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EXCERPT FROM THE HIGH HOUSE MANIFESTO

It always starts the same: a deepening blue in the veins about the wrists. This much is common knowledge. What follows is shallowness of breath, coughing, fever, and muscle pain. Once contracted, one or two days may pass before the darkened veins spread throughout the body, at which point the sclera of the eye will become tinged and mottled. The coloration reaches the extremities next, turning the fingers and toes a dark, thundercloud blue. In the final stages, the veins become increasingly sensitive, pulsing and ready to explode.

In the most severe cases, they burst beneath the skin.

Eventually, the pain becomes unbearable, accompanied by varying degrees of delirium and paranoia. As one Bard famously reported, “They are even more afraid than we are.”

The current epoch has been irrevocably tainted by death and chaos; our streets, fields, and homes run thick with the foul, rotting stench of disease. A cloud of smoke rises above Montane from countless thousands of funeral pyres, from the homes we must burn to purge the affliction.

The means to end this tragedy lie in understanding its origins.

The disease, referred to as the “Indigo Death” or “Blot,” was first reported in a rural manor in the southwest. As if contracted by mere word of mouth, no sooner had word reached a village than the outbreak would claim it. It spread so efficiently that, in only a few days, outbreaks had been reported in every corner of Montane. Anyone displaying the telltale symptoms was immediately quarantined, but isolating the afflicted did nothing to stem the tide of death. Riots ensued. Pandemonium reigned. We were a nation consumed by pain, fear, and chaos.

There are those alive today who still remember the grim processions of masked doctors through the countryside, leading caravans of blue corpses to their final fire.

It was only after careful dissemination that the Bards of High House discovered the nature of the enemy:

Ink.

We had welcomed it willingly—in our stories, letters, and news. We had invited it into our homes, passed it along with our hands, and distributed it in our very warnings.

But together we shall rise above the ashes of our fallen and usher in a new era of peace in Montane. The time is come to join High House in ensuring this tragedy is never repeated. The tyranny of the Indigo Death can be overthrown.

Our history shows that vigilance and caution are tantamount to survival. Burn the ink from the page. Turn away from forbidden words, toxic tales, and deadly symbols. Cleanse the country of this malignant blight.

Join us.



Shae sat beneath the old tree outside the house where her brother lay dying.

Only the loudest, most keening wails of mourning could reach her there, and they had lessened as he grew weaker. He was not gone yet, but he would be soon.

Before her sat a basket of rags. She ran her fingers through them, tearing the fabric into long strands, grief seizing in her throat. Once Kieran’s death ribbons were hung from the tree, everyone would know the Blot had come for her family.

She thought about the blue veins crawling over her brother’s skin and shuddered. Her elders kept her from going near him, but she had seen the telltale signs of the plague worsening through a cracked bedroom door. She heard the sounds he made, mostly screams of pain and violent coughing.

He was only a child, younger than her by three years. It wasn’t fair.

A dark pull in the pit of her stomach swelled as she stood, preparing to ascend the tree, and another long, keening wail came from the house. The only sounds for miles were Kieran’s haunted cries and Ma’s soothing voice, carried away on the wind down the gray mountainside.

Shae shoved the ribbons she had darned in her pocket and began climbing. She found a spot to sit, and reached up, beginning to tie the dark blue ribbons to the branches. The bleached winter sun peeked out from the clouds, throwing the gnarled shadows of tree branches over her cottage.

Shae shuddered. The shadows looked like plague veins.

From her high perch, Shae saw three men riding horses in the distance, swiftly making their way up the path. She had never seen such beautiful horses, though she’d heard about such creatures, so different from those of her village. Everyone in Montane knew the story of the First Rider: long ago, centuries before the plague came, he tamed a wild horse, a beast, they say, who was born from the sun. On its back, he galloped through the empty darkness of the unborn world, bringing forth life with the words that flowed from his lips. Where he trod, the land sprang into being and color.

These horses’ manes and tails flowed like they were underwater and seemed to glisten, even in the fading light. The beautiful animals could only come from one place: High House.

The Bards were coming to burn her home.

Though their faces were hooded, Shae swore she saw the Bards’ lips moving steadily in the shadows. The wind blew harder as they approached, and the wails rose to match its fevered pitch. The tree branch lurched beneath her, and Shae lost her balance. She slid, the branch above slipping through her grasp.

