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To the agents of chaos that are my brothers. 

I tolerate you profoundly.
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  Chapter one

Ilive for this: sweat pouring in my eyes, my fingers cramping, muscles pleasantly weary. I slide the red-hot metal across the anvil and lift my hammer, striking the weld. It’s taking shape now, just as I envisioned it. The hollow shaft should be strong enough to power the mill in Ustad’s copper mines, though that isn’t its main purpose. It’s also not why the rod is sticking out the back and the front door of the smithy, giving us more of an audience than I would normally be comfortable with—but I can’t seem to care today. 
When I’m done, no one could possibly deny me.
“One more heat,” I grunt, wiping my hands on my skirt. The fabric of my corset is so slick with sweat that the whalebone structure underneath has chafed the skin. “Keep it off the ground, all right?”
From the far end of the shaft, Niall nods. His brown curls stick to his temples. “We’ve got it, Kaisi.”
On the side nearest the door, the spellbinder boy’s eyes narrow before he bobs his head. He’s new; I’m sure he’ll come around to this assignment. Niall treats his casters well. They get an extra meal from him on top of the two the overseers provide, which is a generosity all of Ustad would mock him for if they knew. 
“One, two—” I start, and on three, I release my grip. 
The shaft tips sideways, then shudders to a stop and lifts up, as if by an unseen hand. The spellbinder boy frowns in concentration, his lips moving as he whispers the words that send the metal toward the bright yellow coals of the forge. The acrid smell of burning penetrates the air, which groans as the fire bends around the steel. 
In spite of the heat brushing my face, my skin breaks out in triumphant goosebumps. The boy’s only, what—eleven? And here he is, levitating an object twice his size. He shouldn’t be able to do that, green as he is. Which means it’s working. I was right.
Behind me, a clatter of hooves comes to an abrupt stop in front of the smithy’s open door. There’s a thud as someone jumps off the horse, then a scramble of feet inside as Niall hurries to kneel, and the spellbinder boy flattens himself to the ground in prostration. The shaft thumps onto the anvil, still glowing a bright red, before clanging to the floor. 
“I thought we talked about this,” my father says. 
I whirl and drop into a hurried curtsy. 
My father stands in the door opening with his plated arms crossed, the tails of his deep blue coat stiff in the seasonal evening winds, his face locked tight. Alfirr has taken position behind him, his lips pressed in pity. They were supposed to be out all day inspecting the Udin estate, my brother learning how to be the next Earl. “Father. I was just—”
“Escaping your lessons? Endangering our alliance with House Eld? Compromising our people’s safety? I could go on.” He talks low for Niall’s sake, though it wouldn’t matter: Niall is probably the only other person who knows about the silent dread creeping into my veins as my seventeenth birthday closes in. 
My father’s deep brown eyes wander over the char on my sleeves and my leather apron; over Niall, who kneels beside the anvil. “I thought I imparted to you the importance of this arrangement—” 
The damage is already done, so I take the offense. “The one where you bargained away your only daughter to the other side of the continent?” 
“—and why your focus should be on settling into your future role,” he continues. His gaze flicks to the spectators gathering outside the open door. Under the awning of the shoemaker across the street, three wrinkled faces snap away from us so quickly the flat hats perched on top of their heads wobble.
Alfirr grimaces and heads to the smithy’s door to pull it closed as far as the steel shaft will allow. A man who had been slowly shuffling closer dodges back, head bobbing at my brother like a pigeon. Alfirr takes up position in the door opening and pointedly turns his back on the public.
My father grows even quieter. “Our people rely on you,” he says. “As much as you want to pretend you have no responsibility to anyone but yourself. They deserve more from you than you skipping your training to go,” he gestures vaguely at the tools on the walls, “play with fire.”
I allow my anger at his dismissal to roll over the twinge of guilt. “I’m sure I missed a fascinating lesson memorizing the name of Caledon’s second cousins twice removed.” 
Play with fire. As if I haven’t been getting up before dawn for four years, hiding my burns and blisters beneath elegant gloves, bartering my mother’s jewels for the metals I needed. As if I haven’t spent evenings studying instead of going to social events, and trying to ignore the whispers behind hands and fans when I did. As if my working with Niall is just some fancy, not something that will benefit the people. 
And it will. A great deal more than my warming the bed of some nob from the North.
Before I can reply, Niall stands up. “My lord, if you’ll allow me to speak on behalf…”
My father’s brows knit together, and Niall swallows the rest of his words and bows. 
“Next thing, it’ll be the caster coming to your defense,” my father says. 
The spellbinder boy stiffens on the floor. Niall steps in front of him almost imperceptibly, head still down. 
“At least I can count on the boy’s silence,” my father says to Niall. “You might learn from that.”
Is he suggesting Niall should be bound? A craftsman, dog-leashed as if he were a spellbinder? 
Alfirr must read my indignation from my face, because he lands upon Niall the same brown-eyed sincerity that has made all the girls swoon over him and caused four of our handmaidens to be dismissed in as many years. “There is a time and place, blacksmith.”
Niall dips his chin, his expression carefully guarded. 
