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PREFACE


Once there was a wealthy lord whose family ruled a land flowing with natural power. Each person who lived in the lord’s kingdom could access the power, which made their lives easier in a thousand small ways. One day, it occurred to the powerful man, who was called Lord Martin, that a thousand people with a little power each might well be a match for one man with a lot of power, and this idea terrified him. So he called the smartest men he knew to his great House in the city of Highfall, set them to work in a tower, and ordered them to find a way to bind the power so it couldn’t be used against him. In this, they were successful: they bound the power, but they destroyed themselves (and part of their workroom) along with it. After that, the land became a sad, grim place. Lord Martin was soon called Mad Martin, because he could never rest easily, but he and his heirs ruled for many generations.


And then, one cold bleak night, across the mountains and on the other side of the continent, a traveling magician named John Slonim stood on a makeshift stage and reached into a hat. But instead of the paper flowers he’d stashed there, the hat burst forth with real flowers: lush, brilliant flowers that spread in ropy vines across the stage, even though it was the middle of winter. Like an overfilled water skin, the binding had sprung a leak. The bound power flowed through the magician and through dozens of others throughout the land. For the rest of his life, he traveled the continent, collecting those others together so they could learn to use the power. Because there were so few of them, the power was stronger in each of them than it had been in anybody before the binding, and over time, with careful management, it grew even stronger. Those who wielded it came to call themselves the Slonimi and the power, the Work. In the Work, each of them was born with a unique identifying symbol, called a sigil, that could be used to join their minds together and access each other’s memories. They figured out, all over again, that many people who each had a small bit of power could accomplish great things, and the great thing they wanted to accomplish was to unbind the power and bring down the empire Mad Martin’s heirs ruled.


So they chose their own heirs carefully. After many more generations, a child was due to be born among them in whom they hoped all of their power was gathered. Before the child was born, her parents traveled to the great House in Highfall, where Mad Martin’s heir, Lord Elban, still lived. Through enormous hardship, they made it beyond the high Wall of the great House, where they both died—but not before the child was born. By absolutely no coincidence whatsoever, the wife of Elban, the current Lord of the City, gave birth the same night to the newest of Mad Martin’s heirs. By absolutely no further coincidence, the midwife brought in to assist her was Slonimi. When both children were born, the Slonimi midwife bound them together, so that what one suffered, the other did.


The midwife disappeared from history, but the Slonimi child, a girl named Judah, remained. To protect Elban’s heir, Gavin, she was raised alongside him; two years later, they were joined by Gavin’s younger brother, Theron. When Gavin and Judah were eight years old, a girl from a family of minor aristocrats—Eleanor of Tiernan—was brought in to serve as Gavin’s betrothed. Judah and Gavin developed a way of using their bond to communicate, a code scratched into their skin to send messages to each other. Together, the four young people grew to a weird, halting version of adulthood.


Tradition and politics dictated that Gavin would rule the empire, Elly would marry him and bear his children, and Theron would command his army. Judah’s only job, though, was to survive, so that Gavin would. Neither Gavin’s father nor the Seneschal who managed his household understood their strange connection, but they understood that Judah must be kept close and tightly controlled. When she showed an interest in reading, the library was banned. When she fell in love with the stableman, Darid, the Seneschal sentenced him to death, and had her caned. The more time passed, the more she resented her fate; as the completely unwarlike Theron resented his, and the smart, ambitious Elly resented hers. Only Gavin—living in a world created for his amusement—was happy, and that didn’t last.


Gavin’s father was determined to break the bond between Judah and his son. To that end, he waged war on the Nali, a nation of people known for the uncanny mental connection between their fighters. While capturing a Nali leader, he was injured in a coup perpetrated by his own men, and died soon after returning to the city. With him died the lavish world of courtiers and luxury inside the House, and into the old man’s place stepped the Seneschal, whose vision for the House and the city surrounding it was very different than the one Mad Martin and his heirs had built. The Seneschal didn’t want to break the bond between Gavin and Judah; he wanted to understand it, to control it, and—most important—to replicate it, so their scratch code could be put to use over a broader network. The Seneschal thought the Nali leader was the only one who might know how the bond worked, and so he kept the prisoner alive.


In the empty, looted House, the four young people worked to eke out something like survival. When she discovered that Darid hadn’t been murdered, after all, and that Gavin had known and pointedly not told her, Judah fled to an abandoned tower in the oldest part of the House. The House Magus, Nathaniel Clare—who lived in the city with his young apprentice, Belinda Dovetail—told the Seneschal he could convince her to come down, so that the Seneschal could experiment with the bond, so the Seneschal agreed to let Nate into the House.


But Nate had no intention of bringing Judah down from the tower, which was—of course—the same tower where Mad Martin’s scholars had bound the power so many years before. Nate was Slonimi, and he had come to the city for the sole purpose of teaching Judah about Work so she could complete the Unbinding. He taught her to access the energy leaking from the knot Mad Martin’s scholars had tied, all those years ago. The tower wouldn’t let her die, he promised—but the Unbinding would require the death of all of Mad Martin’s heirs, and the only two remaining were Theron and Gavin. As Elly, unknowing, held off the Seneschal at the House gate, Nate killed Theron himself and urged Judah, in the tower, to slit her foster brother’s throat.


Instead, she jumped. Because Nate had said the tower wouldn’t let her die, and she didn’t. Nate was sent to prison and Gavin and Elly were spirited out of the city by the Seneschal’s men, but Judah knew only a timeless white. When the world finally began to form around her again, months had passed. She was a long way from home, and everything she knew was different.






PROLOGUE


The magus trapped Judah and Gavin in the tower. He wanted her to kill Gavin, to accomplish something he called the Unbinding. And obviously she refused to do that, but the only other way out of the tower had been to jump. So she’d jumped: away from Gavin and the magus and their hands that tried to grab her, through the empty space where the tower wall had been sheared away long before she’d been born, and into the clear emptiness of midair.


Where she’d had time to look down to the brush at the bottom of the light well, contemplate what she’d done, and think, Oh, no.


Then she’d seen—felt?—an enormous flash of purple, and a bizarre sense of being emptied and filled at the same time. Faces flashed through her mind: the magus’s mother and an unfamiliar old woman with flinty eyes. Then everything was white and silent and nothing and peace.


Only gradually did she become aware once more of her own existence, of the actuality of a person named Judah. Eventually she remembered her body, and at some point later, that bodies usually wore clothes; and then she was wearing her gown from Elly and Gavin’s betrothal. The gown was the pale green of new grass, the loveliest thing she had ever owned. Experimentally, she thought feet and felt the dry crunch of leaves beneath her toes. Then she thought trees, and tall smooth trunks melted into view out of the mist. She decided she’d died in the jump after all, and death was a featureless span of white from which a person could form whatever they wanted. Which was an infinitely more pleasant afterlife than any she’d ever been promised or threatened with; who could complain?


She’d kept walking through the forest where she found herself, where a great many ferns grew no higher than her ankles, and round silver-white boulders broke through the soil like fish through water. When she’d first thought trees she’d been thinking of the orchard, where the trees were short and neatly pruned and the air smelled like cider. Here, it smelled like loam and something brackish that she could taste in the back of her throat but not quite identify, something that crept over her like winter fog. The leaves on the straight, white-barked trees had a bluish cast to them, as if chilled.


Barefoot, with her shoulders exposed in the elegant dress, she realized that she was cold, too. She tried thinking coat, envisioning Gavin’s quilted riding jacket, and then boots, picturing the ones she’d adopted from Theron and then lost in the pasture with Darid. Nothing happened. Whatever power she’d had to create in the white was gone. After a while, she realized that the taste in the back of her throat and the creeping chill meant snow. Further, she realized that regardless of what had happened to her when she’d leapt from the tower, regardless of where she’d landed, regardless of whether she was alive or not, and regardless of a dozen other factors that presented themselves in fairly short order—lack of fire, lack of food, lack of shelter—regardless of all of that, she was coatless and barefoot in a strange forest, which appeared, despite all theories to the contrary, to be real. And she was wearing a ball gown. And the snow was beginning to fall.


All of which led to one final realization: she was in trouble.






ONE


Deep in the bowels of New Highfall Prison, on a half-flooded island in the middle of the sludgy, polluted Brake, the Nali chieftain—whose name was Korsa—had more or less decided to kill himself. The beatings of his first few months in the prison had mostly stopped, but he had not seen sunlight or sky in six months. The spindly purple flame of the gaslight outside his cell flickered day and night, making his eyes burn and his head ache. He’d come from a warm country and here he was constantly cold; the food was bad and there wasn’t enough of it. All of these were conditions typical of mainland prisons, from the stories he’d heard, and all of them were bearable.