All she could see as she fell was a frenzy of ribbons, furious and wild, snapping in the wind.
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Snap. Snap-snap-snap. My eyes whip open, and I’m in my bed, its thin unpadded pallet stiff beneath my back. That same dream, as vivid as when it happened, five years ago.

A dark figure stands over me, snapping her fingers.

“Rise and shine!”

“Shh!” I whisper. “Keep it down, or you’ll wake Ma.” She needs her sleep worse than I do.

Fiona huffs, stepping back from the bed and into the line of gray dawn cast from the window. She is less fearsome in the light. Tall, willowy, and blond, with the highest cheekbones in all of Montane, she is like the dappled sunlight beneath a tree—beautiful in a way she herself cannot see. My parents were both brown-haired, short, and stocky. I never stood a chance of growing up tall and fair like Fiona. Neither of them were tormented by thousands of freckles on their faces, however—that seems to be my unique misfortune.

My friend shrugs. “Somehow I doubt that, if she sleeps as heavily as you.”

I glance at my mother. Tucked beneath her covers in the bed across the room, she is a frail form, her ribs gently rising and falling with every breath. Fiona might have a point. My mother sleeps like the dead.

“What are you doing here?” I pull the ragged quilt off my legs and begin massaging out the crick in my shoulder.

“It’s the first quarter moon, remember?”

Fiona’s father sells the wool from our sheep and repays us with food from his general store. They are one of the only families in town that will associate with mine since the Blot touched us. And so, every month at the first quarter moon, Fiona stops by and we exchange the meager goods that allow our families to survive.

“But why so early?” I stifle a yawn. My feet ache as they hit the cold floor, my legs trembling with exhaustion. I couldn’t sleep last night, even after a long day in the fields—dark dreams hovered at the edge of my mind, full of faint whispers and shadows. I sat up for hours, squinting at my needlework under the pale light of the crescent moon through the window, stitching to distract myself.

Fiona follows me to the other side of the room where my clothes hang. A simple white shirt, faded green skirt I embroidered with thread spun from wool, torn and muddied at the hem, and a matching vest lined in soft rabbit fur—far from fine, the opposite really, but the only apparel I own. I prefer pants for working the overgrown pastures, but after years of growing out of them just as soon as I’d finished their hemming, it became easier to wear a skirt, tying it in knots above my knees when it’s hot or the terrain is rough.

Fiona politely turns her back, rolling her eyes at my modesty as I change out of my nightgown. Once dressed, I usher her from the bedroom, closing the creaky door as quietly as possible behind me.

“Pa wants me back at the store before we open,” Fiona says, watching my hands—callused and raw from spinning—as I place the prepared skeins of yarn in a basket for her. “The Bards arrive today.”

The Bards. Suddenly I feel as though the house has been encased in ice. The town elders say there’s power in words—that certain phrases can change the world around you. The same was said for the color of the disease. Indigo was avoided as if merely the sight or sound of it would cause a resurgence of the sickness. Now it is referred to—when absolutely necessary—as the “cursed color.”

Only the Bards can harness words safely, through their Tellings. Everyone in Montane knows that any fool can speak disaster into existence by uttering something forbidden.

Some say my brother was one of those fools.

They say the Blot started with the written word. The havoc it wreaked has long since turned to terror at all words, written or spoken. Any careless utterance could be enough to revive the pandemic.

It was enough for Ma to stop talking completely after losing Kieran.

A familiar feeling of dread snakes through my gut.

The Bards arrive once or twice a year with barely a day’s warning, a message delivered by a raven to the town’s constable. He, in turn, summons the town in preparation for their arrival. They collect the town’s tithe for High House and—if they are pleased—they may perform a Telling to grant blessings to the land and its people.

They are rarely pleased. Aster’s offerings are meager: an armful of wool, a few bundles of pale wheat. The hide and antlers of a buck, if we are lucky.

A Telling in Aster has not occurred during my lifetime, but the oldest of the elders, Grandfather Quinn, often recounts one from his childhood. After the Bards left, his family’s wheat farm produced a harvest that lasted six weeks.

The last time I saw the Bards was from a distance, the day Kieran died. After, Ma forbade me from seeing them—the final words she ever said aloud to me. But it’s not as if I have time to peer in on their visitations. With the land scrubbed dry by a merciless sun, I often have to drive our flock miles away to be sure they’re fed at all. Last month, we lost a three-week-old ewe lamb to starvation.