The crowd behind my brother disperses to the sides of the street, and the sudden movement takes the weight of my father’s gaze from me. I’ve never been more grateful for the cohort of passing spellbinders that draws his eye, though today their whispering is more like the subdued hiss of a snake den than their usual soothing murmur. Over their heads float a dozen wooden crates stamped with the Udin family crest. The overseer has a tight hand on his whip as he watches the edges skirt only inches past the first-floor windows. I’m sure anything the spellbinders break comes out of his profits. 
And this is a heavy load, judging by the sweat on their brows. Probably another shipment of weapons. 
One of the women in the cohort catches sight of Alfirr in the doorway and bares her teeth, and the whip snaps. I flinch, then hurriedly school my features as my father turns back. 
“This alliance guarantees the future of our people,” he says, while the crowd’s attention is elsewhere. The glow from the forge deepens the shadows on his bearded face. “I know you care about that. You are a daughter of the Chosen House of Udin.”
“This isn’t the only—” 
“So I know that until we have the priests’ signature on the papers and they have blessed our union with House Eld, you will give no one a reason to doubt your standing.” 
He glances at the curve of Niall’s bowed neck, and something ugly twists inside me. 
Sure, Niall is one of the most sought-after blacksmiths in Ustad, and I’ve always felt pride in working beside someone as competent as he is, even if he couldn’t teach me all the disciplines I will need as a master builder. But in spite of his skill, he’s a craftsman. It shows in his tan skin, the autumn in his hazel eyes, the wide set of his mouth. It isn’t proper for a noble lady to spend so much time with someone of lower standing. And for the first time, I wonder if that’s how the builder priests will see it. If I should claim to be self-taught. 
It wouldn’t be a complete lie. 
My father brings down a plated arm that clangs on the anvil when steel meets steel, and I flinch. “Kaisi!”
I pull my attention back to the conversation, but my thoughts have left a bad taste in my mouth. Eia, clear my mind. Aisne, warm my heart. It won’t earn me any favors with our priests to pray to the spellbinder spirits, but my people’s prayers are far too long-winded. “If you would just look at what I’ve—”
“Your brother will escort you back to the manor.”
Of course, he won’t listen. I’m no spellbinder. My words carry no power. Sona, give me strength. Ayr, guide my will.
He turns to Niall. “Don’t let me find my daughter here again, blacksmith.”
Niall bows low enough to hide his face, his spine rigid, as my father turns and pushes past Alfirr. The people hasten out of his way. 
With a sympathetic shrug, my brother retreats outside, ostensibly out of earshot.
I wordlessly repeat the spellbinder prayers until the streets have swallowed up both my father and the clomping of his horse. Then I take a deep breath, hang my apron by the door, and plunge my head into the water barrel. The freezing cold is a relief.
When I come up, Niall is pushing the sliding door closed against the dispersing crowd, a shoulder to the wood to counterweigh its rusty track. 
The shopkeepers have gathered around my brother, who seems to be holding council under a street lantern that has sputtered to life by a lamplighter’s fire. The frown line between my brother’s eyebrows tells me he’s tired, but otherwise, he looks every bit the future Earl. 
If only I could fit as easily into the mold my father made for me.
“How much trouble are you in?” Niall asks.
I shrug, and a shower of cold water drips down the shoulders of my dress. Strands of wet hair stick to my cheek. 
Niall pushes himself from the door and hands me a towel, a twinkle in his eye. “I don’t have your etiquette lessons, but I’m pretty sure they don't cover looking like a wet rag.” 
My chest unclenches just a tiny bit. “Careful,” I say. “Or I’m going to start holding you to protocol.” I bend over to wring out my hair, glad Niall can’t read my mind. 
“I beg your utmost pardon, my honorable Lady Kaisi,” Niall says, with a mock bow. 
I chuckle and wipe my face. The towel comes back covered in soot. Perhaps I should come to dinner like this. It would almost be worth the mortified look on the face of our house priest. Any talk of my moving North would end right then and there.
Of course, it would mean the end of everything, not just my exile.
Up the hill, isolated from the bustle of the city, the lamps on the turrets of Udin Manor light up one by one, like early evening stars. The battlements stand at attention against the backdrop of the snow-capped Tissing Mountains to the south. My home, holding firm beneath its emerald drapery of auroras in the sky. As long as it stands, I am expected to stand with it.
Niall’s char-blackened fingers graze my arm. His hand is warm, even through the fabric of my sleeve. “I’m sorry he doesn’t see you.”
My chest tightens, but at the same time, some of the hurt bleeds away. Niall has always had a way of doing that. I want to put my hand on his, but my father’s words echo in the back of my mind, and refract in every eye that is on us: from my brother and his gaggle of craftsmen, to the vendor on watch in his doorway across the street. Gossip has wings in this city. I can’t afford to expose myself or Niall to it any more than I already have. 
Niall starts, “If you can’t come back—” 
“I’ve seen what you have on order.” I tap the dented metal shaft with a foot, forcing a grin. “You need me.” 