But the loneliness—the empty places in his mind and heart where his kagirh should have been—the loneliness wasn’t bearable at all. Raghri and Giorsa, Faolaru and Meita. He might as well name his left hand, his right eye, his leg bones, his ears. The five of them had been in kagirh together since they were young, for almost a quarter of a century. They had lived together and fought together, walked in each other’s dreams at night and seen through each other’s eyes during the day, until the ghastly afternoon when he’d been unlucky enough to be captured by evil old Elban’s army. When Elban’s own men had attacked their leader Korsa had felt his last true flare of hope, but he wasn’t set free. The old lord, dying, was borne back to Highfall on a litter, and Korsa was borne there in a cage, and all the while Korsa felt his connection to his kagirh dwindling as sure as the smell of the sea in the air. The moment when the bond fractured was the most profound despair he had ever felt.


His every breath, since, was infused with that despair. Sleeping he dreamed that his four kagirhi walked away from him, and would not hear his cries for them to wait. When he woke, he couldn’t help reaching out for them in his mind, to touch the empty places where they should have been. But they weren’t there. Nothing was there. This city was dead. He wanted to be dead, too. He had borne the pain for as long as he could, but now he was done with that, and it was time to die.


The only question was how. He had tried not eating or drinking, but his body always betrayed him. The thin, tattered fabric of his clothes wouldn’t hold his weight long enough for him to hang. He had no spoon to sharpen, no fragment of rock to hone to an edge. They’d even taken his earrings. Still, the search for death gave him something to live for. He was determined to find a way.


Then, one day—he had only the guard sounds in the corridor to judge time by, in this place of eternal flickering purple light—his cell door opened and the guard who belched too much said, “You, Nali.” None of the guards knew his name. Nobody in Highfall had asked. “Stand up.”


“Am I going to be killed?” he said, with the dull glimmer of anticipation that passed for hope with him, these days.


“Not today,” the guard answered, and put Korsa’s wrists in a pair of iron cuffs.


More torture, then. He hadn’t been tortured in a long time, and wasn’t sure why he would be, now. But the dead people in this dead place didn’t seem to need a reason. The aproned man who dealt most of the pain made no secret of enjoying it for its own sake. But his chamber was to the right, and on this day the guard turned left. Down the dank hall they went, and up some dank stairs, until they came to a room where a fire crackled, and oh kagirh, there was dry air and warmth, there was sun, there were windows. A man stood in front of one of them. The bright light hurt Korsa’s eyes and at first he could see nothing but the man’s silhouette. Then his eyes adjusted and he recognized the heavy body, the gray clothes.


“Seneschal,” he said.


The Seneschal turned around. A wide scar rippled down the side of his neck. It hadn’t been there the last time Korsa had seen him. “Chieftain. Good morning,” he said, pleasantly.


“Is it?” Although it undeniably was, with the sun and sky and warmth and dryness.


“I hope so. Come in,” the Seneschal said, because somebody was tapping on the room’s closed door. A young girl entered, eyes on the floor and red-gold hair neatly braided against her head. She carried a tray almost as big as she was. The Seneschal waved a hand toward the low table in the center of the room. “Over there is fine, thank you.” The girl put the tray down, bowed her head, and left as quietly as she’d come. The tray held a steaming pot of something and a metal dome and it all smelled amazing. Korsa’s mouth started to water. How long had it been since he’d eaten hot food?


“Sit,” the Sensechal said, and indicated the settee next to the table. “Eat.”


The settee was too high off the ground. Its thick cushions threw off Korsa’s sense of balance. The Seneschal lifted the metal dome, revealing cheese yellow as daffodils and bread and a pot of stewed greens and a bowl of olives. “I ordered a bit of everything,” the gray man said, but Korsa was already eating. The cheese was firm and pungent, the bread soft. Food was bliss, flavor divine. The thin sour gruel and rotten bread he ate in the cells made his guts ache.


“There’s tea, as well,” the Seneschal said. “I’m afraid we’re still having a little trouble getting coffee, since the Changeover.”


“Changeover?” Korsa said, through a mouth full of cheese.


“That’s what the factory managers call it. Lord Elban died. I took over. I never wanted power, but the city could not continue the way it was going.” The Highfaller spoke as if Korsa hadn’t been on the battlefield and seen Elban stricken down by his own men. Not that it mattered now. The food in front of him was all that mattered. And maybe the cheese knife. The Seneschal continued. “Do you remember our discussions about Elban’s son Gavin, and his foster sister?”


Korsa’s appetite vanished. He put down the bread he was eating. Yes, he remembered those discussions; he would bear the scars of them for the rest of his life. He remembered the two young people as well: the tall, handsome young man, so like and unlike his father, and the woman—no product of pale dead Highfall, that one. Not with that blood-colored hair and the power blazing out of her. The thing that bound the two of them together had been akin to a kagirh, but a sick, unwholesome kagirh. That was no product of Highfall, either. He didn’t know how the woman had ended up where she was, holding hands with Elban’s son like a scared child. But he had felt for her.


“I don’t remember any discussions,” Korsa said. “I remember being tortured.”


The Seneschal only nodded. “Yes. I don’t like issuing those kinds of orders, but I needed you to help us and I didn’t have time to wait. However, the situation has changed. If you’re willing to help me now, your situation might change, as well. You seemed ready to help, before.”


“Your Interrogator described in great detail how long I could live without each of my organs and exactly what that life would be like,” Korsa said. “It was persuasive.”


“As I said,” the Seneschal said, with half a smile, “the situation has changed.”


Korsa had changed, too. At first, he had been weak and afraid, and he’d had hopes of going home to his kagirh. Now, he was still weak, but he had no hope, and so was no longer afraid. “But you still want my help with Elban’s son and the blood-haired girl.”


The half smile vanished. The Seneschal’s lips compressed. “That has changed, too.”


Something had not gone the way the Seneschal wanted, and Korsa was surprised to find that he was still capable of enjoying that. His appetite returned, he stuffed a piece of bread into his mouth. “How so? Are they dead?”


“No. I’ve sent Gavin out of the city, where he’ll be safe. Judah’s situation is—complicated. As it’s always been.” The Seneschal leaned forward. “Tell me about your Nali fighting groups.”


“The Nali do not have fighting groups,” Korsa said, pronouncing the last two words with distaste. “We have kagirh.”


“Then tell me about your kagirh.”


“Not a fighting group.” Korsa searched for the closest Highfaller word. “Family.”


“You’re related? Siblings?”


“No.” This hurt to talk about. Raghri and Giorsa, Faolaru and Meita. When he was first imprisoned, he had said their names aloud, to remind himself that they existed.


“Are you born with the bond? Or is it made later?” Korsa didn’t answer. This was nothing to talk to an outsider about. But the Seneschal’s hunger to know burned in the man like the blood-haired woman’s power had burned in her, and just as unwholesomely. “Could you do it here? Could you make a kagirh?”


Korsa recoiled. “No,” he said, horrified. “No, never.”


“Would never, or could never?” Korsa opened his mouth to respond, but the Seneschal held up a hand. “Not even if you had somewhere clean and well equipped to work? Good food, good light, the freedom to move around?”


The gray man looked pointedly at the window, and Korsa couldn’t help but follow his gaze. Sun, warmth, air. All at once the food he’d eaten was looping birdwise in his stomach. “One person cannot make a kagirh.”


The Seneschal nodded. “Of course not. Chieftain—is there another name I can call you?”


“Korsa.”


“Korsa.” The Seneschal rubbed at the scar on his neck, as if it were stiff. “I don’t think I’m deluding myself when I say that New Highfall is a vast improvement over the old, but there is one problem I haven’t been able to solve satisfactorily, and that’s the orphan houses. You see, one of the founding principles of my new city is that everyone—man, woman, and child, no matter their age—is obligated to work. Most of our orphans are taken in by employers, but unfortunately, some are seen as unemployable, and those are kept in the orphan houses. They’re unpleasant places. We do our best, but there are simply too many orphans and never enough money or staff to tend them adequately. My hope is that, among these children, you would find a few suitable for a kagirh.”


“Wait,” Korsa said. “Orphans are children?”


For the first time, the gray man seemed discomfited, as if Korsa had asked him what the sky was, or the rain. “Yes. An orphan is a child with no family to take care of them.”


Korsa frowned. “But how would such a child come to be?”


The Seneschal’s discomfiture spilled into bafflement. “Death. Illness. Poverty. Lack of caring. Dozens of reasons.”


Korsa tried to parse the Seneschal’s words, to figure out how anyone could know that a child needed to be taken care of and not . . . take care of them. That seemed like knowing that you were thirsty and not drinking, or knowing that you needed to breathe and not inhaling. Korsa felt his eyes drawn again to the window, to that tiny square of smoke-ridden sky. Did the children have windows and sky, in these orphan houses? Or did they have dank cells like his, with one flickering purple gaslight that burned through the night? How could any child survive in such a place? How could any Highfaller rest, knowing there were children there?


