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TO PAUL,

WHO WANTED DRAGONS

(SORRY ABOUT THAT)



Chapter One

PROPPED ON THE FLOUR-DUSTED stand, the Book of Common Magic looked as innocent as the ordinary cookbooks tucked behind it. Only the tremor in Isaveth’s fingers as she turned the pages betrayed her apprehension. She’d never made spell-tablets all by herself before. Perhaps she should go to Aunt Sallume’s and ask . . .

But then she’d have to pass the Kerchers’ house again, and Isaveth didn’t like that idea at all. Not that their cottage was much worse than any of the others on Cabbage Street: There was nothing unusual about soot-stained brick, peeling paint, and a porch cluttered with old beer crates, even if the hole in the upstairs window did look like a fat spider sitting in its web. She’d been bold enough earlier that morning, with Mimmi clinging to her hand and Lilet scowling at her heels; she’d marched her sisters straight past the Kerchers’ and around the corner to Aunt Sal’s without a second thought.

Only, the porch had been empty then, and now it wasn’t. Through the window she could see her schoolmate Loyal Kercher lounging on the front steps, with his elbows at the top and his legs stretched all the way to the bottom, smacking a mouthful of chew and waiting for his next victim to walk by. As soon as he spotted any girls or boys young enough to intimidate, he’d jump out in front of them, all sneering mouth and leering eyes, and he wouldn’t move until they told him their business and begged him to let them pass.

The thought of submitting to such injustice made Isaveth hot all over. She’d rather die than give Loyal the satisfaction, no matter how big he’d grown this past year.

Anyway, it wouldn’t be right to trouble Aunt Sal with her dithering, especially when she already had Lilet and Mimmi and her own two little ones to look after. Isaveth was almost thirteen now, not a child anymore. It was time she learned to make magic on her own.

Lighting the stove didn’t worry her; she’d done that plenty of times when her sister Annagail was late coming home from the shirt factory. And though Isaveth might singe her fingers if she got careless, making spell-tablets wasn’t really dangerous. Her biggest fear was wasting binding powder and their even more precious store of magewort, neither of which would be easy to replace with her mother gone. Worse still, what if the magic didn’t take? Isaveth would have burned good coal, and turned an already too-warm house into a furnace, for nothing.

Yet if she didn’t try it, nobody would, and the ingredients would go to waste anyway. Lilet and Mimmi were too young to make spells, let alone sell them. And though by rights the book belonged to Annagail, her older sister never touched it; she had no gift for spell-baking, and she’d been hesitant to do it even when Mama was alive to help.

But if Isaveth turned out to have even half her mother’s talent, she’d be able to peddle those little squares of heat and light for five citizens each. A hundred cits to a merchant, five merches to a noble, two nobs to a regal, ten regs to an imperial . . . not that Isaveth had ever seen that much money, but she’d often dreamed about it. Even fifty cits—a mere ten tablets’ worth—would be enough to buy a big loaf of crusty bread and a fresh egg for everyone in the family. How wonderful that would be! It had been so long since Papa had steady work, they’d been living mostly on beans and potatoes and the few scraggly onions they could coax out of their garden. Even the cheapest meat was a luxury, and Isaveth could scarcely remember the last time she’d eaten a whole egg all by herself.

Mustering her courage, Isaveth prepared the baking pans, greasing them well with falsebutter so the tablets wouldn’t stick. The recipe in the Book of Common Magic looked simple, but all around it were notations in a familiar, delicate hand: Double magewort and halve binding powder in cold weather. Sift flour for neevils before mixing. Wash hands thoroughly!!!

A familiar ache rose in Isaveth’s throat. It had been half a year since Devra Breck died, but her presence still lingered in this kitchen, as though she had only stepped out and would be back at any moment. Softly Isaveth repeated the notes to herself, listening to the echo of her mother’s voice in her memory. Then she dragged the big stoneware bowl out of the bottom cupboard and started assembling the ingredients.

*  *  *

An hour later Isaveth had flour all over her apron, a sifter full of wriggling neevils, and hair limp with sweat. But the tablets had come out from the first baking golden and firm to the touch, just as they ought to be. She sprinkled them with binding powder and cut them into squares with the silver knife—a sacred heirloom, and the only valuable thing her family still possessed. Once that was done, she slid one pan back into the oven and hurried to set the other in the brightest shaft of sunlight she could find. In a few minutes she’d know if her magic had worked.