Now I understand why Fiona came so early. If the meager skeins of yarn from our sheep make the town’s tithe look even a little bit better, perhaps the Bards will aid in ending the drought. The village of Aster has not seen rain in nearly nine months.

“Are you all right?” Fiona asks quietly.

I jerk my head up from the yarn and look at her. Lately, I’ve been haunted by strange things I can’t explain. Dreams that seem more like terrible, nonsensical predictions. I awaken with the growing fear that something is deeply wrong with me.

“I’m fine.” The words fall heavily out of my mouth.

Fiona narrows her large green eyes at me. “Liar,” she says bluntly.

I take a deep breath as a desperate, foolish idea starts to make its way through my head. With a quick backward glance at the closed bedroom door, I grab the basket of yarn with one hand, Fiona’s wrist with the other, and walk purposefully out of the house.

The sun has barely touched the sky as we step outside, and the air is still cold and dry. The mountains that surround us cut a dark, jagged line ahead and cast the valley in a veil of gauzy shadows while mist rises from the withered grass.

I lead Fiona around the side of the house in silence. Despite the chill in the air, my skin feels hot and prickly. My mind is spinning. I worry that if I turn to show Fiona my face, even for an instant, she will somehow know the truth.

I could be in serious danger, and by just being near me, so could she.

It started about a year ago, right after my sixteenth birthday. I was embroidering one of Ma’s headscarves, black birds arcing across the fabric, when I lifted my face to see a flock of them forming an arrowhead through the sky. Not long after, I was stitching a hare with a white tail onto a pillowcase, when one of the neighbor’s bird hounds came into the pasture with a bloodied white hare in its teeth.

A warm tingling began to fill my fingers whenever I sewed. Not unpleasant, but strange.

I spent countless nights lying awake, staring at the austere wooden beams of the ceiling, trying to figure out if I was mad or cursed—or both. There was only one thing I knew for certain: the shadows of sickness had fallen on us before. We have been touched by the Blot. We can’t possibly know what other catastrophe might befall us from that contact. And ever since I discovered my embroidered fantasies echoed in the world around me, Ma’s silence has felt more and more deafening. The house echoes with everything that is unsaid.

Loss. Exhaustion. Gnawing hunger, day after day.

The morning air sends a shiver through me, stirring the frigid fear in my gut. When we reach the side of the barn, I finally release Fiona, but can’t help another wary glance over my shoulder. The little gray wooden house is still and silent in the morning mist, as we left it.

“What’s gotten into you, Shae?” She quirks an eyebrow, suspicious, but intrigued.

“Fiona,” I begin, biting my lip hard as I realize I’m not sure how to say it. “I need a favor.” It’s the first truthful thing that comes to mind.

Her eyes soften. “Of course, Shae. Anything.”

Instantly, I want to choke back my words. I try to imagine what might happen if I simply explain the truth to her. I might be cursed by the Blot, so I want to ask if the Bards can cure me.

At best, I risk losing my friend out of fear that I’ve brought my curse upon her, and the whole town will know within the day. Her parents will cancel their deal with Ma, no one will buy our wool, and my family will starve.

Even saying such a thing aloud is forbidden; any word that conjures thoughts of malice must never be spoken. Such words are said to harbor curses of their own, upon the speaker as well as those who hear them. The words would likely summon such an occurrence into existence all on its own.

Worst case, I spread my curse to my dearest friend in the world.

I can’t take that chance.

Staring at Fiona’s sweet, eager face, I know I can’t. I can’t risk losing her too.

“Can I deliver the wool to your pa?” I ask instead. “I’ll need you to bring the flock up to the north pasture while I’m gone. They shouldn’t be too stubborn this morning, and I can give you all the instructions. You’ve seen me do it plenty of times.”

Fiona’s brow knits. “That’s all? Yes, of course. But why?”

My heart starts pounding heavily in my chest. I take a deep breath, leaning against the rough siding of the barn to steady myself and clear the scattered thoughts in my head, frustrated by how terrible I am at this.

“Oh, I know what’s going on.” A sly smile tips the corner of Fiona’s mouth and my heart suddenly goes quiet as it plummets into my feet. “You’re going to see Mads, aren’t you?”

“Yes!” I breathe a sigh of relief. “Exactly.” No one would question why I would go to town and see Mads unprompted—or if they did, their suspicions would be far from the ones I’m worried about.