But you know, beloved, Meita would say, if she were there. Meita, beautiful of eye, kind of heart.


And speaking of cells, you will not survive much longer in yours. Take the foul man’s offer, pragmatic Raghri would urge.


“What would you do with this kagirh,” Korsa said, reluctantly, “if I am able to form one for you?”


“We wouldn’t use it to hurt your people, if that’s what you’re worried about.” The Seneschal’s expression was bright and eager. “If you succeed, New Highfall will sign a treaty declaring all Nali territory inviolable. No more raids or invasions.”


No more killing, said Giorsa, the pacifist, but Raghri said, Be wary. “My people know what your people think of treaties.”


“No. You know what Lord Elban thought of treaties. I am not Lord Elban.”


Korsa thought of the orphan houses, and of those Elban left behind after his raids: not only the dead, but the dying, the maimed, the wounded. To do such things to an enemy was bad enough, but to let misery visit your own people was unthinkable, monstrous. Then again, Elban had been a monster. The Seneschal was no doubt a monster, too, or he couldn’t rule this city. “It might not be possible to make a true kagirh in this place,” Korsa finally said. “It might require something your people simply don’t have.”


“I understand that,” the Seneschal said, “but will you try?”


The tap at the door came again. It was the girl with the braided hair, come to take the tray away. As she shifted the things Korsa had moved, arranging dishes on the huge tray so she could carry it, Korsa saw her pallor and thin arms, the dark circles under her eyes. Too dark, for one so young. He wondered if she had come from one of the orphan houses.


“I make no promises,” he said, “but I’ll try.”


The Seneschal smiled and clapped his hands together with satisfaction. The sound was discordant and jarring. “That’s all I ask,” he said, and turned to the girl. “Please call the boatman. We need to take the chieftain to his new quarters.” He turned his satisfied smile onto Korsa. “You’ll find your new housing infinitely preferable to your old, I think. Yes, I think you’ll be very pleased, indeed.”


A few hours after the Seneschal left the prison, the girl with the braided hair did, too. As the skiff that brought her across the Brake bumped against the dock, she could already hear music and conversation spilling out of the eel shops and taverns scattered among the Brakeside warehouses. She said goodbye to the boatman and stepped out onto the slick embankment, and the boat disappeared into the evening fog. A man stepped out of the darkness. He was older than she was, with broad shoulders that spoke of a life of backbreaking work. His face had little ease in it, but he smiled when he saw her.


“Hello, Bin,” he said.


“Hello, Darid. You don’t have to meet me, you know,” Bindy told her brother. “I managed to go thirteen years walking around Brakeside and Marketside without you, and nothing bad happened.”


“I like walking with you.”


And the truth was that Bindy didn’t really want Darid to stop meeting her. He was one of the Returned, the former staff of the great walled palace that loomed over the city of New Highfall; like all the others, he’d gone behind the Wall at ten years old, before Bindy was even born. Only when Elban died, and the old lord’s Highfall became the Seneschal’s New Highfall, had all of the staff emerged. If Darid had gone to the Seneschal’s office and registered as one of the Returned, he would have been guaranteed employment at any factory in the city. But Darid, who refused to talk about his life inside, refused to do that, too. He hated the Seneschal like poison for reasons he wouldn’t explain, except to say that the Seneschal had hurt somebody he cared about, once.


So Darid was left a criminal, with no work papers and no official existence. Rina—the sister between Bindy and Darid—was on the Work Enforcement Committee at the paper factory. Rina was hard-nosed, and the committee was her life. She was honor bound to turn Darid in, but for Ma’s sake, Rina and Darid had made a silent agreement that he would stay away from her, and she would forget he existed. Each only came to visit Ma and other children at the cottage when the other was gone. Bindy found it all ridiculously complicated. It would have been simpler to be easy with each other, but that was apparently not an option.


And in the end, the best way to see Darid was for him to meet her and walk her home. “How was work?” he said, now, as they walked through Brakeside.


“Cook the food, serve the food, wash the dishes, repeat.”


“That’s how it goes. Did you see the magus today?”


Bindy had spent all day hauling pots of water and pots of gruel and firewood and trays and she wouldn’t have thought her aching shoulders could feel any heavier, but now they did exactly that. Because she had seen the magus: her strange, beloved magus, who’d given her a job and a safe place to stay during the coup and had taught her about herbs, besides. Seeing the magus was the whole reason she’d taken the job at the prison, and she couldn’t manage it every day but she did it often enough. “Yes,” she said.


“How is he?”


The same, she was going to say—silent, filthy, locked into himself. But it was a lie, wasn’t it? “Worse.” Against all her best efforts, the word came out hoarse and her eyes filled with tears. “He’s getting worse all the time. I don’t think he eats unless I’m there to feed him. You can almost see through him. He—”


He’s dying, was the end of that sentence. But Darid put a hand on her arm and cut her off. “Hush. Keep walking. We’re being followed.”


Darid didn’t merely hate the Seneschal; he actively worked against him. In small, petty ways, mostly, down on the docks where barges moved goods in and out of the city. Drilling holes in barrels so the contents would leak out, or strategically cutting the individual strands of a rope so it would break with the slightest pressure. He wouldn’t talk about this, either, but she’d been to the warehouse where he lived, and met others who lived there, and heard snippets of their conversations. She could draw her own conclusions. She was no fan of the Seneschal’s, either—he’d been the one to put her magus in prison—and she was proud of her brother. Still, it was dangerous work. More than one Warehouser had simply disappeared. “Followed?” she said.


“You go ahead,” he said, curtly. “I’ll circle around.”


She nodded. He lifted a hand, as if saying goodbye, and turned down a narrow alley. Bindy kept walking, but she moved out into the middle of the street, away from the taverns and out of the shadows of the attaches that had been built out over the cobblestones. She heard a thud and a grunt behind her, then, the quick, looping whistle of Darid’s all-clear signal. Then she turned and ducked back into the nearest alley.


The purplish light from the new gaslamps didn’t reach far, but there was enough light for her to see Darid pinning a tall, thin man to the wall. The man didn’t seem to be struggling, but Darid had a hand clamped over his mouth, anyway. He glanced over his shoulder at Bindy. “You know this guy, Bin?”


Bindy came closer. The man had light hair and blue eyes, like most Highfallers, but something about his clothes seemed wrong. Odd. Foreign. “No.”


The man mumbled something behind Darid’s hand, and lifted his eyebrows. Carefully, Darid switched his grip from the man’s mouth to his throat, and squeezed. “I know you,” the man said, in a voice that was remarkably calm, given the circumstances. “You’re Bindy. You were apprentice to the old House Magus, Nathaniel Clare, and now you work at the prison. That’s where Nathaniel is, isn’t it? That’s why you got the job there?”


Darid and Bindy exchanged a quick, uncertain glance. “How do you know all that?” Darid said.


“I ask questions,” the man said. “I answer them, too. It’s easier to do when I can breathe.” Darid’s grip on the stranger’s throat tightened. The man’s eyes widened with panic. “I’m a friend of Nate’s!” he croaked. “From when we were children! Let me go! I’m here to help!”


Bindy stepped up and put a hand on her brother’s shoulder. “Let him go.”


Scowling, Darid did as she said. The man’s hand went to his throat, rubbing the places Darid had squeezed. Bindy expected the man to bolt as soon as he caught his breath—it was what she would have done—but she knew Darid wouldn’t let him get away. The night had taken an ugly turn, and she felt weary and depressed.


But the man only said, “Much better. I can’t blame you for being suspicious. Is there somewhere we can talk?”


“We can talk here,” Darid said.


“Yes, but we can’t sit, and we can’t eat.” The stranger adjusted his tunic and smoothed his rumpled hair. He seemed to have recovered his composure very quickly. “And I would like to do both.”


Darid looked at Bindy. “If he’s the magus’s friend,” Bindy said, and Darid frowned. He thought this was a bad idea, she could tell. But bad here paled in comparison to the bad that was the dank cell where her magus lived, the way his wrist bones stood out, the way he wouldn’t look at or talk to her. Bad was watching him wither away, with the memory always in her head of the warm, kind man her friend had once been.


Darid’s lips pressed together in a tight, thin line, the same way their ma’s did when she wanted something she wasn’t getting. “Alva’s,” he said.


“Perfectly good,” the stranger said.


