles carefully raked into piles and borne away by the lord’s dutiful gardeners. Not for the first time, I wished I remembered more of the four years before Cutter. All I could remember were mountains, and Caldera had mountains aplenty.

I fumbled beneath my cloak for the necklace which, thankfully, had been too worthless for Cutter to ever consider selling. He had always been permissive of sentiment, so long as it was affordable. Warmed by my skin, my prized charm rested in my palm at the end of a tarnished chain long enough for me to stuff beneath my shirt or the collar of my dress. Not a locket, though I had often probed the metal backing, looking for a hidden catch that might spring open to reveal a precious rendering of my dead parents, or even a photograph—although these days, such things were impossibly rare.

But it was just a plain, unadorned oval with a thin, curving border scratched into the metal a fraction from the edge. The real beauty resided in the center of the charm: a tiny clutch of four pressed white flowers, no longer than my thumbnail from stem to petal, captured forever in their spring glory beneath a smooth, outwardly curved window of clear resin. In my sweetest daydreams, my father had given it to my mother as a token of his love, along with a proposal of marriage. Of course, they would tell me the entire story in the memory potion they’d made for me.

My boots crunched on the gravel, and a lick of wind found the bare patch of skin I’d exposed to ponder my necklace. I allowed a brief interlude of mental self-flagellation for entertaining such whimsical notions, then forced myself onward. In the clutch of such memories, even Lord Guerin’s beautiful garden had lost its charm. Wondering if Traemore watched me daydreaming from the manor house, I found the small, wrought iron gate set into the thick stone wall, unlatched it, and slipped through, closing it firmly behind me. I could not afford to daydream. Not when my actual business lay in the stuff of nightmares.

A foul odor wafted on the breeze as I descended the small flight of stone stairs and hurried to the boat tied up at the canal’s edge, my boots thumping on the wooden planks of the jetty. Animal refuse, or possibly human. How many times had I seen chamber pots emptied into the canals, along with all manner of other things?

Untying the knotted rope and holding the sides carefully to ensure I didn’t unbalance the craft, I swung onto the seat, stashed my satchel safely behind me, and reached for the oars lying on the bottom of the boat. Maneuvering them into the oarlocks, I glanced behind me before dipping the wooden paddles into the canal. As usual, I tried not to inhale the scent of the water too deeply. It was one of many lessons a child quickly grasped growing up in Nulla—how to breathe with only half the capacity of your lungs. A familiar weight tugged at my chest, and I forced my thoughts away from dreamy contemplations of fresh, abundant mountain air.

Two weeks.

If the sun had been visible, it would have just dipped below the horizon. After the war, and the first years of the fog-smoke we called the gray, Calderans had learned to tell apart the different shades from dawn to dusk. But I had experienced real sunlight in Lord Guerin’s mind, and our idea of a sunset was to the actual thing as a toddler’s mud pie is to the local baker’s prize-winning creation. The joy of witnessing such effortless beauty—such impossible, shining warmth—was one of the few things that made my weekly forays into Lord Guerin’s mind bearable.

Few traversed the canals at this late hour, and I spied only the usual narrowboats tethered to their moorings, along with a trader or two steering their heavily laden crafts, and two figures manning what looked like a fishing boat, one older and the other younger—a man and his adult son, perhaps. I dragged my hood more firmly over my hair. No point arousing more interest than a woman alone usually did, though those who knew me knew better than to detain me against my will.

The stench of the waterway became more pervasive the closer I drew to the city center. Something nearby smelled like the memory Cutter had opened last week, only to find it had spoiled. A string of choice cusswords had ensued, and I made sure to stay out of his way. Not all memories cellared well.

As the canal grew more crowded, I was careful not to splash the oars. One never knew what foul things bobbed in the canals, or far beneath the surface where nightmarish creatures haunted the sucking mud. With water so precious, it was hard to stay clean. The only time I could touch it was when it froze in the coldest weeks of winter. Ice, as usual, seemed to cleanse everything.

I shivered. I had a long history with ice. Despite my gift, I’d had a healthy fear of it ever since that fateful encounter seventeen years ago. I pulled my collar more snugly around my neck. If not for him, I would have drowned or frozen to death, my soul slipping soundlessly beneath the fragile surface of the ice to commune with the wraiths below.