“Shae, you don’t need to be embarrassed.” Fiona laughs. “I completely understand.”

I force a thin, hopefully convincing laugh, though it sounds more like breath getting caught at the back of my throat. “Thank you. I owe you.”

“I’m sure I’ll think of something.” She leans in and hugs me. I’m tempted to pull away, as if even my touch could infect her. Instead, I let her scent of fresh dill and brambles and stream water wash over me, feeling, in this moment, not cursed, but lucky.

Fiona and I have always been an unconventional match as far as friends go. Where I’m short, she’s tall. I’m dark and she’s fair. Where I’m broad and husky, she’s slender and soft. She has suitors, and I have sheep. Well, sheep and Mads. But it’s all just as well. Fiona is loyal, thoughtful, and willing to put up with all of my moods. She’s the kind of person who would happily assist me and expect nothing in return. She deserves better than my secrets.

“He adores you, don’t you think?” Fiona asks, pulling away. The sly smile has become a full-fledged grin. “I never thought you’d be married before me.”

I let out a real laugh. “Let’s not go that far!”

If Fiona has a flaw, it’s her love of gossip. And young men tend to be her favorite topic. If as many of them paid attention to me as they did to her, it might be mine as well. Mads seems to be the singular exception in the entire town of Aster.

He kissed me once, last year after a disappointing harvest festival. The next day, the constable declared that the drought had returned, and Mads and his father left for three weeks on a hunting trip. We never spoke of the kiss. Even now, I’m not sure exactly how I feel about it. Maybe everyone’s first kiss is underwhelming, and they just lie about it to make everyone else feel better.

But Mads is the least of my worries. I only hope that I can sustain this little act of subterfuge long enough to make it to town and back without Fiona or my mother knowing the real reason—and without any prying neighbors finding out. In Aster, anyone could be watching. Everyone usually is.

“You promise you’ll tell me everything when you get back?” Fiona asks, driving the knife farther into my chest.

“I promise.” I don’t meet her gaze. “Here, let me show you what to do with the flock while I’m gone.”

Fiona obediently follows me around the weathered old barn toward the gate. Like the house, the wood siding has grayed with age, along with the shabby, thatched roof. It’s impressive that it’s still standing, if barely, let alone that it manages to keep predators and thieves out.

The flock bleat and shuffle around happily as I unlock and open the door. They waste no time trotting outside to the pasture. Mercifully, they seem to be cooperative today and stick together as they file out into the valley. Only Imogen is a little slow, but I forgive her for it. She’s due to give birth within the week. Giving us another lamb is worth the extra time it takes to wait for her to catch up.

We lead the sheep to the hilltop east of the valley, which can’t be seen from the house, before I turn and take Fiona’s hands.

“What?” she asks with a confused look.

“I almost forgot. I have something for you.” I reach into my pocket and produce my latest project, a handkerchief dyed red with a mix of beetroot and petals, stitched with dark flowers that look like eyes. Another one of my strange dreams, though this one can’t possibly come true.

“It’s beautiful,” she whispers.

That’s another thing about Fiona. She loves everything I sew, even the odd and disturbing images. Sometimes, I think maybe she sees the world the same way I do. Other times, I think she loves what I make precisely because she does not.

Because to her, the world appears simple. To her, the sun is merely light, not a scourge. To her, the night is a blanket of stars, not a swath of fear and silence. What I cannot say to her—what I cannot even understand myself—is that sometimes, I fear the dark will swallow me whole.
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Most travelers have to navigate a treacherous pass to reach town, but from our house, it’s only an hour’s walk north along the shore of what used to be a pond. The walk is easy enough, if a little dreary. Without rain, the dusty countryside is all the same dull, washed-out brown. The pond dried up long ago and is simply a dark crater in the middle of the valley—a scar on the skin of the earth, reminding us of what once was there.

Nausea and dizziness roll in my gut the nearer I draw to the village, my vision spotting as if I am stricken by sun fever. The tall watchtowers loom ever closer, ominous and unmoving in the distance. Stepping toward their shadows only adds to my unease.

Even if I do speak with the Bards, what are the chances they won’t simply execute me for my impertinence? What if they do find a trace of the Indigo Death in me and banish us? Burn our home for a second time? A cold chill rolls over me in waves as I recall tales of the Bards’ past punishments. Fiona’s mother once saw a Bard seal a woman’s mouth shut by whispering in her ear.