In the nicer parts of the city, taverns had lovely names like The White Bird or The River’s Edge. Lovely names were wasted in Marketside, where most people couldn’t read. The sign at Alva’s tavern merely said Food and Ale, with a crude painting of a tankard and a loaf of bread. People called the place Alva’s because Alva owned it and ran it, and Alva had been a friend of Bindy’s ma’s since before Darid was born. When Bindy was little, Alva had shaved her beard close and switched trousers for gowns. Eventually, instead of saying, “He has the best pies in Marketside,” people began to say, “She has the best pies in Marketside.” Bindy and Darid’s mother, Nora, had been one of the first to adopt the new phrasing, and Alva had always been particularly kind to the Dovetail children. Bindy wasn’t surprised when she came out from behind the bar to greet them.


“Somewhere quiet? And food for three, please,” the stranger said. Bindy saw the gleam of silver pass from his hand to Alva’s. Alva slipped the coin into her pocket and nodded toward the private room in the back, which was indeed private, but far from luxurious. The table was slightly less scarred than the ones in the main room, maybe. There were no windows, but a second door swung into the kitchen. They weren’t trapped.


“Please, sit,” the stranger said, as if they were visitors in his home. The way he said his words wasn’t quite an accent, but it wasn’t native Highfaller, either. “I’m sorry I startled you. As I said, I’m a friend of Nathaniel Clare’s from years back, and I’ve been worried about him. We’ve all been very worried about him.”


Bindy had met one of the magus’s friends before, a sad man who dressed like a courtier but wasn’t one. He’d definitely been a drop addict, though, and he’d killed himself at the magus’s kitchen table. His name had been Charles. That was when things had gone wrong for the magus, when Charles had come to stay. If this friend was like him— “What friend?” she said. “How many years?”


The stranger spread out his hands. “All the years. I’ve known Nate our whole lives. I’m Saba Petrie. I’ve come all the way across the Barrier Mountains looking for him.”


“The magus is from the other side of the Barriers?” Darid said.


Alva entered, carrying a large tray piled heavy with three of her special chicken pies, along with a cruet of vinegar and a pot of mustard. Bindy’s lunch had been a single slice of bread, and that many hours ago. Her mouth started watering instantly. “Lovely, thank you,” the stranger said, and when Alva was gone, continued. “Anyway, Nate. Yes, we were friends as children. Not family, officially, but our community is small enough that everybody is like family. We haven’t heard from him or any of those who came here with him in many months. What a tale he must have to tell! Arriving here with nothing, then becoming House Magus, and the coup, and now he’s in prison—please, what can you tell me? Everyone in Marketside says you were at his right hand, all these months. I care very deeply for Nate.” He blinked in an odd, exaggerated way. Was he fighting back tears? “I want to help him, if I can.”


Bindy’s heart hurt, remembering the way the magus’s head lolled on his weak neck, the dull look in his eyes. His right hand? She was both of his hands. “I don’t know if you can. I think the Seneschal means for him to die in that cell.”


Saba shook his head. “Why? What could Nate possibly have done?”


“I don’t know.” Bindy felt on the verge of tears, herself. “He was old Arkady’s apprentice when Arkady died, and the Seneschal liked him enough then to make him House Magus. Even after the coup. He took care of the Children when they were under house arrest, you know.”


“You mean Lord Elban’s children? Gavin and Theron?”


“And Lady Eleanor, and the Foundling,” Bindy said, nodding. Darid’s brows were hooded and dark. “But—I don’t know, he began to get sick.”


“Sick? Isn’t there an Elenesian Refuge here?”


Bindy shook her head. “I don’t know what that is, but it wasn’t the kind of sick a healer could help, or he would have treated himself. He was weak. Out of his head, sometimes. It got worse when his friend Charles died.”


“Charles Whelan?” Saba said, sharply.


“Maybe. Charles, was all I knew him by. He killed himself. Cut his wrists right at the magus’s kitchen table.” Bindy’s urge to cry had dried. “He was a dropper, but he managed to stop at the end. Anyway, one day the magus went inside the Wall, like he always did, only he never came back. After a week or so, the Seneschal’s guards came to the manor house and kicked me out. It took ages for me to find out he was in prison.”


“Does Nate have any other friends in the city?”


Bindy considered. “There was a man named Firo. He walked like a courtier but he couldn’t have been—this was ages after the coup. And there was an old woman who was sometimes around, but she always seemed to be leaving when I got there. I think he bought herbs from her, or something.”


Saba pursed his lips. “Are the Children still inside the Wall?”


“They aren’t actual children, you know.” Darid’s voice was harsh.


“The Seneschal read a statement from Lord Gavin at the winter solstice,” Bindy said. “But that doesn’t mean anything.”


“What does Nate say happened?” Saba said.


“He says nothing.” Bindy’s tears were back. Her throat hurt from swallowing them, and the words fell out of her whether she wanted to say them or not. “He hasn’t said a single word, not the whole time since I found him. I try to take care of him. I make him eat. I clean him up. I bring him medicine, when I can. The prison’s damp, dug in the middle of the river the way it is. I thought if I gave him time, he’d get better, but he’s not getting better. I’m—” she swallowed a hitch in her throat “—I’m afraid he’s going to die, and there’s nothing I can do. I don’t know enough to help him. He taught me how to treat little things, headaches and rashes, but this—”


The tears fell now. Her cheeks burned with rage and grief, and she bent her head. Darid put a hand on her shoulder but it didn’t help. Nothing helped.


Saba poured a cup of small beer and pushed it into her hands. Gently, he said, “Here, Bindy. Drink this. I’m here to help, now.”


Bindy didn’t like small beer but she took a sip anyway, to wash the sob out of her throat. Darid said, “And how are you going to help? Are you going to get yourself hired on as a prison maid, too?”


Saba gave him a cool look. “Do you not approve of your sister’s efforts?”


“The magus helped me out, once,” Darid said. “I don’t wish him any ill. If Bindy could help him, I’d be glad for her to. But it’s starting to look like she can’t, and there’s nothing for her in that prison.” He looked up at Bindy, his eyes sad. “I’m sorry, Bin.”


“It’s okay,” Bindy said, softly.


“Darid Dovetail.” Saba poured himself another glass of ale. “You’re one of the Returned, aren’t you?”


Darid stiffened. “No.”


“Well, you don’t wear the armband. You’re not on the official list. You didn’t march in the Parade of the Returned. But that’s a matter of words, isn’t it? Because you did go inside the Wall when you were ten years old, and you did come out after the coup. And I’ve heard some say they’d heard you died, although they were all quick to say they must have heard wrong.”


Bindy was shaking her head. “They told us he died. But it was a mistake.”


“Rather large mistake. Does the Seneschal know he made it? If not, that would explain your reluctance to reap the not inconsiderable benefits of being one of Lord Elban’s former staff. Why, you could get hired anywhere you wanted, with an allowance on top of your wage, for all those years of unpaid labor.”


“My family was paid,” Darid said.


“Still. It must have been terrible, as a child, to go into that place, and know you were never going to leave it or see your mother again.” Saba gave Darid a sympathetic look and poured himself more ale. “What did you do inside, anyway?”


“Horses,” Darid muttered. “I took care of the horses.”


“Did you ever meet any of the Children? One of Elban’s sons, or Lady Eleanor? The Foundling, perhaps?”


Darid said nothing.


“Only, I’m wondering how it was that a man who took care of the horses found himself owing a favor to the House Magus. I’m not attacking you, Darid,” he added, mildly. “I’m just trying to make sense of what happened to my friend.”


Darid frowned down at the tankard in front of him. Finally: “I knew Judah the Foundling.”


“You never told me that!” Bindy looked at Saba. “The magus knew her, too. Will that help?”


“I don’t know. The only person who knows is poor Nate, and from what you said, he’s not talking.” Saba pulled one of the chicken pies in front of him. Instead of making regular round pies with lids, Alva rolled the filling up in knots of dough. Made them easier to eat, she said. Saba pulled a long strip of dough away, and a cloud of chickeny, oniony steam rose into the air. A glob of filling fell to the table. “I think our next step is fairly clear, regardless. We can’t have Nate dying in that filthy prison, can we? So we’ll have to get him out.”


Bindy and Darid stared, stunned. “You’re insane,” Darid said.


“But he’s barely conscious,” Bindy said.


Saba smiled. “We can fix that,” he said, and deep in Bindy’s heart, a spark of hope flared.






TWO


Judah knew warmth. The smell of fire. A wooden spoon in her mouth, sometimes full of water, sometimes gruel, sometimes something that tasted like mint and sour milk. Milk gone bad, milk that should be spat out, so she did.


“It’s medicine, lady,” a voice said. Warm and kind, the accent entirely unfamiliar. “We wouldn’t hurt you.”


She laughed.


She wept.