It was hard to believe that even such simple spells had once been beyond the reach of ordinary folk like herself, the crystals and precious metals required too expensive for any but nobles and the wealthiest merchants to afford. The ways of magic were sacred, the early Sages claimed, and too sophisticated for uneducated people to understand.

Yet there’d been a few poor folk who defied the ban, working out cheaper ingredients through trial and error and passing on recipes by word of mouth. Little by little the craft had grown and spread—especially among Isaveth’s Moshite ancestors, who had excelled at finding herbs and minerals with magical properties—until the nobles could no longer suppress it.

So they’d called it Common Magic, to distinguish it from their own more elegant and refined Sagery. And though at first most nobles deemed the use of such magic beneath them, they soon came to appreciate the economy and practicality of those spells, and adapted them for their own use as well. Now half of Tarreton ran on spell-power, and there were whole factories dedicated to turning out tablets much like the ones Isaveth was making. Stored heat, stored power, stored light . . .

Was it her imagination, or did the kitchen feel cooler? Cautiously Isaveth approached the oven. A glance through the peephole assured her the burner hadn’t gone out, but when she held her hand close to the door, she felt no warmth. The tablets were soaking up all the heat. Her magic was working! Isaveth clapped her hands together with delight and dashed to the front of the house to see how her other pan was doing.

It was harder to judge this batch, since no spell could possibly capture all the light streaming through the window. The only sure test would be to take one into a darkened room and crumble it or drop it in a glass of water. Yet the flecks of magewort that dotted the tablets were glowing, and that was a good sign.

Isaveth let the pans sit a little longer, to be sure they’d soaked up all the light and heat they could hold. Then she dusted both batches with more binding powder, said a blessing over them—that wasn’t in the recipe, but it couldn’t hurt—and set them on racks to cool.

She’d done it! She’d made real magic all by herself. After all the filthy, miserable hours she’d spent collecting rags and scrap metal to help her family, Isaveth could only regret she hadn’t worked up the nerve to try spell-baking sooner.

The town clock tolled the hour, and Isaveth looked up in surprise. Could it really be three bells already? Wiping her hands, she closed the Book of Common Magic and put it away. Then she crossed to the open window and leaned out across the sill. A pack of scrawny boys half her age were running about the street, calling to one another in shrill voices—“Gimme the ball, it’s my turn!” “Hey, that’s no fair!”—but Isaveth ignored them. If she concentrated hard enough, she might be able to hear . . .

The distant whistle of a peddler, his cart full of clinking bottles. The flap-snap of Missus Caverly’s sheets drying on the line. But though Isaveth felt sure that someone in the neighborhood must be listening, she heard none of the music she yearned for—the triumphant opening theme of Auradia Champion, Lady Justice of Listerbroke.

It came on every Duesday afternoon, the most exciting talkie-play Isaveth had ever heard. It even got repeated on Fastday evenings for those who might have missed it. But Papa had sold their crystal set six months ago to help pay for her mother’s memorial, so Isaveth had been reduced to eavesdropping on her neighbors ever since. Sometimes she was lucky enough to overhear part of the story. But not today.

With a sigh Isaveth stepped back and let the curtain fall. It would be unfair to blame her father for selling the set, and there were a lot worse things to miss. But according to Morra Caverly, who’d heard last week’s episode while she was working, Auradia had been captured by a handsome thief lord who tried to charm her into pardoning his men, and when she refused, he put a knife to her throat. Of course Auradia would thwart him and escape, but Isaveth was itching to know how.

There was no help for it, then. She’d just have to write her own version of the story. Isaveth ran to fetch the box that held her stub of lead-point and the few scraps of paper she’d been hoarding. Then she settled herself on the back step and began scribbling as fast as her thoughts could go.”

“Release the men you captured, or die,” hissed the thief lord, pointing his dagger menacingly at Auradia. “That is my final offer.”

Even tied hand and foot to a chair with a gang of ruffians closing in upon her, Auradia Champion did not falter. “Never,” the noblewoman retorted with a proud lift of her chin. “Kill me if you must, but I shall not release your men. My Lawkeepers will keep them in custody until a new Lord or Lady Justice is appointed, and then they will hunt you down and punish you as your wickedness deserves. You cannot escape! Surrender now, before it is too late!”

“What are you writing there, Vettie?”

She looked up, blinking, as the sights and sounds of Auradia’s world faded away. Morra Caverly stood by the fence, a laundry basket balanced against her hip and her blond head tilted quizzically.