He waves away my words with a calloused hand, looking away to the red-tiled roofs that have plunged the side streets into the semi-dark. “If you need me…”
I swallow, and there’s a dry click in my throat. House Eld’s proctor will be arriving at the manor tomorrow. My father will be going over the contracts with him for days. It’s as good as done. “I should let you get back to work.”
“It’s just clean-up. Nothing that can’t wait.” 
He searches my face with more care than I deserve.
I set my shoulders. “It’s not final,” I say, trying to convince us both. “Not for five weeks.” 
He doesn’t reply, which is just as well. Instead, his hand drops down close enough to mine to almost feel his touch. 
“I’ll let you know how it goes.” I straighten to my full length, which is tall enough so we see eye to eye. “And if you even think about sending me home when I come back, we will have words.” 
The slightest grin cracks his lips, and he gives me one of his sideways glances that always makes my skin tingle. “Wouldn’t dream of it, my lady.”
As soon as he retreats into the shadows at the back of the smithy, my gaze is drawn to the lamppost outside. 
Where my brother is waiting.






  
  Chapter two

Itighten my legs against the flanks of my brother’s horse as he weaves us through the crowd and into the quieter streets of the Architect’s Fifth, trying not to let the cadence push me back against his chest. 
Alfirr hasn’t said a word since pulling me up in front of him, but I know it’s not anger that keeps him quiet. This part of town, bordered by Udin Manor on one side and the Renna River on the other, is home to the city’s nobility. The cheerful gossips of the Craftman’s Fifth are harmless compared to the vultures that congregate here, scavenging the marbled streets in their expensive silks, circling power for any sign of weakness. 
And weakness they must see as they peer at us from under their eyelashes, their heads bent: the heir bringing home Udin’s only daughter at such an unseemly hour. 
So I sit up straight, like my brother, and stare down the ones daring to catch my eye, glad for the cloak that hides my wet hair and most of the stains on my dress. 
I hate doing it. My skin is too tight, my mouth like hardened steel. And once I settle in the North, every day will be like this. That is what my father’s training is preparing me for: a lifetime of pretending.
Alfirr keeps his silence—I’m never allowed to call it brooding—until we are through the gates and onto the driveway of Udin Manor. “I wish I could ease your burden,” he says finally. “If Eld House had daughters—”
“—they would move here for you. Don’t pretend your situation would be the same.”
Alfirr sighs. He stops the horse near the manor’s ivy-covered stone porch and dismounts. “Iosa’s might, sister. It can’t be that bad to become Lady of Eld.”
“I have no interest in a new title,” I spit, ignoring his outstretched hand as I slide off the horse. “Unless that title is master builder.” 
His face goes blank for the moment it takes him to register what I’ve just revealed, and then sinks into disbelief. “Is that…?” He pauses just long enough for a waiting servant to lead the horse away by the reins before whispering, “Were you working on something to present to the builder priests?” 
I stick out my chin, and his face softens. 
“You must know they’ll never accept. Not with what they know of Father’s plans.” 
“Once they see what I’ve built,” I say, “they will.”
“Kaisi…” Alfirr squeezes my arm, and the compassion in his touch is a gut punch—worse than my father’s disappointment. “You know you wouldn’t be able to accept even if they did.” 
“No, I don’t.” I shake off his hand. “This is my life. I don’t want to spend it being an ornament on someone else’s wall.”
He looks pained. “No one always gets what they want. Especially not us.”
“Watch me.” I turn and stalk toward the manor’s entranceway before any more colorful words snake down to my mouth, and slam the door shut on him. It may be childish, but I’m not feeling particularly generous at the moment.
Kai pushes away from the mural of Ustad in the hallway with a broad grin that would be infectious on any other day. He has Alfirr’s smile, except I hardly ever see it on Alfirr, and hardly ever see Kai without it. Apart from their coloring, my two older brothers have little in common.
“You have risen in my esteem today, little sister,” he says. 
I dip my fingers into the font by the door and swipe them across Iosa’s effigy and my own sweaty forehead in a perfunctory salute. “I’m not sure if I should be flattered or insulted.”
“Oh, flattered, without a doubt.” Kai threads his arm through mine and deftly steers me toward the east wing, where both of our chambers are. “Considering the exquisite rumor about your whereabouts I woke up to this morning, you maverick you.”
I scoff. Maverick—hardly. If I were, most of the servants skittering out of our way wouldn’t be bleary-eyed from days of cleaning our guest quarters, dusting off the banquet hall, cooking for Eld’s courtly visit. They look like they’ve been getting as little sleep as I have.
Changing the subject, I draw Kai’s collar over the unmistakable red mark on his neck. “I don’t have to guess where you spent your day.”
“Making a few lovely new friends.”
“Stop.” The dens where Kai has been spending his days and many of his nights for the past year have a reputation for cheap ale and plentiful women… and that is as much as I want to know about what my brother does with his free time. 
I expect a swagger, but instead, he glances around and draws me into the shadows of the gallery. No one ever comes here, probably put off by the scrutiny of our forefathers along the walls. The shadows drain his brightness from him, like turpentine poured over fresh paint, revealing the bare canvas underneath. “You’re not going to give up, are you?” 