She became aware of the forest around her: the chirps and screes of creatures in the trees, wan sunlight filtering through the bluish leaves, the thick carpet of organic detritus on the floor. Her own body, weak and sore, wrapped in tatters of green fabric and a rough blanket that must have belonged to the men. The men: there were two of them. One was tall and pale, with knife-edged features and an ugly burn scar on the back of his hand. His hair hung around his face, stringy and dark. This was the one who called her lady and made her drink the medicine, which he called godswill; the one who palpated her skull and moved fingers for her eyes to track. He was the one with the warm, kind voice, but he didn’t always use it.


The other man was not as tall, but twice as broad. He wore his long hair in thick ropes that he bound behind his neck in a tail as thick as Judah’s neck, and his skin was a rich dark brown. Nobody in Highfall had skin that color. He rarely spoke and never looked directly at her, but he was the one who brought her clothes the second day, dropping the bundle down before her on the dead blue-gray leaves. “Warmer than what’s left of that dress,” he said.


The moment she touched the clothes, she knew that the last body to wear them had been dead. Still better than the tatters, so she put them on.


They said they’d found her under a bush, starving and half-dead from exposure. At first they had to tell her this several times a day. Her brain didn’t seem to want to hang on to information. They asked questions: what was her name, where did she live, where was her family. She found the questions hilarious.


The pale man told her the medicine, the godswill, was what kept her on her feet, walking, alive. It was very important to both of them that she walk. They told her where they were going but the place name fell through her brain like water through cupped fingers. The boots she wore came from the dead person, too. He was as real to her as the two men were: younger than she was, but not quite a boy. Soft hands. The last thing he’d felt was a strong arm around his throat, the last thing he’d heard the snap of his own neck. His boots were too big for her in some places and too small in others. She wrapped her feet in some of the tatters of her green dress to make them fit better. The soles of her feet were bruised and scratched, the nail on her left little toe missing entirely. The pale man gave her ointment for the scratches, said it would minimize scarring. He was annoyed when this made her laugh.


She didn’t try to explain, because the reason she laughed wouldn’t make sense to him. It was this: all of her scars were gone. Every one of them, over her entire body. Her memory was addled, but she remembered the nights of knives and coals and acid in Elban’s study in Highfall, and the mess of scar tissue those nights had left on her feet. She remembered her arms, covered with the curlicue scars from Elban’s pokers, the faint marks from years of scratching messages to Gavin, the tidy cuts the magus had made in the tower while he was teaching her the Work. Now, the soles of her feet were perfect. There wasn’t a mark on them other than the scratches and bruises left by her barefoot stumbling before the men found her. Her arms were the same. Even the tooth she’d knocked out falling from a tree was back. Her body, from all appearances, was entirely unscathed, entirely new.


Her mind felt like the same old mind, though. The godswill made her dull and easily distracted by things like a falling leaf or the splash of a stream over rocks, and she had trouble remembering what happened an hour ago, but she remembered her life before the white. Gavin and Elly and Theron, Elban and the Seneschal and Darid and the sad, delusional magus, Nathaniel. It was all a bit hazy, as if she’d spent all of her life very very drunk, but she was definitely Judah, definitely herself. The two men had cut off her hair while she was unconscious (because it was filthy, they told her, over and over, and stank) but what was left was the same dried-blood red, and more fiercely curly than ever. The reflection that she saw in streams and pools looked different, but it was still her own self. New body. Same Judah the Foundling.


Her right hand drifted to the inside of her left wrist so often that the pale man checked her for injury there, but she wasn’t hurt. It was habit, that was all. She had felt nothing from Gavin since awakening, no friendly scratches hello or where are you. She hadn’t reached out to him, either. The last time they’d been in the same room together, it had almost meant death for both of them. She didn’t trust herself to know whether or not she wanted Gavin to find her.


Not that she knew where she was. The trees looked like nothing she’d ever seen before, with their white bark and blue leaves, and the furry white things that ran up and down their trunks were squirrel-like without being squirrels, exactly. The pale man caught these in traps overnight and roasted them. The dark man caught fish from streams they passed, if there were any to catch. Once, the pale man found a stand of mushrooms, which he boiled into a paste, and the three of them ate that, too. It tasted like semisolid nothing but he said they could survive on it.


“For how long?” Judah said, somewhat incredulously, and the pale man said, “Until it makes us so depressed we kill ourselves.”


She didn’t know why she found that so funny, but her laughter was unreliable these days. The two men exchanged a look. They did that often. It seemed as if they could hold entire conversations without saying a word. Which Judah also found hilarious, because she and Gavin had been able to do the same, once. She wondered if the two men had an invisible rope of purple power connecting them, too, the way she and Gavin did.


“Sorry,” she said, when she could speak. “Sorry.”


“Lost her mind,” the dark man said, and the pale man said, “No. It’s the godswill.”


The pale man kept a wooden box in his satchel that unfolded into dozens of tiny compartments that held herbs or powders or tools. His burned hand was rippled and discolored but he seemed to have full use of it. The dark man had eyes the color of copper and a long silver knife that he kept strapped to his leg. The pale man’s long leather coat was so patched that it was nearly more patch than coat. The dark man wore leather, too, but his had been fashioned into armor.


Sometimes she caught a calculating glint in the pale man’s eyes when he looked at her. The dark one rarely looked at her at all. His name was Lukash. The pale man called himself Cleric.


“That’s not a name,” she said.


“And yet,” he said, tersely. “I don’t suppose you remember your name yet.”


Cleric hadn’t always been so curt with her. In the beginning, his voice had been so warm that she’d thought she must know him. Now she understood that the warmth was like his leather coat, and he could take it off or put it on as he needed it. “Nope,” she lied. She didn’t know where she was, and she didn’t know how far the Seneschal’s reach extended. Until she knew those things, it was probably better to remain anonymous. “Sorry.”


Cleric peeled one of the white squirrel-things out of its fur. “I’ve started weaning you off the godswill. It might clear up some of the cobwebs in your brain. It might also leave you a gibbering idiot, but let’s hope for the former.”


“I’ve never once gibbered,” she said. “Since I might actually be able to remember it for more than five minutes, tell me where we’re going, again?”


Cleric eviscerated the squirrel-thing with two fingers and tossed the guts into the brush. “A town called Black Lake,” Lukash said. “If you were waylaid traveling, it’s likely you were either going to or coming from Black Lake. The only other town within easy travel distance is Harkerstown, and we’ve just come from Harkerstown. We’d know if anyone from there was missing.”


Yes. She dimly remembered this theory of theirs, that she was a waylaid traveler who’d been hit on the head and left to die. “That’s right. You think somebody is looking for me. You think there’ll be a reward.”


Cleric drove a tapered stick through the squirrel-thing and looked at his friend. Partner. Whatever they were to each other. “If I stop giving her the godswill entirely, she’ll be quiet.”


“You said I’d die if you stopped giving me the godswill entirely,” she said, and he said, “Yes, and then you’ll be quiet.”


It didn’t sound like a threat. “You came from somewhere,” Lukash said. His accent was like a stream falling over rocks. “You have people. If we return you to them, they’ll be happy to see you.”


“Unless they were the ones who left me in the forest,” Judah said.


Cleric reached over and grabbed her arm. His hand was sticky from the squirrel-thing’s blood. “Look at your hand,” he said, turning her arm so her palm faced upward. “Not a single callus. No wash-water burns, no lye burns. This hand has never worked a day in its life, and neither have you. There’s not a scar on you anywhere, and that dress you were wearing when we found you—” He let go of her arm. “Somebody saw to it that you and your perfect teeth were taken care of. Presumably that person will pay us to have their investment returned to them, and you can go back to your servants.”


Her arm was smeared with the squirrel-thing’s blood where he’d held it. She wiped it on the dead boy’s trousers. “Staff,” she said, without thinking. “They’re called staff.”


“Are they, now,” Cleric said, with immense satisfaction. Lukash said nothing, but she saw the hint of a frown around his copper-colored eyes.


The next morning—the cobwebs were indeed clearing, she could trace events back one before the other like footsteps—Cleric mixed a smaller dose of godswill for her. The medicine was a dark blue-green powder that he stirred into water, and the smell was vile.


“I won’t miss this stuff,” she said. “It tastes awful.”


“That it does. Supposed to be the god’s will, you know—” he left a very deliberate space between the two words “—but most people think godswill is a better name for it. I’ll give you this much for three days, then half again as much for three more. After that, we’ll see.”


“I feel healthy enough now,” she said.


“Trust me,” he said. “The godswill is the only thing keeping you on your feet.”


And honestly, by the time they stopped that afternoon to rest and eat the last of the previous night’s squirrel-thing, she was exhausted and covered in a thin sheen of sweat despite the chill in the air. Her hands felt filthy and tender where she’d been gripping the hiking stick all day. Lukash, as usual, walked a perimeter around their stopping place, came back and said, “There’s a spring and a pool up ahead. Might as well camp here tonight.”