“Oh, nothing much,” said Isaveth, coloring. Part of her would have liked to show the neighbor girl her story and ask what she thought, but Morra was letter-blind: She could read printed words only with great difficulty and had never learned to write. “Just one of my Auradia stories.”

“Another one? What an imagination you’ve got!” Morra set down her basket and stretched to unpin a bedsheet from the line. “So what’s all this for, then? Are you hoping the folk that make the talkie-play will hire you if you’re good enough?”

That would be wonderful, but Isaveth hadn’t thought that far ahead. She was too young to look for proper work yet, and she still had her schooling to finish. “Maybe,” she said, absently twirling the lead-point between her fingers. “I want to be a writer of some sort, but I’m not sure what kind. Only . . .”

Morra dropped the folded sheet into the basket. “Only what?”

“Whatever it is, I want to be really good at it. Good enough to make lots of money.”

“And be famous, too, I suppose? So you can float off to Uropia and get a ladyship from the regent?”

“Why not?” asked Isaveth, taken aback by the other girl’s sour tone. Usually Morra was cheerful and good natured, but now she sounded bitter. “I wouldn’t be the first to do it.”

“Well, you’d be the first from this place, that’s certain.” Morra waved a hand at their surroundings: a line of pinched-looking cottages that ranged from run-down to ramshackle, with narrow strips of backyard divided by fences and the coal-lane running behind them. Even the midday sunlight couldn’t banish the smog from the nearby factories, nor could the shouts of the neighbor children drown out their relentless din. “I don’t blame you for wanting to get out of Cabbage Street. But to do so well by yourself that people forget where you came from? That’d take a miracle of the Sages.”

Isaveth liked Morra, but she didn’t like it when she talked like this—as though being fifteen and cleaning house for a few merchants’ wives made her more mature than Isaveth would ever be. If growing up meant abandoning her dreams, Isaveth wanted no part of it. “But if I did become a noble, I could help people and make the world a better place. Like Auradia did.”

“Yes, but she was born noble, and she wasn’t a . . .” Morra stopped, made a face, and started over. “Anyway, Auradia lived in another city a hundred years ago. I don’t see our nobles helping anyone but themselves.”

“There’s Eryx Lording,” Isaveth pointed out, though it was hard not to be distracted by the words Morra had left unsaid: wasn’t a Moshite, like you. “Everyone says he’s the opposite of his father, and that’s bound to be a good thing, isn’t it?”

“It would be if he was ruling Tarreton right now. But we’re stuck with Sagelord Arvis, and Seward says he’ll surely ruin this city before his son ever gets the chance to fix it. He’s such a misery-miser that other cities scarce want to trade with us anymore, and there’s so little work at the box factory, Da might be let go any day . . .” Morra’s voice cracked, and she gave a sniff. “Well, never mind that. You’ve got your own troubles. But you can see why I don’t think much of nobles at the moment. Though I’m sure you’d make a fine one.”

Now Isaveth understood. Morra’s older brother, Seward, had a passion for politics and no shortage of strong opinions about how the city was being run, and if he’d been filling Morra’s head with gloomy talk, it was no wonder she was anxious. Yet the Sagelord’s greed and callousness had done so much damage to Tarreton’s fortunes already, Isaveth found it hard to imagine how things could get much worse.

She thought of her father, trudging the streets with his wheely-cart in search of work. A year ago Urias Breck had been a stonemason, skilled at his craft and respected for it. He’d raised walls, laid drive paths, and built garden follies for the nobles and wealthy Sages who ruled the city. But the project he’d staked all his hopes on had been canceled without warning, and there’d been no more offers since. So now Papa had to make do with whatever small jobs he could find.

Then there was Annagail, bowed over a sewing treadle in the dusty heat of the shirt factory. Until their mother died, she’d been working hard to finish school so she could train as a healer. But the cost of the memorial had eaten up all their savings, and when it became clear that Papa could no longer earn enough to support them, she’d left Isaveth in charge of the younger girls and taken the first job she could get. It was hard work in the factory, with long hours and little pay, and she would have been happier as a nursemaid or even a scrubber. But most wealthy folk were Arcan and preferred not to keep a Moshite girl about the house if they could hire a Unifying one instead. So sewing shirts was the best Annagail could do.

Which was why Isaveth wanted so badly to succeed at something, whether that meant becoming a famous writer or merely a good spell-baker. She knew too well the uncertainty and hardship that Morra only feared, the hollow ache of hunger and the bone-gnawing chill of snowy nights without fuel. There had to be a way out of this trap of poverty, both for herself and for her family—and Isaveth was determined to find it, no matter what Morra or anyone else thought of her chances.