To calm my racing heart, I try to remember the sound of Ma’s voice. If I concentrate, I can hear the warm tremor of it: deep and gentle, like the summer wind echoing in a well. Before she went silent, she used to spin bedtime stories for Kiernan and me—stories of a place beyond the cloud-capped mountaintops, where we will all one day rest. Stories of Gondal, a land of magic and beauty, where flowers grow twice the height of man, where birds speak and spiders hum, where trees thick as houses burst toward the sky.

Kieran and I would listen attentively in the matching beds Pa built for us. Mine had a little heart carved into the headboard and Kieran’s had a star. Ma would sit on a stool between us, her face illuminated by a flickering golden candle as she told us about the Bards of Montane. By Telling, the Bards can lure luck into being. Their words can whisper away your heartbeat and show your deepest secrets to the world.

It was a happy time, before the myth of Gondal was deemed profane. Before the Bards began the raids, removing any stories or iconography of Gondal from homes and gathering places, and the very word was banned.

Gondal is nothing more than a fairy tale, albeit a dangerous one. As a child, I might not have understood that fully, but I do now. Such tales are treacherous and have no place amidst reality.

She never should have told us those stories, I think angrily. If she hadn’t, Kieran would be alive.

My fingers itch to take up my sewing to calm myself, but instead, I take a deep breath to dispel the poisonous thoughts from my mind as the village of Aster comes into full view at the other side of the pass.

Of all its citizens, Ma and I live farthest from the village proper. It was deemed necessary by the constable after what happened to Kieran. The day Ma took my hand and we made the trek into the mountain valley where we’ve been ever since is still vivid in my mind. The memory of the constable’s hammer pounding as he nailed a blackened plague marker above our door—the shape of a death mask, its mouth and eyes empty—a constant reminder of what we’d lost. The good people of Aster don’t have to worry about our misfortune infecting them if they stay away. Not that it matters. Ma already hasn’t been the same since Pa’s heart failed him. Since Kieran’s death, she hasn’t strayed from the house, except to tend the land.

From the pass, I can just make out the cluster of rooftops below on the windswept plains. Here, feral horses run in packs, attacking anything foolish enough to draw close. Before the Blot, this barren stretch of countryside was some of the best farmland in the region. Now, the flat, dusty earth stretches for miles, dotted sparsely with long-dead trees. To the west, a dried-up river cuts a jagged line through the ground like a raw, gaping wound. The bridge across was stripped for firewood during a particularly cruel winter, leaving behind a skeletal path of cracked stone and mortar.

The village of Aster is a huddled group of small houses, shrinking every time another band of highwaymen find it. It sits alone on the dusty plains, shadowed from behind by the unforgiving peaks of the mountains. In recent decades, a wall and watchtower were erected, looming over the houses. The investment was sound; Aster became much safer when it stopped being such an easy target.

The simple wood and stone houses were whitewashed after the Blot ended to give the appearance of cleanliness. The paint is graying, peeling off to reveal the dirty material beneath in a drab patchwork. Little bursts of color try valiantly to peek through: a line of shutters once painted a bright red but now ruddy and worn, a wall covered in withered ivy, and window boxes full of dead weeds. You can see how Aster was a beautiful town once, before poverty and plague raced through its narrow dirt streets.

A hundred years ago, when the Blot first ravaged Montane, bloated, blue bodies littered the streets. But the family of High House cured Montane of the worst of it, and for a few decades, the Indigo Death disappeared entirely. Yet people did not heed their rules. They smuggled ink into their towns, invited the Blot inside their homes. And so the sickness returned in waves.

It still could, if we are not careful.

The Bards keep us safe and blessed. Despite the harsh punishments, we owe them our lives. Their Tellings can pull the breath from your lungs if you speak words that might conjure the Indigo Death. But they can also breathe life back into those on the edge of death, if the people are virtuous enough.

Kieran was not so lucky. Many others were not either. There are some things that even High House cannot do. But I would never dare to say it aloud.

The outskirts of town are nearly deserted. As I walk between rows of worn clapboard houses, all I hear is the sound of a howling cat nearby. Everyone must already be gathered in the market.