Cleric disappeared into the woods to set his traps. Judah and Lukash went to the pool: him to fish, her so she could wash her blistered palms. The canopy of blue leaves spread over the pool so the sun was as wan there as it was everywhere else in the forest, but the water was clean and clear. She took off the dead boy’s jacket, pushed up the too-long sleeves of his shirt, and plunged her hands into the water. It was so icy she gasped. Her hand disappeared below the surface and it was all familiar, the wet rock, the feel of the water around her fingers, the smell. Lukash tied his tiny silver fishing lure onto the end of his line. She wondered how many fish that lure had pulled to their deaths. “What if nobody in Black Lake knows me?” she said.


He dropped his line into the water and tugged it gently, to make the lure flash and twitch. “You could stay there. Get work of some kind. Always work to be had in cartel cities.”


“Cartel?”


“Like a guild, without all the religious pretense. Black Lake’s run by the gloryseed cartel. A drug,” he added, when her face made clear that she still didn’t know what he was talking about. He made the lure twitch again. His copper eyes flicked to her, and then back to the surface of the water, where the only movements were the faint ripples left from his line. “I wish your memory would come back. There might have been a reason you were in the woods.”


She considered. “You mean, what if I was running away from something?”


Lukash shrugged. “It would have to be something serious, to drive you into the Ghostwood.”


“Ghostwood?”


He moved his head in a compact fashion that somehow managed to indicate the entire forest, in a general sort of way. “All around us. Supposed to be haunted.”


She thought of the dead boy’s soft hands and the sweet herbal smell in his dying nose, and said, “Maybe I’m a ghost.”


He smiled. “You seem very solid. Also, if you wanted to haunt me, I’m fairly certain you’d have to get in line.”


“Killed a lot of people, have you?” she said. It was a joke, but the moment the words left her lips she regretted them. The dead boy. The knife.


But he only said, “Yes, there was a war,” and turned back to his line. Embarrassed, she said nothing. The forest was quiet. She realized for the first time that there were no birds here in the Ghostwood, as Lukash had called it. The only wildlife she’d seen were the white squirrel-things, darting among the blue leaves and occasionally letting forth high, rattling screes of indignation. She supposed if you didn’t know about the squirrel-things, the noise might sound unearthly enough to give rise to rumors of haunting. Then again, the Work—and the tower?—had spit her out of the white in this forest. Maybe other strange things had happened here, too.


Another moment passed. A squirrel-thing screeched. On the other side of the pool, something splashed. Judah watched the ripples move and fade.


Finally, Lukash said, “We’re thieves, not murderers. Usually.”


Usually. “Not much to steal in the middle of the forest.”


“Sometimes things go wrong.”


“Was it me? Was I the thing that went wrong?”


“No,” he said. “Whatever went wrong for you happened long before we found you.”


Back at the camp, she tore the final remnants of her green dress into strips and wove them into rope with her fingers, so she could carry the bedroll they’d given her over her shoulder. The two men watched, clearly impressed. “Where did you learn that?” Lukash said.


“From somebody who kept horses,” she said.


He looked at Cleric, who had picked up the last scrap of her dress and was rubbing it between his fingers. They had another one of those silent conversations that didn’t include her. “What?” she said, annoyed.


“The rich ladies where I come from can’t weave rope,” Lukash said.


“The rich ladies where I come from can barely cut their own food,” Cleric said, but he still seemed more interested in the cloth. “What is this dress made of?”


“Rich ladies where I come from don’t concern themselves with the manufacturing of cloth,” she said, and went back to her rope.


The next day, the ground took a decided turn upward, and the hiking was difficult. The squirrel-things grew scarce. Now, their meals were sparingly supplemented with strips of pemmican and dried berries from the men’s packs. They hadn’t planned for a long hike, and were low on supplies, they told her. Having to split food three ways was as wearisome as the hiking, and the third time Cleric brought the tasteless mushrooms out of his pack, Judah said, “All right, I’m ready to kill myself now.”


“Not when we’re so close to Black Lake,” Cleric said.


“Are we close?” she said, and Lukash said, “Be able to see it in a day or two.”


And sure enough, a day and a half later, they threaded their way between two boulders and emerged at the edge of a ridge. Far below them, Black Lake—not the town, but the body of water—reached, as black as its name, into the distance. Crouched on its near end, the town looked like a toy city. Toy walls surrounded the toy buildings, except lakeside, where half a dozen stubby two-masted toy ships docked at two toy piers. The land around the town was planted with crops in neat squares of tidy rows, a dusty brown road winding through them into the city.


But Lukash’s gaze was set lower, to the blue-green forest canopy between them and the road. “Look,” he said, and pointed out at the leafy sea to a place where the slope began to flatten and a single, thin spire of smoke rose into the air.


“Look like home?” Cleric said to Judah, who shook her head mutely. The thin man shrugged. “Oh, well. Might be interesting, anyway.”


The three of them began hiking down the mountain.


They came across a creek first, and then a path. The path was wide enough to push a small cart over. The silence in the woods hadn’t changed but it felt different, more watchful. Lukash found a heel print by a fallen log, a perfect semicircle pressed into the mud after a rainstorm and left undisturbed to dry. Not long after that they found a grapevine growing around the trunk of an old tree, thick with clusters of dark red fruit. Cleric tasted one, and spat out a wad of seeds and membrane. “Wine grapes,” he said.


The path left the creek and wound through the trees. At every turn they found another grapevine. The vines grew thicker, less hidden, until finally they grew near the ground without any camouflage at all. Then the trees opened up to a clearing where a small house had been built of rough-hewn logs, the thin line of smoke they’d seen streaming from a stone chimney. The breeze smelled of burning wood, earth, and something else, something musty and fermented.


They heard singing. A man appeared around the corner of the house. For a moment, the four of them stared at each other. The man held a basket full of dirty potatoes and onions, and his tunic was stained with muck, but the gray-streaked hair that fell to his shoulders was clean. At first he looked surprised. Then he smiled, broadly. “Well!” he said. “Well! Welcome! Travelers, are you?”


Judah wondered if the first two syllables were speech or stutter. Cleric held his hands up, palms toward the man, in the age-old gesture of harmlessness. “Slightly lost ones,” he said, smiling his most charming smile. “We mean you no harm.”


“Of course you don’t,” the man said. “Of course you don’t. Is that Northern speech I hear? Bright gods, what are you doing so deep in the woods so early in the year?”


The words were friendly, but Judah saw something crafty in the old man’s eyes. “Like I said,” Cleric said, “slightly lost. Are those your grapes we’ve been seeing?”


“Mine as much as anybody’s, although if they could talk, I suspect they’d tell you they belong only to themselves. Grapes are like children. You do the best you can, but they’ll be what they’ll be.” He bowed. “My name is Sevedra, good travelers. At your service.”


“Good god,” Cleric said, all polish and craft vanished. “Really?”


Sevedra smiled patiently. As if this were something one must go through when one met new people, like handshakes. “I’m afraid so.”


Lukash looked from the old man to Cleric, and back again. “You two know each other?”


“Sevedran wine is—simply—the best—” Cleric stopped. Or rather, was stopped, as if not even his nimble tongue could find the words.


Sevedra laughed. “You flatter me, I’m afraid. I do enjoy my work, but—again, like children—the wine turns out how it will. I merely provide water when the rain doesn’t come.” He smiled merrily. “Today, though, I’m working in the garden, not the vineyard. If you put your packs down and help me harvest dinner, you can help me eat it.”


They’d eaten nothing but squirrel, fish, and tasteless mushrooms for so long that none of them hesitated to agree. Sevedra led them behind the house to a small farm: a vegetable garden, a field of wheat, a few goats and chickens. Off to the side a green patch that looked like an herb garden drew Cleric immediately; as Judah and Lukash dug carrots, leeks, and round purplish things that were probably some kind of turnip, Cleric wandered among the plants, sometimes stroking one or rubbing a leaf between his fingers. Occasionally, one of his eyebrows lifted.


Finally he joined them. “Quite a collection,” he said.


“Most of them grow here naturally.” Sevedra gave the herb garden a careless look. “Honestly, I rarely use them.”


“No,” Cleric said, and Judah couldn’t read the tone of his voice. “I wouldn’t think you would.”


When they were done, Sevedra drew water from the well so they could wash. The inside of the cottage was cluttered and friendly and very ordinary, and the winemaker kept up a steady stream of chatter as he rinsed the vegetables, cut them into small chunks, and added them to a pot bubbling over the fire. Then he added a few pinches from the odd collection of jars and crocks lining a shelf above the fireplace. Whatever was cooking in the pot smelled amazing.