“Let’s talk about something else, then,” she said brightly, setting her writing box aside. “Did I tell you I made spell-tablets today?”



Chapter Two

ISAVETH HAD FINISHED BOILING the potatoes for supper and was doggedly mashing them when the front door creaked and she heard Annagail’s step in the hall.

Oh no. Was it that late already? Isaveth had spent only a few minutes talking to Morra, but she’d gone on writing for a good while after that, even while the dinner was cooking. Isaveth shot a guilty glance at Anna, about to ask if she minded fetching the other girls from Aunt Sal’s. Then Lilet and Mimmi burst in, squabbling and jostling each other, and she let out a thankful sigh.

“You were supposed to get us half an hour ago,” said Lilet accusingly. “It’s a good thing we spotted Anna before Aunt Sal started moaning. Ugh, potatoes again?”

“There’s plenty of air if you’d rather eat that,” Isaveth retorted, moving quickly to stop Mimmi from poking at the basket of spell-tablets she’d left by the back door. “Don’t touch those. I’m going to sell them.”

“They look like candies,” said Mimmi with a wistful glance at the basket. Isaveth had torn up some old tissue to wrap the tablets in, hoping it would protect them from crumbling. “What are they?”

“Spells,” said Isaveth. She almost added “like Mama used to make,” but Mimmi still teared up when anyone spoke of their mother. “Now come and help set the table.”

“You made magic without us?” Lilet glared at her. “That’s not fair! You didn’t even ask!”

“I don’t need your permission. And Annagail doesn’t mind, do you?” Isaveth turned an appealing look to her sister, who shook her head.

“Of course not. I’m glad you thought of it. But will people buy them?”

“Why not? They’re better than the factory spells, and they’ll last longer too.” Factory-made tablets were coated with dampening wax, which was the cheapest way to keep them from breaking by accident. But it also weakened their magical power, and Isaveth’s tablets wouldn’t have that problem. “Anyway, I’ll find out when I go downtown tomorrow. Did you see Papa on your way?”

“Oh. I . . . I think he’ll be late tonight,” Anna said distractedly, unpinning her hair and smoothing it before coiling it up at the nape of her neck again. Cropped hair was the fashion for girls, and Isaveth was glad of it, but Annagail refused to cut hers except for a few curls around her forehead. “We should eat without him.”

On Duesday evenings, Papa often went to the Workers’ Club, where they served soup and bread for only ten cits a plate, so that made sense. Yet Anna hadn’t said whether she’d talked to him or not, and it wasn’t like her to be so vague. Did she know something she wasn’t telling? Was it good news or bad?

Normally, it would have been easy to guess, because Annagail was the most transparent person Isaveth knew. But she always looked strained when she came home from the shirt factory, her eyes puffy and her smile thin with weariness. She might be worried about anything—or nothing.

Perhaps she didn’t want to say too much in front of Lilet and Mimmi. Resolving to ask her about it later, Isaveth opened the small hallow cabinet that held their six pairs of blessing candles, a set for each day of the week, and took out the blue ones. Worn and half melted, they still bore traces of the gold coin pattern her mother had painted when she was Annagail’s age, preparing for the household she would bless one day.

“All right,” Isaveth said, setting the candles in their holders and laying the flint-spark beside them. “Everybody wash up and sit down, so Anna can say the blessing.”

*  *  *

The sun was sinking below the rooftops, and Isaveth was about to call Lilet and Mimmi to bed, when Papa came clumping in the door. His face was flushed, his dark hair slick with sweat, but he was smiling. “There’s my Vettie!” he exclaimed, and Isaveth ran to embrace him.

“Did you find work today?” she asked eagerly. Usually she didn’t dare raise the subject, but a smile was surely a good sign. “Was it a nice meeting?”

Her father’s thick brows shot up. “Who told you about that? I only got the message this afternoon.”

“What message?” Annagail appeared in the kitchen doorway, half-darned stockings in hand. “Oh, Papa, I’m so glad you’re home.” She hurried to drop a kiss on his cheek. “I thought you’d gone to the Workers’ Club.”

So Isaveth had guessed right—her sister had been anxious, even if she hadn’t wanted to say so. But why?

“No, my Anna,” their father said, putting an arm around her shoulders. “I’m not looking for trouble, not with my girls to think about. Is there any supper left for your poor old Papa, or has your boyfriend Merit gobbled it up again?”