Like you? I want to ask, then don’t. His throat bobs in a rare moment of vulnerability, and suddenly I don’t want him to acknowledge what we both know: he wouldn’t be able to revel in his hedonism if it weren’t for me. 
Don’t want to remind him it was me who caught him floundering just before his coming-of-age ceremony last year, failing to finish the masterpiece he was expected to present. That to prevent the nobility from sweeping in and feasting, I created a map out of his research on the doldrums in the Eastern Straits, those places where compasses go haywire and spellbinders are useless. A map Kai presented to the priests as his own, at my insistence. 
That map was lauded. Was copied and sent to every ship in the Straits. Scholars from all over the domains offered Kai positions most second sons could only dream of. I don’t want to throw it in his face again how under the guise of needing time to pick the right one, he has been drinking away the gift I gave him. 
That fact has stood between us for a year. 
“I’ve got it handled,” I say.
Kai presses my arm to his side, and it hurts to see his cocky grin return. “Ooh. Don’t tell me you’re thinking of ducking out.”
“And be chased down by Father’s soldiers?” I ask in a breezy tone as fake as his.
“I would help fight them off.”
“Of course.” I poke a slightly too pointed finger into his biceps, which can be called lean if I’m being charitable. “What are trained fighters against the strength of your wit?”
Kai grabs me by my shoulders. His brown eyes shine in the lamplight. In a passable imitation of Alfirr, he growls, “Strength is a state of mind, sister.”
This used to be our private joke, and in spite of myself, I play along in my grittiest alto. “We stay vigilant.”
My brother throws his head back and laughs, his dark hair spilling to his shoulders. “Perfect. I pity the rebels that stand in your way.” 
I snort, and then we both burst into laughter, the sound bouncing between the paintings.
“I don’t think your family motto was intended to be a punchline,” Marissa says behind us. Her servants’ slippers whisper against the marble, the yellow stone around her neck swinging against her corset in time with her step. “Your father might take issue.”
I breathe in our house warden’s familiar scent of chamomile as she tucks a lock of wet hair behind my ear with a resigned shake of her head. 
“I find it best not to burden our father unnecessarily,” Kai says, bowing to take Marissa’s hand and pressing a kiss to her knuckles. “Don’t you agree?”
“I am a servant, my lord. I always agree.”
“While spitting in our soup, no doubt.” 
She pulls her hand back, even as the crow’s feet in the corners of her eyes become more pronounced.
I plant my elbow in Kai’s side, and he dodges away with an oomph. “Ignore him, Marissa.” 
“I pray for the strength to,” she mutters. It’s not the One God she calls upon, even though she is careful not to utter the names of the spellbinder spirits. Any infraction on Iosa’s sovereignty would be punished if it were reported. Which I never have, just like I’ve never told them about my own infractions. Besides, I enjoy Marissa’s stories too much.
I point at my wet hair and ruined sleeves. “While you’re praying—”
“It’s not a higher power that does your hair. Or cleans your clothes.” She steps behind me, pulls my curls hard enough to bend my head back, and tsks. 
“I know,” I say, straining in her grip. “We’ll be late.”
“Not true.” Kai backs away, winks, then bounces backwards down the gallery. “You will be late, sister,” he calls, and disappears up the stairs. 
I curse, laughing.
“Come on, you,” Marissa huffs before releasing me.
The lamplight along the walls flickers as she shoos me toward my room, the wicks fighting both the cold and the dark. We turn into the corridor where our rooms are—Kai’s on this end and mine on the far end—and my temporary happy respite vanishes like snow in spring. 
A guard is posted at my door. He stares at the opposite wall, straight as an arrow in his blue-and-white military uniform, his musket tucked to his side. A musket, like I’m a dangerous criminal to be locked away from the smithy, from her future, from— 
From Niall. 
My temples start to throb. I won’t even get to explain to him; I’ll just be gone, sent away like an unruly servant. 
The sandstone walls draw the warmth from my body, leaving only an icy fury. 
I set my shoulders and stride past the guard into my room, right into a handmaid who is not my handmaid, but who ducks into a curtsy upon seeing me. Her Northern heritage shines through in her startling, cornflower blue eyes and the copper-colored hair that falls down her linen gray dress. And her gemstone is purple instead of yellow; not of Marissa’s spellbinder clan. 
As if I need a reminder. 
My father was gifted a number of servants by House Eld four years ago, on the occasion of my betrothal. When I flat-out refused them, he assigned them elsewhere so as not to offend the Eld—though with over fifty servants already in our household, I couldn’t say what they were even used for. Except to hammer home my father’s decision: I will be married when I turn seventeen. 
I storm toward the fire. 
The servant girl rises from her curtsy and gestures at a dress on the table. “Lord Udin asked you to wear this tonight, my lady.”
A gold-embroidered coat over sheer petticoats, lace bindings, and a prim high neckline: nothing like I would normally wear. Just a costume to make me look the part of the beaming bride, with a new Northern handmaid as a happy accessory. 
Marissa nods at the girl, who takes the hint and curtsies again before leaving. 