Since then, I had preferred snow to its firmer counterpart. I thought of the gleaming white coat covering Lord Guerin’s garden. So fresh, so pure, so unsullied. Nothing like the dirty slush the street children kicked around and tossed at each other.

I reached the main canal thoroughfare, the wide tributary dividing Nulla into a city of two halves and feeding an elaborate network of smaller canals, which serviced the outer edges of the city. Even at the late hour, it was crowded with boats and workers going about their business. A young lad of around fifteen hollered to a man who looked to be his brother, and the two hefted a long crate from beside the canal onto the main deck of a large, flat-bottomed boat that was maneuvered with poles.

Stubble-cheeked men were beginning to eye the tall buildings on one side of the elongated city square, lank hair barely drifting in the wind, their gnarled hands fisted around tiny bottles. Some were empty, some halfway to becoming so. Cutter would welcome anyone who had something to trade.

I came alongside the main dock, where the canal opened into a broad, rectangular shaped passage, tapering at the neck and waist, where two bridges straddled the thinnest sections of the widened canal. Grabbing my satchel, I made short work of tying up the boat, aware of those watching me from several paces away. I hadn’t yet discovered what they feared most: my gift, or the man who was so well-known he didn’t need anything as superfluous as a last name.

Probably both.

Keeping the hood secure over my hair, I straightened, stepped to the edge of the wooden platform, and climbed the stairs to the only properly paved street in the whole of Nulla. The main street was intersected by the central canal at right angles, effectively splitting it into two halves connected via the stone bridges.

On the east side lay Cutter’s tavern-shop and an assortment of similar establishments—the buildings the men looked at so longingly at the end of the working day. On the west side, the more respectable businesses congregated: a couple of bakeries, a fishmonger, three butchers, a draper’s shop, and several inns, outfitted accordingly for guests from Memosine or Lethe, or even Marianthe, though it was said that they preferred hammocks to proper beds and could rarely fall asleep without the distant crashing of the sea.

There were several buildings I’d heard about but never seen, including one with a stern façade, polished floors, and burnished door handles, which oversaw matters of government, trade, and respectable business. Lord Guerin, as the ruling lord of Nulla, spent much of his time there—when he was not confined to his manor house on the edge of the city, mentally corralling reminders of the horrific events which had led to his assumption of power and Nulla’s creation. All the men of his ilk would pretend Nulla didn’t depend on anything so common as memories. But even if they never came to the east side, they would make sure it came to them.

I was proof of that.

Ignoring the curious glances straying my way, I squared my shoulders and hurried in the direction of Cutter’s tavern-shop. Vials clinked in my satchel, and it was nearly impossible not to mutter two weeks beneath my breath. Adrenaline surged through my veins, devouring any lingering unease. What would my parents look like? Would I have my mother’s hair or my father’s eyes? Might there be other family members—

“Please—help.”

I skidded to a halt and glanced to my left. Leaning against the wall of a dilapidated shop was an elderly man, his hair even whiter than my own. A threadbare blanket covered his lap, the chin of a mangy mutt resting against it. Worn, liver-spotted fingers entwined with the dog’s fur, stroking gently. Though it was undoubtedly the old man who had spoken, he did not meet my eyes.

I hesitated. From the beginning, Cutter had warned me to stay away from the men slumped against the walls of narrow alleys or crouching in alcoves—of which there were plenty, especially at night. Noses in their potions, caught up in a memory, it was difficult to predict how they would react to the intrusion of the present.

And I was already late. Cutter would reprimand me for stalling. I could not tell him that Traemore had detained me to make cryptic hints regarding my promising future, since I doubted any of his plans were intended to work in Cutter’s favor.

But the man was old, and his coat was too thin to put up much of an affront to the wind. A stiff breeze could likely push him over, perhaps even roll him all the way to the canal like a piece of chaff.

Besides, I liked his dog.

Both man and mutt opened their eyes as I stepped closer. An unclouded, forget-me-not blue beckoned me from both, so different to what I’d seen in Lord Guerin’s gaze that I momentarily lowered my guard.

“Pardon me, sir, but did you say something?”

“‘Sir?’” He gave a slight chuckle and shifted his weight beneath the blanket, enough for me to see that both of his legs ended just above the knees—or rather, where his knees would have been. “Aye, miss, I’ll answer to sir, though it has been many years since I was addressed so politely.”