Annagail blushed as she always did when Papa teased her, no matter how ridiculous his suggestion might be. Merit was Loyal Kercher’s older brother, and he’d left town three months ago to help build the new railway to Vesperia. “I’ll warm it up for you,” she promised, and hurried to the stove.

Papa had taken his usual seat at the table, and Annagail was scraping the last of the potatoes onto a plate, when Lilet and Mimmi came in. Lilet gave their father a hug, squirmed away from his tickling fingers, and moved on, but Mimmi jumped onto his lap and stole sips of his tea until Isaveth practically had to drag her away. By the time the younger girls were settled and Isaveth returned to the kitchen, her father had cleaned his plate and was filling his pipe with baccy.

“Well, then,” he said as Isaveth and Annagail sat down on either side of him, “as you might have guessed, I’ve got news. Remember that new charmery house Master Orien wanted me to build at the college?”

The girls exchanged startled glances. The charmery was a forbidden subject—had been since before their mother died. That was the project their father had been counting on to save him from ruin, until Orien, the governor of Tarreton College, had canceled the contract with no explanation whatsoever. The shock of it had turned Papa into a different man for a while, short tempered and distant; he’d taken to disappearing at odd times and staying out late, and once he’d come home with bloody knuckles and a great bump on his forehead. It wasn’t until Mama took ill that he’d turned himself about and started acting like their papa again.

“Yes,” said Isaveth cautiously. “What of it?”

“Well, seems the Sagelord took a dislike to the plan and refused to lend any money to it, and that’s why Master Orien had to put a stop to the job. But now Lord Arvis has changed his mind, so it’s going forward after all! The master wants me to hire some lads and get to work straightaway. We’ll be paid fair wages—not much more than that, not with things the way they are—but . . .”

“Oh, Papa!” The shadow fled from Annagail’s face, leaving it radiant. “I’m so happy for you!”

A bubble of joy swelled in Isaveth. If Papa had work again, Annagail could leave her job at the shirt factory and go back to school. They could buy new half soles for their shoes, clothes that actually fit . . . and maybe, just maybe, Isaveth would get an ink bottle and a sheaf of proper writing paper for her birthday.

“That’s wonderful news!” she exclaimed, squeezing Papa’s hand. “So that was the meeting you went to? With Master Orien?”

“That’s right.” He leaned back in his chair and took a long, thoughtful draw on his pipe. “I don’t mind admitting I misjudged the man—he’s a better sort than I took him for. There might be some hope for this city after all.”

Which was high praise, coming from Papa. “So what was all that about the Workers’ Club?” Isaveth asked. “Why was Anna worried you’d gone—”

“Oh, that’s no matter,” Papa interrupted with a warning glance at Annagail. “Nothing you and your sisters need to fret about. I won’t be going back there anytime soon. All right?”

Annagail lowered her eyes, but she looked more relieved than chastened. “Yes, Papa.”

*  *  *

By the time Isaveth and Annagail went up to bed, the younger girls were asleep. Lilet lay sprawled on her back, dark hair snaking out across the pillow, while Mimmi curled neatly as a mouse against the wall.

“Let’s not wake them,” Annagail whispered. “We can tell them the good news tomorrow.”

Isaveth nodded, and the two of them slipped in next to their sisters—though Isaveth had to shove Lilet over first, since Annagail was too softhearted to do it. For a while they lay quiet, until Isaveth said, “I still want to know why you were worried about Papa going to the Workers’ Club.”

Annagail sighed. “It’s not important now. Can’t you let it go?”

“No,” said Isaveth, propping herself up on one elbow. “I know Papa thinks I’m too young to understand, but I’m not. And I won’t tell Lilet and Mimmi, I promise.”

She waited, letting the silence grow heavy, until Annagail gave in. “I heard two of the overseers at the factory talking about it,” she said. “The City Council’s passed a law making it a crime to speak out publicly against the government, or to organize any protests against them. They’ve ordered landlords to report any political groups that meet in their buildings—”

“The Workers’ Club is political?” Isaveth was startled. She’d thought it only a place where Papa went to have a drink and play a few rounds of Gamble with friends. She knew he sometimes came back from their meetings more agitated than usual, but she’d thought it was only a sign that he felt badly for other people’s troubles. After all, Anna wasn’t the only one in the family with a tender heart.

“Oh, Vettie,” said Annagail, sounding more tired than ever. “Did you really not know? Last month they held a big rally on the steps of Council House calling for the Sagelord to resign, and the Lawkeepers had to break it up. I don’t think Papa was there, but if he was, it wouldn’t be the first time.”