“Let’s clean you up, shall we?” Marissa says gently. She folds her fingers over the pendant at her neck. 
It’s been ages since she’s tended to me personally, and my spine tingles as her whispered words lift the soot and sweat from my skin. They float over to the fireplace and crumble down in a huff of ash. 
“You should take care with that expression at dinner tonight,” she says. 
I smooth the anger from my face and pretend I’ve misunderstood. “Father knows I’m curious about your power. He can’t fault me for wondering what you see that we don’t.”
She sighs, playing along. “You know very well we can’t see the galan—”
“See, sense, whatever.”
“—just as you know he will fault you for it.”
I huff. 
“This is an important night for your father. For your whole family.” She loosens the strings of my corset. “And it can be for you, if you so choose.”
I should have known she wouldn’t let it go. 
I raise an eyebrow as I shove my clothes down my waist and drop them to the floor. “I didn’t know you were so invested in marrying me off.”
She doesn’t reply, simply holds up the new dress and lets me step in. 
“What?” I ask as she tugs on the bindings.
“I want you to be a builder. I want so much more for you, Kaisi.” Her hands slow on the lace. “But your father demanded your presence, and I—I had to tell him where you were.” 
I whirl. “You snitched on me?” 
A slight reproach colors her dark brown eyes, and I rein in my anger. It’s unfair to her. As a spellbinder, she has no choice but to obey. Spellbinders are bonded to the Chosen Houses like a baby to its mother in the womb, their powers reformed under the watchful eye of the One God, to serve and protect us. It’s how we created order, peace, and prosperity from the chaos that was the Emerald Age. And as ruler of our House, my father’s wishes supersede mine—something Marissa and I have in common. 
But she is still what she has always been: my supporter, my ally. Iosa’s might, the woman held me through my night terrors as a child, explained the ways of women to me when I first bled. 
I release a breath. “I’m sorry.”  
“So am I.” Marissa’s hand brushes against my cheek, and a flicker of something unsettling crosses her face, gone so quickly I must have imagined it. “Truly, I am sorry, child.”
She hasn’t called me that in years. But I can’t take comfort in her warm hand like I did as a girl. “It’s fine,” I say. 
I know I’m lying when she closes the door behind her, and I finally summon the courage to turn toward the mirror. The lie is right there, staring at me with her wide eyes and soft curls and dewy olive skin that profess she lives to bear the sons of Caledon, heir to House Eld, until it kills her. To fade into the background of his life. 
I snarl at my reflection, and it’s me again. No one’s property. No one’s shadow. 
I march toward my nightstand and slide the wall panel behind it to the left, and my chest expands. 
Here is who I truly am, in the safespaces my great-grandfather built all throughout the manor. The giant maze behind the walls that my father showed us when we were kids was my playground then; it is my refuge now. 
I search through the books I pilfered from Ustad’s library—A Study Of Light and Optics; The Mechanism of the Heavens; Elemental Chemistry—trying not to topple over the glass beakers and rulers stacked on top of each other, or the stoppered vials that smell like sulfur. 
Underneath the tattered copy of Trygg’s Tales Of The Emerald Age, a birthday present from Marissa, I find the leather-bound ledger I was looking for. My grandfather’s. No doubt he would have considered it sacrilege to have the Tales so intimately stacked on top of his notebook: stories of the mythical age when spellbinders reigned shouldn’t be in my possession, let alone atop his testament to architect primacy. The builders’ library at Niv holds thousands of ledgers like this, all describing the ingenuity that brought my people to power, that earned us the title of architects. 
I would like to think the illustrious authors of those ledgers wouldn’t judge me for using a banned book. Not once they saw what it inspired: the alloy that might usher in the future of our people. My legacy. My sure admission to the order of builder priests. 
Or it should be. 
I flip to the back of the ledger, where I’ve penned my notes on the pages my grandfather’s death left empty. The proof confirms it: my alloy allowed the spellbinder boy to completely lift the shaft in the air, in spite of how heavy I made it. I was right: something about that specific combination of metals influences their power. 
I sit cross-legged in front of the safespace, letting the draft brush my skin. 
I was right, and it still might not matter. My father, who was never an architect in anything but name, who kept my brilliant grandfather’s ledger locked in a drawer gathering dust, has made his point exceptionally clear: I must concede to become currency. Treasure to be won, to be guarded by the soldier at my door.
Firewood snaps in the flames behind me, the sweltering air doing nothing to temper the heat rising in my veins. 
If my grandfather were alive, he would have let me speak. Because he would have understood what my notes meant. He would see my alloy in trains, being pushed faster by spellbinders and moving troops across the domain overnight. He would see it in canons, made to fire from further away and pushed with a force strong enough to obliterate our enemies. He would see ore coming up from the mines in half the time it takes now, and coin flowing into Udin as a result. He would see any rebels stopped before they could gain a foothold.
If my father could see that—
A wild thought rushes me, and my heart takes a gallop.
He should see. The vials. The books. My grandfather’s ledger, finally put to good use. 
He should see what a waste he is making of me.