“While that finishes, I’ll show you the vineyard,” he said, and lit a lantern. He led them through a door and down a staircase that seemed to have been carved out of solid rock. At the bottom was a room lined with wooden casks and more doors, all of them closed. Past this room and another full of wood-fired stoves with pipes snaking up into the earthen ceiling, Sevedra stopped at a set of wide double doors and put aside the lantern. Then, opening the door with a flourish, he said, “My vineyard.”


The room on the other side smelled like earth and water but was flooded with natural light. It was disconcerting, to be in a room that was so obviously underground, but also so bright. In the middle of the room, under the skylights where the light was brightest, dozens of grapevines grew on tidy rows of trellises.


“How is it so bright?” Judah said.


Sevedra nodded at Lukash. “Your Morgeni friend can tell you.”


Lukash shifted, as if uncomfortable, and said, “Prisms set into the earth. The light is refracted through them and spread around the rooms. My people use a similar system in their mines.”


Sevedra was nodding. “Exactly. I had to adapt it somewhat, not having those wonderful crystals you dig out of your mountains.”


Lukash did not move, but Judah felt him go very still and tense. “I am not a miner. I have dug nothing out of any mountains.”


“I meant the collective you, of course,” Sevedra said, as if it didn’t particularly matter, but Judah sensed that somehow it did. “The pump system was my own devising. The temperature controls, too.”


And, indeed, it was very warm in the vineyard room. Sevedra showed them the different varieties of grapes he grew, the fruit pink and green and red and white. The ones needing the most light were directly under the skylight, he said, but the conical skylights enabled the sunlight to reach the ground no matter where it was in the sky. All of the plants looked healthy. Nothing looked like it had been grown in a basement. “This is amazing,” Cleric said.


“The product of many years’ work.” Sevedra’s pride was clear.


“But why?” Judah said.


“Control,” the winemaker said. “If it needs to be warmer, I light the stoves. If I need more humidity, I turn on the misters. Most of all, I can control the soil content. Wine is only as good as the soil where the grapes are grown, you know. The vines in the forest are fine for table wine, but I never know from one year to the next what they’ll be.” He gazed lovingly at the nearest vine, running a leaf between his fingers like a lock of hair. “These, I can take care of. Give them whatever they need. Some of them come from very far away, you know, strains that don’t exist anymore, except here. I take care of them. I give them the best of everything.”


“That must be why your wines are so famous,” Cleric said.


Sevedra bowed his head. “I don’t know about that. I know that twice a year, the man comes with the cart, buys my full bottles and brings me empty ones. I love my vines. I have a good life.” He looked at Lukash. “What’s that Morgeni saying? Some birds stay where they are hatched? Well, I was not hatched here. But it is where I prefer to stay.”


“Where you have control,” Judah said. She saw something flash over Sevedra’s face. Before he could speak, she touched a plant growing between two vines and said, “This is pepper, isn’t it?”


Whatever the flash had been, it was gone now. His expression was neutral and pleasant. “Yes. It grows well down here, as it happens.” He gave Judah a curious look. “I know your Northern friend by the way he talks and your Morgeni friend by the way he wears his hair, but you—you, I cannot place. Where were you born?”


She shrugged. Cleric said, “I’m afraid her memory is damaged.”


“Oh, dear. How did that happen?” Sevedra said.


Cleric shook his head with a reasonable facsimile of sadness. “We don’t know. We found her in the Ghostwood.”


“We’re taking her to Black Lake for assistance,” Lukash said. “Is that where your wine buyer comes from?”


“It is,” Sevedra said, and was it Judah’s imagination or did his eyes keep coming back to her? “The stew’s probably ready by now. Shall we eat?”


On the way back upstairs, Judah noticed a box of small stone medals near the stairs, each carved with an S. She had seen these before, on bottles of wine at Elban’s table and once, after the coup, on a bottle she and Gavin had shared, deep in the catacombs. She was wondering how far away Highfall was when Sevedra—yes, he was definitely watching her—noticed where she was looking. “They hang around the necks of the bottles.” He pulled a medal out to show her. “Like little necklaces, eh? An affectation, but I enjoy it. Carving them gives me something to do while the wine ages. Would you like one?”


Judah remembered Elban’s fingers tapping the medal and suppressed a shudder. “Thank you. No.”


In the kitchen, Sevedra moved baskets of vegetables and gardening equipment off the table. Then he dished out the stew and poured four glasses of a wine so dark it was nearly black. “You’ll taste the pepper in that,” he said, with satisfaction. “The slightest bite, there behind the richness of the grapes.”


Cleric declared it sublime. Lukash said nothing, but poured himself a second glass. Judah took one sip of hers. She could taste the pepper. But while the Sevedran she had shared with Gavin had been velvety and rich, the heavy alcoholic taste of this made her throat tighten, and she didn’t take a second sip.


The stew was good, and the wine flowed freely among the other three. When Sevedra noticed that Judah wasn’t drinking, he brought out a special bottle for her. Restorative, he said, and in truth it was far easier to drink than the pepper wine. She found herself finishing the glass. At first, Cleric kept his burned hand under the table, but after enough wine, he forgot himself and used it to reach for a piece of bread.


Sevedra nodded toward the scar. “That must have been painful. How did it happen?”


The hand disappeared. “Fell into a fire,” Cleric said. “I was quite drunk at the time.”


“I’m surprised you can still use your fingers. You had a good healer.”


Cleric lifted his eyebrows and grinned. “I am a good healer.”


“Why did you do nothing about the scarring, then?”


“Everybody has scars,” Cleric said.


Not me, Judah thought, and almost laughed aloud.


Another bottle was opened. Cleric, his speech beginning to slur, waxed poetic. The wine tasted of cherries and smoke, he said; of fine tobacco and sweet cream. Lukash said little but drank willingly of everything put in front of him. Judah herself found that the more she drank, the farther away the room seemed. It was easy to let it slip away, and vanish entirely.


“Stand up,” the winemaker said, his friendliness replaced by inexorable command. Judah opened her eyes and found Cleric and Lukash slumped over on the table. Lukash was drooling. Cleric’s face was obscured behind his hair.


She discovered that she was standing.


“Downstairs, now,” the winemaker said, and before the sentence had even left his mouth, her traitorous feet were moving toward the stairs, and down them. No, she told her feet, as sternly as she could. Stop. Do not do this. But her feet refused to listen. They carried her down the stairs and across the basement rooms, through the double doors. It was night, now, and the vineyard was dark. Sevedra carried the lantern all the way inside. “Come,” he said, and she had no choice. Perplexed and furious at her inability to do anything to stop what was happening, she followed him between the vines to a dark corner. Then he said, “Kneel,” and she found her knees sunk into the soft earth, so that he towered over her.


“Now,” he said. “Where did you come from?”


She opened her mouth to say that she didn’t remember, but what came out was a laugh. A high, nervous laugh, as if she were on the edge of panic.


Sevedra smiled. “You can’t lie. The drug I put in your wine won’t last as long as the sedative I gave your bandit friends, but while it does, you’ll tell me the truth. I can feel things, you know. In people. In the soil, the grapes. It’s how I make my wine special.” He scowled. “Northerners are common as dirt. The Morgeni is a bit of a prize, but he’s probably just an ex-soldier. The truly brilliant ones never leave their mountain. But you, I can’t place at all.” He touched over her cheek, almost a caress. Her skin crawled. She couldn’t move away. “What are you? Are you Slonimi? You almost feel Slonimi, but—not quite. Did the Slonimi make you? Breed you like a horse, the way they do?”


The edges of Judah’s vision began to go white. That word. Slonimi. The magus had said he was Slonimi. He’d said she was, too. She could remember him as clearly as if he stood in front of her, a gaunt man with blond hair falling out of his queue. Weeping. Holding a knife out to her. His blood. Your blood. Break what his ancestors did. He and his great Unbinding, the thing that he was convinced she had to kill Gavin to accomplish. But he was also convinced that the purple web of Work in the tower wouldn’t let her die and so she’d chosen to take her chances with jumping, instead. The white band around her vision was growing wider. She felt sick.


“No,” Sevedra said. “The Slonimi keep tight rein on their people. They would never have let you fall in with the Morgeni or that talks-too-much Northerner.” He moved his hand to the back of her head, gripping her by the short curls there. “Tell me where you’re from.”


Unbidden, the city spread out before her mind’s eye, spires and smokestacks and banners and drums. The word forced its way out of her. “Highfall,” she said.


“Nonsense. Highfall is in the east, all the way on the other side of the Barriers. And you’re no Highfaller. Not with this hair.” His grip on her hair tightened, and he shook her head slightly. “How did you get here?”


“Fell,” she said. Because fallen, she had. When she jumped from the tower. She was west of the Barriers, now? Really? Everything she knew was to the east. The tower hadn’t let her die, but why had it sent her so far away?