Isaveth stared at the ceiling, trying to digest this new information. She’d heard about the protests that had sprung up in various parts of Tarreton: the Relief Office swarmed by jobless men and women demanding food for their starving families, neighbors stopping a home eviction by blocking the drive and tearing furniture from the movers’ hands, angry dockworkers pelting the Sagelord with fish when he stopped by the harbor to make a speech. Not so long ago Seward Caverly had been arrested while taking part in a supposedly violent demonstration—perhaps even the same rally Anna was talking about.

Yet Isaveth found it hard to imagine her papa doing any such things. He might not go to temple the way Isaveth and her sisters did, but he was still a Moshite, and he knew how important it was for their people to stay quiet and keep the peace.

“Please don’t say anything to Papa,” Annagail pleaded. “He has work now, and he’s not going to the club anymore. So there’s no need to worry. For any of us.”

The tremor in her voice made her sound less than certain, but Isaveth nodded as though convinced. She turned over and pulled the sheet around her, though her eyes stayed open, and it was a long time before she fell asleep.

*  *  *

It was the knock at the front door that woke her, an insistent thumping too loud to ignore. Isaveth sat up and looked around in bleary confusion, to find Annagail doing the same. In unison they scrambled out of bed, pulled blankets around their threadbare nightclothes, and hurried downstairs, leaving the sleeping Lilet and Mimmi behind.

“It’s barely dawn,” murmured Annagail. “Who could be calling at this hour?”

Isaveth pushed past her to the door, went up on tiptoe to look through the peephole—and sank back onto her heels, feeling chilled all over. Two Lawkeepers, armed and in full uniform, stood on their front step.

“What? Who is it?” Annagail caught her arm, but a curt voice spoke before Isaveth could reply.

“Urias Breck! Open the door or we’ll break it down!”

“Papa,” gasped Isaveth, clutching her sister in turn. “We have to—”

“All right, I’m coming,” grumbled their father from the steps above, dragging his trouser braces up over his shoulders. “Go back to bed, girls. It’s me they want.”

He sounded resigned, not frightened, so he must have some idea what this was about. Perhaps they only wanted to question him? Isaveth clasped her hands together, willing herself calm. Then she backed up next to Annagail and watched Papa unlock the door.

“Well, then—” he began, but the Keepers didn’t give him a chance to finish. They seized him, wrenched his wrists behind his back, and shoved him toward their waiting spell-wagon.

“Papa!” cried Isaveth, rushing after him. Her head felt dizzy and her stomach cramped with fear, but she grabbed the arm of the nearest Lawkeeper and hung on. “Why are you taking him? He’s done nothing wrong!”

“That’s for the Lord Justice to decide,” snapped the Keeper, shaking her off. “Get back in the house, girl.”

The Lord Justice! Isaveth stumbled back, aghast. In Auradia Champion’s day city justices had ruled on all sorts of legal matters, large and small. But the present ones troubled themselves with only the most serious offenses—crimes that involved large amounts of money, or violence against the government, or . . .

“Out with it, then,” said Papa, twisting to look at the Keepers. His brows were knit fiercely, and his dark eyes blazed. “If I’m being arrested, I’ve a right to know why.”

The younger Lawkeeper barked a laugh, but the older one looked more stern than ever. “Urias Breck,” he said, “you are charged with the murder of Governor Orien, who was found dead of Common Magic last night.”

The blood drained out of Isaveth’s cheeks. Still, that was nothing compared with what the Keeper’s words did to Papa. His face crumpled up small, all the pride squeezed out of it, and his knees sagged until the officers had to drag him upright again.

“You will be held in custody until you can be questioned by the Lawkeeper-General,” continued the older one, hauling Papa toward the back of the wagon. “If you refuse to answer fully, you may be truth-bound—”

Isaveth’s father exploded. With a roar he flung himself against the Keepers’ grip, twisting and lunging in all directions. Anna tugged desperately at Isaveth’s elbow, trying to coax her inside, but Isaveth couldn’t tear herself away.

“Papa, don’t!” she cried. “We’ll be all right! Just go with them!”

Her father gave no sign of hearing. He kept struggling with the Lawkeepers until the younger man wrenched a sleep-wand from his belt and jabbed her father in the neck with it. Then he dropped like a sack of turnips, and the officers heaved him into their wagon and slammed the door.

“Please, Vettie,” whispered Annagail as the Keeper yanked a lever and the spell-wagon juddered to life. “Everyone’s watching. And there’s nothing we can do.”