He patted the mutt’s head with such fondness I could not help smiling. I had always liked dogs—at least, the historical dogs I had learned about in the minds of those who had once kept them as pets. This soft-hearted mutt seemed more kin to those loyal hounds than the curs I’d seen prowling the city in packs, who would sooner amputate a man’s limb than relax beneath its comforting touch.

“What’s his name?”

“This young pup?”

I nodded, suppressing a laugh as the dog rearranged arthritic-looking forelegs while studying me dolefully. Young pup, indeed. At least age hadn’t stolen his dignity.

“This is Felix.”

“He looks . . . kind.”

The old man nodded sagely, as if he knew as well as I did how rare a commodity that was these days. “Aye, he is a good soul. It is for him that I called to you, miss.” He patted the dog’s flank. “His coat is thin, of late.”

“His?” I repeated, glancing pointedly at the man’s threadbare covering. Though he was about as old as Lord Guerin, he had none of the usual comforts to ease his last days. How did he move about? And though I knew every alley and alcove in Nulla, I had never once seen him.

“Aye, his coat.” He stroked the dog’s ears—ears that looked soft and not flea-bitten, despite the matted fur. “He finds it difficult to move.”

I pushed back my hood.

“And when it is cold, the wind goes straight through his bones.”

I sank into a crouch before him as the oil lamps stirred to life around us.

“And his eyesight is not what it used to be.”

A tear hovered at the corner of the old man’s wrinkled eyes, though it did naught to cloud the blue—a blue which was somehow visible even in the faded light. A sigh went through his body, but the dog’s head only nestled more into the man’s lap.

“I’m away from home,” I said, stirred by the poignant picture they made, “and though my master does not abide unpaying visitors, I will return as soon as I can with blankets and food for you both.” I would take them from my own bed if I had to. The desperation of Nulla’s inhabitants had moved me before, but never had I been so stirred by such selfless loyalty. Oh, that they might slip away together one night, the hurts of life eased in the gentle embrace of death.

“In the meantime, sir,” I said with a smile, “I have something for you.” It would help him to pass the time until I returned.

I flicked open the satchel Cutter never let me leave the tavern without—not one to waste any opportunity for peddling—and withdrew a single slender vial from the half-dozen or so carefully packaged therein. I set the satchel to one side.

“This is for you. Free of charge.”

Hopefully Cutter wouldn’t notice it missing, though he had proven himself eagle-eyed in his accounting before.

The man eyed the label pasted on the vial, and though I believed he was only pretending to read, remarked a moment later, “Strawberries, hmm?”

“Aye.” In this domain at least, I could take some pride. Few mems were capable of extracting memories of such quality. “The mixture even tastes and smells like strawberries.”

“Have you ever tasted strawberries, young lady?”

I paused. Of course not. Nothing so fine would ever be given to a slave, even if such a thing could be procured. But I had tasted them a hundred times as I dallied in the minds of others, savoring the tart sweetness on my tongue, mingled with the rich fullness of whipped cream, which was impossible to put to words, since milk was rarely had, and sugar was a luxury.

Wasn’t it the same?

The old man was watching me with something like pity. “I thought as much.”

He uncorked the vial of glossy red liquid, eyed it suspiciously for one long moment, sniffed the contents, then tossed it back, his throat convulsing as he swallowed. His eyes lidded, and I imagined him savoring the memory of a bowl of small, sweet strawberries, picked fresh from the mother plant and sprinkled with sugar. I had extracted and preserved the memory myself. It was of particularly fine quality, like everything Cutter dealt in. He always selected his donors carefully. And they were willing, which was not always true of the donors used by other merchants.

“It is good,” he said at last. His blue eyes fixed on mine again. “But nothing like the real thing.”

He must have seen my frown, for he smiled gently.

“I thank you, of course. You are a gifted mem, young lady. But it is only a memory of a memory.” Keeping one hand on the dog, he reached out to touch my gloved forearm. I tried not to flinch. “Do you want to see it?”

“See what?” What could this man show me that I had not already seen?

“The real thing.”

“The taste of strawberries?” I whispered.

“Aye.” He studied my face. “Something like that. You have naught to fear from me, lady, I assure you.”

For the second time that day, I nearly laughed. First, because of the undeserved address of lady. Second, because of his reassurances. Of course I had nothing to fear from this surprisingly well-spoken, oddly literate homeless man. I was the mem, after all, able to take charge of his mind with only the barest touch of his skin.

“Are you not afraid of me, sir?”