I am on my knees before I even know it, pulling out books, tossing them on the bed in a heap. The blood in my veins comes to a boil with each handful I slam onto the duvet: a jar with black goo that flows to the sides like hot candle wax when it tips over, dried-up flowers crumbling like ash beneath my fingers, a noisy length of chain. 
I reach the dark at the back, where the safespace turns into a corridor behind the wall, and breathe in the dank smell, even as my nose curls. One of those passageways leads to the docks, where I could hitch a ride on a riverboat to the Niv Cloister. I could knock on its black doors and demand entrance. The thought has never been more appealing.
But I don’t. Unless I come as representative of one of Iosa’s Chosen Houses, I could never be admitted—never win the title I’ve been working for. 
Master builder. 
I taste the name on my tongue, as I have done so often. Kaisi Udin, master builder. Master Kaisi is seen by the priests as worthy of her own builders’ medallion. Seen by her father. Valued just as much as her brothers. 
And she has never been further beyond my reach. Today, she is nothing but a lie. 
I stand, taking in the display I’ve made on the bed. All the clandestine parts of my life laid out like a challenge; a gauntlet thrown to my father. Yet I have never felt more powerless. Unless someone from Udin House speaks for me, in five weeks I will be consort to the Earl of Eld. 
I wrap my arms around myself. 
The pendulum clock in the corner ticks ever closer to my birthday, and I can’t bear it. To sit through more talk of my duty, my future, my life. Even Alfirr was sympathetic—
And he was. One of the qualities that will make my brother a great earl someday is that he always tries to hear his people. He would listen to his sister’s vision of the future of our domain, and understand it dwarfs any alliance we could forge with House Eld. 
And as heir, Alfirr has the power to support my candidacy on behalf of our House.
It’s a slim chance, but it’s a chance. I could speak to him now, before dinner… if my guard doesn’t have orders to keep me confined. 
But when I open the door, the hallway is empty.
And on fire.






  
  Chapter three

The fire claws up the tapestry between my room and Kai’s open door, the flames eating through the blue-and-gold Udin family crest. I have a fraction of a moment to wonder why Kai would leave his door open, before the pungent gray that is fogging up the hallway drifts into my lungs. 
“Fire!” I shout. A coughing fit overtakes me, and I cover my mouth and nose.
Flames suddenly roar up the wooden bar that holds the tapestry, and I flinch back. Red-and-gold tongues lap at the ceiling, curling the gilded enamel of the cornices. 
I’ve been around enough fires to recognize a fire out of control—to know the best thing I can do about this one, the only thing I can do, is run and get help. 
But it was never my home on fire. 
I tear off my coat and hurl myself into the smoke, turning my face as heat burns my skin. Desperately, I beat at the flames with my coat, trying to smother them in the fabric; but even as some go out, others catch the gold-trimmed wool and rush toward my hands. 
I drop the coat. “Help!” I shriek, backing away. 
Where is everyone?
Through the haze on the other side of the fire, the silhouette of a servant rushes by, slippers soft on the marble floor, followed by another who passes through the smoke at the end of the hallway like a ghost. Neither of them stops.
The small thought that came knocking at the emptiness of the hallway, at Kai’s open door, now pounds in me. Something is wrong. Something beyond just the fire. 
Around the corner, the door to the stairway slams open and two pairs of heavy boots trod toward me. I breathe a sigh of relief before a man growls, “Ayr-cursed firebugs. They’ll burn the entire house down.”
I take a step back. Ayr—the spellbinder spirit of want and war. Forbidden; five lashes at least for those unlucky enough to be overheard. But this man didn’t even lower his voice.
“I’d be burning things down, too, if I’d been the one kept in chains,” a second man says, his voice smooth like silk. “I’d light a pyre for Tjall Udin and his entire family.” 
I freeze. 
“Yar,” Five Lashes agrees, his Northern accent much sharper than that of my new handmaid, like he’s fresh off the boat from Tygo. “But the galdor need this place.”
My face goes cold, in spite of the scorching flames. Galdor. Bespelled. Another word the Chosen Houses have banned. Fifty lashes, to remind everyone that spellbinders might once have ruled, but not since Iosa tamed them; not since they bound themselves to the Houses. The only reason I even know the word is Trigg’s Tales. 
Which is also banned. 
“So be a good boy and quash the fire,” Silk-spun says, sounding bored. 
Fifty Lashes tells him to do something foul to his mother, and Silk-spun laughs. “Get on with it, before the noble brats take the easy way out and choke in their sleep.”
I shuffle back, my heart banging in my chest. 
They’ve come for us.
All this time, while Kai and I mocked our father’s cause behind his back, mocked our brother’s commitment to our family motto—we stay vigilant, har har—they were right. They were just too slow. 
The rebels are here. The rebels I never truly believed in up until this very moment.
The hiss-trickle-whisper of the old tongue slides through the air and ruffles the burning tapestries. They fold in upon themselves, large enough to enclose the flames within the fabric, just as my hip bangs into the door frame. 