But Isaveth refused to move, even though she could feel Loyal Kercher’s smirk from across the street. She clutched the blanket about her shoulders and watched, sick with misery, as the Lawkeepers took her father away.



Chapter Three

“HE DIDN’T DO IT. He couldn’t have.”

Isaveth paced around the kitchen table, too restless to eat the porridge Annagail had made for breakfast. Mimmi was eating hers, but slowly and with sniffs between every bite, while Anna kept lifting her spoon, making a face, and putting it down again. Meanwhile, Lilet had pushed away her empty bowl and started on Isaveth’s, though her expression made plain she was only building up her strength so she could fight the Lawkeepers and get Papa back.

“Of course he didn’t,” said Annagail, “but the Lawkeepers don’t know that, and it’s their responsibility to look into these things. We just have to be patient until this is all cleared up.” She retrieved Isaveth’s bowl and put it back in place, then slid her own porridge across the table to Lilet. “Vettie, please sit down and eat something. You’re making me dizzy.”

“I can’t eat any more,” said Mimmi thickly. “My stomach is too full of sad.” She drooped against Annagail’s shoulder. “They won’t arrest us, too, will they?”

“Don’t be stupid, Mimmi,” snapped Lilet. “Why would the Lawkeepers want us? We haven’t done anything.” But she flicked an uncertain look at Isaveth as she spoke. Back when they’d still had a crystal set, Isaveth had listened to all the talkie-plays she could, many of them about Lawkeepers, advocates, and other crime-fighting heroes. She knew more about the justice system than any of them.

“No, they won’t arrest us,” said Isaveth, trying to sound confident. Her insides were seething and she wanted to cry and smash things, but she had to be calm for her sisters’ sake. “They don’t put children in jail—we aren’t even allowed in court. Anna’s the only one old enough, and if the Lawkeepers thought she knew anything, they’d have questioned her already. Or at least told her not to leave the city.”

“Vettie’s right,” said Annagail. “There’s no need to worry. The Lawkeepers arrested Papa by mistake, but they’ll soon let him go, you’ll see. Now both of you get dressed, and I’ll take you to Aunt Sal’s.”

“But we were there yesterday!”

“When Sal hears what happened to Papa, she’ll understand. And Vettie and I have work to do, so you’ll be better off there than here. Just be polite, and—”

“Don’t make any trouble.” Lilet gave a gusty sigh. “I know. Come on, Mimmi.” She held out a hand to their little sister, who took it reluctantly, and the two of them went upstairs together.

As soon as they were gone, Isaveth dropped into a chair and put her head in her hands. “This is horrible,” she whispered. “If Papa goes to prison, what’ll become of us? What are we going to do?”

“Pray,” said Annagail, equally quiet. “I don’t think they’ll separate us, not with me being sixteen and working, and Aunt Sal so close by. But it’s not going to be easy.” She untied the prayer scarf from her neck and veiled herself, then reached for Isaveth’s hand.

“I can’t right now,” said Isaveth hoarsely. “You pray for both of us. I’m going to talk to Morra.” Before her sister could protest, she pushed her chair back and hurried out.

The morning sun glared down on her head and shoulders as Isaveth ran to the Caverlys’ front door. She knocked and waited, hopping restlessly from one foot to the other, but no one answered.

Could they have gone out? Isaveth rapped harder and pressed her ear to the wood. Floorboards creaked inside the house, while above her muffled voices rose and fell. Yet the door remained shut.

“Morra!” she shouted. “I need to talk to you!” After all, Morra’s brother had been arrested not long ago, so she ought to be able to tell Isaveth what to do—or at least what to expect.

A long pause followed. Then the door cracked open, and Morra’s round white face peered out.

“I can’t—” she began, but that was as far as she got before her mother pulled her aside.

“Morra’s got nothing to say to the likes of you. We’re respectable folk, and we don’t want any trouble. Go back to your own people. Don’t come here again.”

She started to shut the door, but Isaveth stepped to block it. “Please, I only wanted to ask—”

“How dare you!” said Missus Caverly, kicking at Isaveth’s foot. “Morra, get your brother!”

Morra’s eyes met Isaveth’s, full of fear and misery. “We can’t help you,” she said. “Please go away.” Then she put her shoulder to the door, and Isaveth jumped back a second before it slammed shut.

Until now Morra Caverly had been Isaveth’s closest friend in the neighborhood—one of the few people she knew who didn’t care that her family was Moshite. She’d thought she could count on the older girl to support her, but it seemed that Morra and her family cared only about protecting themselves.