“Yes, Highfall. I heard you the first time,” he said, a bit impatiently. “Give me your hand.” Of its own accord, her hand floated up to his waiting one. He let go of her hair to take it, but she still couldn’t move. He took a knife out of his belt. It looked like the same one he’d used to cut the bread earlier. “Now, be quiet. Let’s see what you’ve brought me.”


He cut a line down the length of her forearm with the knife, right across her perfect, unscarred arm. She wanted to scream but he’d said quiet. It was a shallow cut, he hadn’t hit anything important, but the white began to creep back into her vision. The blood welled up from the cut and dripped down onto the earth; he squeezed her arm to make it flow faster and she felt as if somebody kicked the inside of her brain and then the white was everywhere. She was everywhere. She was standing in the broken tower with the magus and she was drinking Sevedran wine in the catacombs with Gavin and she was helping Darid mend tack and she was in the Ghostwood and she was in the underground vineyard, all at once. She was herself. She was the dead boy whose clothes she wore, grappling with somebody as a strong arm slid around her throat and a sweet herbal smell filled her nose. She was a dozen other people, voices and minds she didn’t know. She was dying, not dying, dead, not dead. She was.


Then the white flared to purple, the same sickly, familiar purple of the Work that flowed through the tower. All of her selves collided with a jolt. Now she stood in a room, at a window, staring out onto a bleak, yellowed moor pocked with jagged rust-red rocks. The glass of the window was warped, hazy. Her hands felt strange and when she looked down she realized they were wrapped in thick bandages and then she realized they were not hers. She was in Gavin’s body, the thick purple rope that bound them still protruding from his chest. It looked sickly. Not quite there.


Behind her, a woman said, Gavin, I brought food, and Judah’s heart leapt because the woman was Elly. They were alive. They were alive.


They were alive.


But everything was alive. The purple was alive. She could feel it turning its attention toward her, seeking, pulling—a multitude—


She yanked herself away, back to the vineyard. She’d fallen forward, her hands sinking into the soft soil, and the soil was filled with multitudes, too. All the people the winemaker had killed, right here, so their blood could flow into his special, special vines. She could feel their lives in the vines, in the grapes themselves. She looked up at the winemaker. His hands were covered in blood.


“Bright gods,” he said, the words hollow with shock. “Bright gods, what are you? You’re like—you’re like what the Slonimi wish they were, you’re—” He seemed to lose the words. Then he grabbed her cut arm again. The blood was clotting but he shook it over the soil. “Give it to the grapes. Give it all to the grapes,” he said, panting, almost moaning. The moan turned into a laugh that was half sob. “My precious darling, I’ll keep you forever, what a vintage—what a vintage this will be—”


Suddenly, out of nowhere, a figure slammed into him from the side, a tangle of limbs and long ropes of hair. Down the winemaker went, landing with a grunt in the soft ground next to Judah. Lukash grabbed the old man’s long hair in one hand, and grabbed for the bloody bread knife with the other. The old man howled and held it out of reach. “No!” he cried. “She’s mine! She’s mine!”


No. She wasn’t.


Judah pivoted on one knee, spun around, and grabbed the old man’s knife-holding fist. The drug he’d given her was screaming and protesting in her head but it couldn’t hold her anymore. He wailed protest and insult as the three of them grappled in the near dark and the rich damp loam and the musty smell of ripening wine and the metallic smell of blood. Then the old man went down under her, and he still held the knife in his fist but Judah held the fist. She pushed the knife into his throat. His blood pulsed out, disappearing into the soil with hers, and the last clinging tendrils of the drug disintegrated.


Everything was quiet. Her chest heaved, her breath burning. Slowly, she stood up.


Lukash stared at the corpse on the ground, the knife protruding from its throat. “He drugged us. Are you all right?”


She nodded.


“You’re from Highfall. I heard you say it.”


She nodded again.


“I don’t know where that is,” he said, and she said, “Neither do I.”


Upstairs, they shook Cleric awake. The healer managed to collect enough of his wits to boil them a batch of some foul stuff that cleared the last of the mist from their brains. He sniffed at the bottle of special restorative wine, and visibly shuddered.


“What is it?” Judah said, and he said, “It’s evil, is what it is. Almost as bad as the godswill.”


“And if you can find any more of it, you’ll be bringing it with you,” Lukash said.


“Oh, very much yes,” Cleric said with a grin. Then the grin faded. “I should have known when I saw the herb garden. Some of those plants—” He shook his head. “People don’t just grow those.”


In one of the rooms in the basement, they found clothes and packs and staffs, knives and boots and bedrolls. All, they assumed, had belonged to the travelers the winemaker had killed. Lukash took gems and small coins—easy to carry, easy to spend. Cleric found the old man’s apothecary chest and ransacked it, transferring everything he wanted into sacks and vials from the winemaker’s own supply. Judah—who was distracted by a sore lip; she must have taken a blow from the winemaker without realizing it—found a satchel very like the one Cleric carried, a better bedroll, a few coins. She considered switching the dead boy’s clothes for others, but something felt wrong about leaving him alone here.


When they had combed the house from top to bottom, and taken everything they could carry that could possibly be of use, they made a pile of old cloth and kindling from the woodpile and doused the whole thing with tallow. Lukash set the fire with his tinderbox, and they left. The smell of smoke followed them into the trees.


“That wine,” Cleric mourned. “That sublime, sublime wine.”


Judah said nothing. In her head, she remembered standing at the strange window, in that awkward comfortable place where Gavin had always been, all her life; standing at the window, and looking out over a bleak, dead moor. Hearing Elly’s voice. Gavin, I brought food. Over and over she heard her, and her heart hurt, and there was nothing to do about it. The Slonimi wanted her, and they wanted Gavin dead. She had felt them, in the purple. Watching. Waiting. Looking for her, looking for both of them. If she reached out to Gavin again, they would find her.


Gavin and Elly were alive. Judah was alone.






THREE


Eleanor—formerly Eleanor of Tiernan, once the almost-Lady of Highfall, and now merely herself—had been brought to the guildhall from Highfall with Gavin in a closed carriage. The trip had taken three days. She had no idea where they were; she knew it was a bleak place, with great red boulders jutting from a sea of tall winter-faded grass, and she suspected there had been murders there before she and Gavin had arrived. A long pile of soil outside had the look of a poorly dug mass grave and there were pools of dried blood in some of the empty rooms. Whatever vocation the guild members had followed, their hall was thoroughly ransacked. Like the House had been, after the Seneschal’s coup—but the House had been home, especially after the coup, and the guildhall was a prison.


After the long, hardscrabble months alone in the House, they now had a staff of six, which should have seemed luxurious. But four of those six were the same members of the Seneschal’s guard who had spirited them out of Highfall in the dead of night. The other two were a kitchen boy who stole food from their very plates, and a skittering, hooting old woman, her tongue long since cut out, who watched them constantly with glittering eyes to make sure Gavin’s perfect, uninjured hands stayed bandaged.


All of Gavin was perfect and uninjured. The Seneschal had ordered Gavin’s hands bound before they left Highfall so that he couldn’t scratch Judah a message in his own flesh, knowing that wherever she was, she would feel the pain and see the marks of it. For the same reason, he was allowed to experience no discomfort whatsoever. The room where they slept was kept neither warm nor cold but exactly comfortable. They were fed often and copiously, if not luxuriously. Gavin was permitted to walk in the halls, the tongueless old woman like a shadow behind them, but not to train, or run. All of these conditions were enforced by the guards. Early on, Gavin had refused food and the nearest guard had immediately turned and punched Elly in the jaw. She’d lost a few seconds and been bruised for two weeks. Gavin had never defied the guards again.


Wake up each day and figure out how to survive. That was her grandmother’s maxim, and Elly felt like she’d been living by it her entire life. She had been sent to Highfall and betrothed to Gavin when she was only eight years old; Elban and the Seneschal had wanted a biddable girl with few political ties, Elly’s father had wanted her bride price, and her mother had wanted to see her safe away from her brothers. He’d never touched her but old Elban was as bad in his way as her brothers Angen or Eduard had been, and still she had survived. She had agreed to marry Elban instead of Gavin when it meant saving Theron’s life. She had arranged for Darid, the head stableman, to flee the House when it meant saving Judah’s heart. She had kept them all alive after the coup, digging through the midden heap for squash sprouted from discarded seeds and convincing the Seneschal to give them oats. She had set the Safe Passage on fire when the Seneschal and his men were coming through it, knowing full well they would burn alive. (One of the burned guards was at the guildhall now, his scars pink and new. She’d expected him to be nasty to her, but he acknowledged her existence little more than he would have a chicken he’d been charged with keeping.)
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