My breath gushes out of me, and I suppress the cough that threatens to take its place. Eyes watering, I turn and rush on tiptoes into my room, past my display of defiance, the safespace a faceted blur as I climb in headfirst. I scramble to stand, scraping my arms against the stone to reach the latch and close the panel from the inside. Webbing brushes my face. My breasts graze the wooden framework in front of me with every raspy inhale that demands to be a cough. My back is cold against the boulders.
Cold is good. Cold means no fire. It means— 
The chamber doors bang open against the stone. Boots stomp inside. 
I hold my breath. 
Footsteps move around the sitting room, before Silk-spun curses very close to me and tosses something on the bed, making the vials jingle. 
“Too late,” Fifty Lashes says. “Check the smithy.”
The footsteps retreat back into the hallway. A door closes. 
I wait until I see stars before I exhale and rasp air back in, and a coughing fit finally overcomes me. I fail to smother it in my elbow, hacking until I’m spent and left wheezing like a bellows. I wait, heart racing, but no one comes.
They know about the smithy. They know, even though my father didn’t even know until today. He was right about that, too: the rebels have spies. 
Or more accurately: we had traitors among us. 
My nails dig into the padding of my thumb. 
What else has the traitor told them? Will they drag Marissa from her bed, break down Niall’s door? 
Niall. I send up a silent plea to Iosa. He’s just a craftsman—he can’t be of importance to them. 
I have to move. I have to know what’s happened to him, to my family. Warn them, if there’s time. Before—
A chill tickles my ankles, reminding me to keep breathing. 
Calm. I have to stay calm. Remember Father’s instructions. 
Follow the safespaces down into the mines. Look for the Udin sigil. 
I slide one foot sideways, and the hem of my dress catches on the wooden beams and rips, the sound like an avalanche. I lift my skirt and undo the ribbon underneath that holds up my petticoats. They slide to the floor in a rush of silk, and I step out of them. The velvet of my dress hangs flat over my bare knees now, so I can move freely. 
This safespace runs all along the mansion’s wall and connects every room. I’ll use it to check on Kai. Then Alfirr. 
They know where to go when there’s trouble. I’ll find them somewhere in these walls. Or later, in the hills. Then I’ll find Niall.
They’ll be all right.
They have to be all right. 
I feel my way through the mildew-sour dark, my fingers brushing along rough stone on one side and splintered wood on the other. The going is slow, and I’m panting by the time I reach the safespace behind Kai’s room. 
The silence on the other side of the wall roars in my ears. Kai always hums to himself when he thinks he’s alone, so either he isn’t there, or… 
I crouch to peek through the spy hole over the paneling. 
It’s empty. Relief floods me, even though the wide-open door yawns like a cruel mouth. No obvious signs of struggle. Thinning strands of smoke twirl in the air, remnants of the fire the rebels smothered.
Alfirr’s chambers are a whole other matter. The nightstand next to my older brother’s bed has been turned over, its contents and his bedclothes sprawled across the floor. From the bed to the open door, a trickle of blood runs across the marble. 
It’s only a little blood, I tell myself as spots fill my vision. Not enough to kill him. He must have resisted, and they probably punched him in the face. A bloody nose, no more.
The thought of Alfirr being punched in the face sends a spike of anger through me. I cling to the feeling like a lifeboat as I force my feet to continue, my hand along the wooden wall suddenly meeting stone. The walls retreat enough for me to increase my pace. 
I wish I heard something, anything, from anywhere, but everywhere is pin-drop silent. Only my reverberating footsteps ring ominously, the echoes sending me flashes of my brothers’ dead faces. 
I jolt when my foot suddenly finds nothing but air. The staircase. After a few downward turns, the outline of steps emerges from the dark in shades of black and gray; a few moments more, and colors hedge back into the world. 
But no voices carry from below. Not my brothers’ baritones. Not my father’s confident commands. At the bottom of the stairs, only dust drifts up to greet me, twirling around the fingers of lamplight that fall through the vertical slits in the wall connecting the cellar to the inner courtyard. The light nudges the boulders, caresses the solid oak door at the end of the safespace, as if telling me to take it, leave, while I still can.
But there is light in the courtyard. And, faintly, the shuffling of many feet. 
I step onto the crate pushed to the side wall. It’s supposed to carry our emergency supplies—cloaks to keep warm in the mountains, a flintlock for self-defense, coin—but I don’t care about any of that right now. My family should be here.
When I peek through the slits, the courtyard is filled with people.
I’m at ground level, and other than their feet scratching the cobblestones, they are silent as death, all of them. Pressed in the back are some faces I recognize, servants I’ve seen around. But most are strangers in spellbinder rags, their heads and shoulders drawn in to shield themselves from the drizzle intruding from the night sky. 
The only one that looks remotely like a rebel stands in the front of the crowd with her shoulders back, droplets gathering on the hood of her cloak. Because it covers her telltale red hair, it takes a few moments before I recognize her: my new handmaid. The cloak sways around her ankles in the breeze, and her gaze is sharp enough to pierce the thick wall between us. 
She’s not the only one standing tall, now that I’m looking closely: she stands at the convex side of a half-circle of defiant-looking strangers whose faces are lit by the lamplight from the sconces. One is dark-skinned, an obvious Southerner. The others, with their hair color ranging from sandy to ginger like my determined-looking handmaid, could be from Eris or Meer in the North. Six men, four women. 