He looked down at the shaggy-haired dog. “Felix is an excellent judge of these kinds of things. I knew the shape of you before I called to you.”

Again, I hesitated. This man was old enough to have seen the world-that-was. Very few could lay claim to that many years, and Lord Guerin was the only one whose mind I had regularly perused. Certainly, he had never tasted strawberries—or had not remembered doing so. His pleasures had been of a more sinister sort.

The old man was right. These days, many memories were second- or even third-hand, passed down like treasured heirlooms as a generational inheritance. Memories of the war and the world-that-was were often distorted by their carriers, who held differing perspectives on their actions in the conflict. The war hero of one man’s memory was frequently a villain in the memory of another.

But in Nulla, few among the wealthy cared to dredge the atrocities of the past when they could share in its pleasures. The poor traded their finest memories in exchange for the basic necessities. After all, who held on to a memory of sugared, sweet fruit when one was starving to death?

I began peeling off my glove, but the old man stopped me. His hand found the edge of my glove, near my elbow. I had expected his touch to be cold. But his skin hummed with a strange warmth, even through the fabric.

“Watch carefully,” he said. “Listen. Nothing is ever as it seems.” His fingers encircled my bare skin.

I felt myself fall forward, as if I’d toppled over into a body of water. But this water was as warm as a freshly drawn bath, and clear, unlike any mind I’d ever entered. His inner world instantly surrounded me, a rapid sequence of images rather than the legible script of thoughts, which was what people assumed I saw.

Though the old man couldn’t have been aware of my movements through his mind, he guided me through his memories as effortlessly as a mother might have once shown her children pictures of departed relatives from an album. Casually, he handed me the memory of strawberries, and oh! I tasted it like I had never tasted anything in my life. Tart, but so tart it shot invisible needles of delight into my tongue and wrinkled my nose. Sweet, but so sweet I wanted to savor every bite. Like a man consuming his final earthly meal whose every sense is heightened, I inhaled a strawberry’s woodsy fragrance, fingering the rich, ruby-red of the pitted surface and the deep, slightly rough green of the stem and leaves.

“Do you see?” I heard him say and felt myself sigh in answer.

He showed me other memories, too, things I had never seen in full. The world-that-was before the war, with its expansive cities and busy streets. The yeasty warmth of freshly baked bread. The heat of the sun in all its unveiled glory, undiluted by clouds or fog or smoke. It had all come to a sudden end when he was only a boy, and he had journeyed to Caldera with the rest, eventually becoming a soldier. There was no hint of how he had lost his legs. If it had been Lord Guerin’s mind, such a horror would have leaped out at me the moment I opened the album of memories, a grotesque skeleton in the closet waiting to spring at unwitting intruders.

I circled back to the strawberries, wanting to taste them again.

“Even this, Sephone,” the old man said as if, impossibly, he knew my intentions, “is only a shadow of the real thing.”

Sephone? How did he know my name?

I came back to myself, pulling my arm from the old man’s gentle hold. Immediately, I felt bereft, as if I had lost something too intangible to describe in words. The dog, Felix, raised his shaggy head to look at me. Again, both man and mutt seemed to gaze into my soul.

“I have to go.”

I fought the shiver that had stolen over me, pebbling my skin. It was the wind, of course. I’d lingered too long. Any person who endured a winter in Nulla knew the way the cold stole into the bones.

“I’ll come back,” I said, grabbing my satchel and jumping to my feet, not even bothering to hitch the strap over my shoulder. “I promise.”

I spun away, heading for Cutter’s tavern, the remaining vials clinking in the satchel. Hopefully they wouldn’t be broken in my rapid flight.

Two weeks.

Once again, I shut my mind to the reminder. It was only when I reached the tavern, closed the door behind me, and leaned back against it, that I caught my breath . . . and the thought struck me. Though the old man’s mind felt different to any I had yet encountered, I had forgotten to ask his name.

And yet, somehow, he had known mine.


[image: 2. Sephone]


“Where have you been?” Cutter’s voice grated. Still leaning against the door, I blinked twice and looked up to find him scowling at me.

I stole a furtive glance at the room behind him. Thankfully, it was already crowded with customers, or Cutter might have been significantly less polite. He had never struck me—being as wary of touching me as was everyone else—even though that meant he was unable to use his gift on me. But he could just as easily slice me into tiny pieces with his words. I’d always thought him suitably named.