Shoulders slumping, Isaveth walked down the steps, leaving the Caverlys’ house behind her.

*  *  *

Isaveth had to do something. She couldn’t bear to lie about, weeping—what good would that be to Papa, or anyone? Yet she was so dazed with the shock of all that had happened, she hardly knew where to turn.

Still, one thing was clear: With Papa gone, the need to make money was more pressing than ever. She had to sell her tablets today, no matter how unhappy she felt. Just as Anna had to go to the factory, or she’d lose her job—and that would be unthinkable.

“I’ll sign out at midday and go to the Keeper Station,” Anna promised, tying her prayer scarf about her neck. “I’ll find out all I can about Papa, and if there’s anything we can do.” She kissed Isaveth’s cheek, whispered, “Be brave,” and hurried out.

Isaveth watched her step onto the street, where Lilet and Mimmi were waiting. Her chest tightened and her eyes blurred, but she set her jaw and blinked the tears away. Anna was right: Isaveth had to stay strong, for her sisters’ sake. And for Papa’s, too.

She climbed the stairs to her bedroom, brushed the tangles from her thick, bobbed hair, and put on the hat and gloves she usually wore to temple. She’d need to look respectable if she wanted people to buy her magic.

When she came downstairs, the Kerchers’ dog was barking up a frenzy; Loyal must have got bored and started teasing him again. Not wanting to make herself a target, Isaveth locked the door, slipped through the back garden, and opened the gate to the coal-lane.

The usual gang of neighbor children were playing ticktock-bell behind the houses, and the littlest chirped a greeting as Isaveth walked by. But the older ones shushed him and dragged him away. Isaveth clutched her basket tighter and kept walking.

The lane exited onto Grand Street, where Wellman’s Tire Factory loomed with its sooty walls and lingering smell of burned rubber, and wagons rattled over the hard-packed earth. A weary-looking man and two boys were shoveling gravel into the deeper ruts, no doubt hoping some driver would toss them a few cits for the effort. Isaveth recognized the youngest boy at once—only two years ago he’d boasted of being the smartest in their class, so she’d taken a smug pleasure from beating him for the top mark in calculation. But last year they’d both missed more days of school than not, and the prizes had gone to other students. It was hard to keep up if you couldn’t afford books, and even harder to concentrate when you were hungry.

Right now, though, the ache inside Isaveth was worse than hunger. She’d managed to choke down the porridge she left at breakfast, knowing she’d need the strength for the forty-minute walk ahead. Yet it sat like a cold rock in her belly, and she felt as though she could never face another meal again. Especially when she remembered the Lawkeepers’ terrible accusation—that her father had murdered Governor Orien, one of the most powerful nobles in the city.

Yet why would her father kill a man who’d offered to give him honest work and help him feed his family? It made no sense—surely the Lawkeepers must see that. And it made even less sense if the murder had been done with Common Magic, because Papa had never baked a spell-tablet or brewed a decoction in his life. His hands were too big and clumsy for such work, he said, and there was no need to make a fire with magic when he could do as well with flint-spark and tinder.

Though if Papa had done nothing wrong, why had he been so frightened of being truth-bound? If the Lawkeepers had some kind of Sage-charm that made it impossible to lie, shouldn’t he welcome the chance to prove his innocence?

So many uncertainties, so many unanswered questions. She could only hope that Anna would be able to get more information out of the Keepers, and maybe then they’d know how to help Papa and bring him home again.

A bit of paper blew down the street toward her. Automatically Isaveth stooped to retrieve it. AN EQUAL VOTE IS AN EQUAL VOICE, it read. SUPPORT THE REPS’ BILL—WRITE YOUR LOCAL NOBLE TODAY!

She had no idea what the Reps’ Bill might be, but the other side of the page was gloriously blank. More writing paper! Isaveth tucked the precious sheet into her basket and felt a little better. There was no telling whether anyone would buy her tablets, but at least she wouldn’t be going home empty-handed.

A horseless tram rumbled by, whipping Isaveth’s too-short skirt in all directions. But she didn’t have the two cits for a ride, so she let it pass. She kept walking past the repair shops and factories, crossing line after line of cramped and grubby cottages much like her own, until the dirt beneath her feet smoothed into pavement and the buildings around her grew tall and straight with pride. Now the side streets offered glimpses of sculpted gardens, emerald lawns, and the handsome two- and three-story houses where the wealthy merchants and minor nobles of Tarreton lived.
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