They all face the high doors that open up onto the courtyard to my left, as if waiting for something. I can’t see those doors, even when I shuffle across the crate to find another vantage point. 
I jump when the doors open with a bang that echoes across the courtyard. The crowd ripples, heads turning in anticipation, and my handmaid’s expression hardens like steel. The strangers in the half-circle straighten.
“Hands off!” 
My heart leaps. That’s one of my brothers, but the voice is so rough I can’t tell which one. A grunt echoes against the walls. I push my face and hands against the stone, willing the slit to widen so I can see, but the boulders care nothing for my will. 
Then someone falls to the ground on hands and knees, right in front of my handmaid. Alfirr. Blood streams from his nose and across his beard, but she and the rest of the semicircle continue to look toward the doors. 
Kai rushes to my brother’s side, but is yanked back by a balding spellbinder. I recognize him from the stables—Darragh, or something. He always joked he would eat the horses’ food. 
Kai struggles against the stableman’s restraining hands. Red droplets dot his shirt from a cut in his lip.
I slam my palm against the wall, which remains as indifferent as the spellbinders. 
My father steps into the light. Blood is clotting in his hair, he wears nothing but his gold-buttoned tunic, but he still radiates an air of authority that has my knees wobbling with relief. “Let go of my son. Now.” 
Darragh freezes for an instant, then hawks and spits at my father’s feet. 
I jerk back. 
“You dare—” my father starts.
“Shut your mouth,” Darragh interrupts, his eyes narrowed. “Lord of nothing.”
“Let the boy go.” Marissa’s dark hair, when she comes forward, is threaded with gold-filamented ribbons and flows out over a dress with a sheen that glows golden in the lamplight. I’d recognize that dress anywhere: it’s the one my mother wears in the painting in our main entrance hall. 
I blink. Why is Marissa wearing my mother’s dress? 
She passes by my father and Alfirr without acknowledging them, the crowd’s eyes shifting between her and my steely-eyed handmaid whose hair is darkening to red with the rain. Marissa’s normally gentle gait is now stiff, determined. She moves like a stranger, the only familiar thing about her the swaying of my pendant on her neck. 
And then Darragh releases his grip and inclines his head. “As you wish, my lady.”
Everything stills. 
Marissa? Those two spellbinders that tried to capture me were sent by Marissa? That can’t be. No spellbinder bound to our family could ever turn their powers against us. We are protected by the One God. That was the whole point of the binds in the first place. Marissa couldn’t hurt us. 
More importantly: she wouldn’t hurt us. 
She wouldn’t hurt me.
Marissa stops in the center of the strangers’ circle, next to my handmaid, as Kai hurries to help Alfirr up. One of Alfirr’s ankles swings at the right angle to his leg, and Kai strains under his weight.
I clench my fist on the wall. We’ve been nothing but gracious with our servants, more so than any other House, and this is how they repay us: by hurting my brother, their master, the heir of Udin. 
Marissa finally turns her attention to my father.
“First Honorable Tjall Udin, Earl of Ustad,” she says. I’ve never heard her voice drip with so much venom. 
A corner of my father’s mouth draws up. “Marissa Udin-warden.”
A white-haired woman in the circle of strangers hisses a word in the old tongue, and my father’s knees buckle. He lands on the cobblestones in front of Marissa with a wince. 
I flinch. 
“She is no longer anyone’s warden,” the white-haired woman snaps. 
As if her words are a cue, the men and women in the semicircle take off their travel cloaks to reveal a hue of colors beneath. Anger wells up in me to see the Southern male wearing my father’s gold-laced jacket, the matching pair from the entrance hall painting. My father has kept that safely stored since my mother died, in a cedar box, surrounded by lavender, cloves, and rosemary to keep away moths. It’s been sitting there waiting for the day he could bring himself to wear it again. And now…
My handmaid doesn’t seem to have stolen one of Mother’s dresses. Hers is a deep purple damask with patterns I don’t recognize. Obviously expensive. The others’ outfits are simpler: rose vests, and blue skirts, and emerald— 
My breath hitches as my eyes rove across the others. Purple, rose, blue, emerald, teal, and yellow. The spellbinder family colors. Trygg’s Tales of the Emerald Age whispers to me from its forbidden pages: … and each highborn child is given a matching pendant at birth.
The emerald gem on the white-haired woman’s slumping teal bodice confirms my suspicions, despite my mind’s denial. “You are in the presence of galdor highborn,” she says, gesturing around the semicircle. “And you will all learn to show the proper respect.”
My legs go numb. Is it not just us? Are all the Chosen Houses under attack? 
Even though he is now on his knees, my father looks around the semicircle, his lip curled. “Disloyalty deserves no respect.”
A gaunt man in teal hisses a string of words in the old tongue. 
At once, my father’s face grows slack, his eyes lose their focus. He wavers on his knees. A boy in the crowd gasps, excitement on his face. 
When my father speaks, his entire demeanor is different.
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