“I’m sorry, Cutter. A big shipment came through the main canal, and they closed it briefly. I came as soon as I could.”

Could he see the lie in my eyes? He watched my lungs heave, as if I really had sprinted home, and I inwardly blessed the breathlessness I had rued a moment before. Besides, the event I’d named as reason for my delay was not so uncommon an occurrence. If Cutter asked no questions, he’d be none the wiser. I could slip out and return to the old man before the night was over. This time, I would ask his name.

The scowl’s potency diminished by about half. “Customers are waiting, girl.”

I moved to obey the unspoken command, but his fingers closed around my gloved wrist. He pulled on my arm, and both of us leaned forward. I grimaced at his fetid breath, puffing from between cracked lips at the level of my forehead. Impossible to recall those strawberries now.

“Your hair’s getting long again. Cut it.”

I felt a flicker of dismay. That very morning, I had relished the fact that it had finally reached my jaw. A cause for triumph, especially when Cutter had several times hacked it off nearly to the scalp, beginning when I was only four years old. Though he shaved his own head in an attempt to hide the silver hair which marked his abilities, no one would ever mistake me for his daughter, just as they would never take Regis, with his hip-length braid, to be his son. I was as forbidden to grow my hair as Reg was to cut his.

But to cut it again? A second time, I inwardly grumbled over his perfectly suited name. Outwardly, I pasted on a veneer of dutiful obedience and nodded. “Aye, Cutter.”

“Aye, master. Now get going.” He swung around as a voice from the corner bellowed his name, heading toward the call with a dutiful smile of his own.

Since he’d shoved me in the direction of the shop, I went that way, glad to escape the busy tavern with its crowded tables and glassy-eyed, loose-handed men. Cutter’s shop was only a small chamber abutting his much larger tavern, lined on three sides with tall shelves from floor to ceiling and connected to the tavern via a small door. A long counter separated shopkeeper from customer, while a selection of comfortable stools on the customer side housed those who deliberated over their purchases rather than ordering from the tavern menu or relying on Cutter’s supposedly “tailored” recommendations. Sometimes, customers came in with something in mind. Most times, they just wanted to be elsewhere. Elsewhere was Cutter’s favorite commission.

Everything was kept spotlessly clean—the dust permitted to linger only on the most expensive memories from Cutter’s locked cabinet, and then only for showmanship’s sake. Cutter had cleverly arranged his lanterns and sconces so the colored glass bottles appeared to glow from within, and he had worked some magic with carefully placed mirrors to make the existing merchandise appear not as hundreds of flasks, but thousands. When the lanterns and candles were lit, as they usually were, the display gave the impression of stained glass windows, a thousand bolts of liquid color shining down as if the whole of Cutter’s operation was blessed from on high.

Mercifully, the shop was empty except for Regis, who glanced up as I approached.

“Where have you been, Seph? I’ve been worrying after you.” There was no mention of Cutter or the verbal lashings Reg must have endured in my absence. I smiled at him, though I pretended not to see the hand he extended to touch my arm, slipping past him to dump my satchel on the counter.

He flicked his braid over his shoulder and turned, following me with his eyes. He lowered his voice. “Did they truly close the main canal?”

So he had been listening behind the door again. If Cutter caught him, he’d be in for a whipping, for Cutter’s so-called chivalry only extended to the one slave he had no desire to touch, not even to make use of his most prized gift. The two times he’d attempted to had been enough for the both of us.

“Of course they didn’t close the canal. Lord Traemore kept me back to talk nonsense.” I couldn’t mention the old man and the strawberry potion, not even to Reg. If Cutter discovered I’d given away a potion for free, and Reg had been aware of it, he’d suffer a far worse punishment than me.

“Lord Traemore?”

“Aye, he recently inherited a title.”

“Then he’s set his sights on becoming lord of Nulla?”

I tossed a barbed glance his way. Cutter forbade any talk of government in his tavern, but Reg followed the stench of politics the way a starving man’s nose tracked the aroma of roasting meat. Still, I gave in to his insatiable hunger for news. “Lord Guerin is very old. It can’t be long now.”

“It can’t be long? Seph, you’ve read his mind. Surely you know more than anyone how much time he has.”

“I told you before, I don’t read minds. Not like a book, anyway. It’s more like flicking through a series of pictures. And the pictures don’t always make sense.”
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