Music drifts from the center of town, but the lively tune sends a ghostly echo through the empty streets. I follow the hollow sound, wrapping a shawl around my face to hide my features. My teeth clench at the thought of the crowd recognizing me—the glaring eyes, the muttered curses—but still, I pick up my pace toward the market square.

Turning a corner around the abandoned blacksmith’s shop, I see the first signs of the crowd preparing for the Bards’ arrival—their inspection, though no one dares call it that. Grandfather Quinn is playing his rusted flute, his wife conducting. The town’s children sing along to the music. Directions are shouted over the melody as a group of young men hang thin banners from the windows. The colors are dull with age and the cloths threadbare, looking likely to blow away at the first sign of a stiff breeze.

Beneath the banners, Aster’s most prosperous families have arranged various stalls and booths to showcase the best of their wares. Fiona’s father is among them, tall and fair like his daughter, hastily erecting a weathered canopy over a cluster of modest vegetables, which have been propped upright against an overturned basket to give the appearance of bountifulness. My heart twists with pity—and fear. Even Fiona’s father, the most blessed among us, is struggling to produce food. Soon, all will be loaded onto a cart and sent to High House.

Unless the Bards are displeased.

On the other side of the street, girls my age are hurrying toward the square in their finest clothes, each bearing platters of fruit and pitchers of precious water. My throat aches for it. I recognize a few of them, though I hope they won’t know me. The elders escorting them fuss over their hair and dresses, barking, “stand up straight!” and “be sure to smile!” The prettiest are pushed to the front of the crowd—where they are more likely to catch the Bards’ attention. One of the elders comments loudly about Fiona’s absence, sending a cold shiver up my spine.

The town’s excitement barely masks its desperation. It’s only a shroud to conceal the drought, our lack of offerings for High House. I wonder if it will be enough to fool the Bards.

Keeping my head low, I use my elbows to break through the crowd and inch closer to the square. I pull the shawl tighter around my face, but most of the townspeople are too transfixed by what’s happening to notice me.

The air is tense, people’s faces tight beneath forced smiles. Aster has had a bad run, even before the current drought, but Constable Dunne told us things were looking better this year. According to Fiona, he assured us that this season we’d be granted a Telling. Our woes would be over. The starvation would end.

I dare a glance at my fellow villagers, many in rags, their faces as gaunt and carved-out as my own. The knot in my gut cinches tighter. From the edges of the town square, people are packed so densely that I can’t even see the center.

I frown and try to elbow my way farther in. The crowd is hard to maneuver through; I remain trapped far from where I wish to be. I lurch onto the tips of my toes, barely making out the scene over the shoulders of the man in front of me.

Constable Dunne stands alone at the bottom of the town hall steps, his lean figure stiff with worry. Shingles and oak panels—once fine—have been stripped from the building. Dunne directs his gaze toward the square. Dunne has been Aster’s leader as long as I can remember. He’s tall and strong for a man of his years, but there is a tinge of weariness behind his eyes as he keeps a lookout for the Bards. A few minutes pass before he hurriedly squares his shoulders, smoothing his worn coat and lifting a hand in the air.

The music grows louder and the people in the street grow utterly silent. On the other side of the square, the crowd parts.

The Bards have arrived.

My heart leaps, and it takes me a moment to find the word for the feeling that floods my chest. Hope.

Three imposing figures enter as a hush falls over the crowd. Their long black coats are accented with gold, the colors of High House, and are tailored perfectly, accenting sharp lines and perfect posture. Upon each of their right upper arms is the crest of High House, a shield and three swords. The finery of their uniforms stands in stark contrast to the rabble surrounding them. From what I can see under their dark hoods, their expressions are fixed and impassive.

Constable Dunne greets them with a deep, reverent bow that the Bards ignore. He rights himself awkwardly and signals again, this time for the procession of girls with their baskets.

The music picks up: shaky at first, but growing steady. A light, festive melody fills the air as the procession files in around the Bards. First the girls, dancing joyfully and tossing pieces of painted fabric that mimic flower petals into the air. They smile tightly at the Bards and fan out, each taking a spot that tactfully conceals anything that might look less than perfect. One moves her thinly slippered foot over a dark stain on the ground. Blood, I realize, spilled during the Bards’ last visit. My stomach lurches.

Next, the merchants and tradespeople push their carefully prepared goods through the square. They form a line, each bowing to the Bards before stepping back. The three figures in black share a look before walking to inspect the town’s offering. The whole town seems to go silent, holding its breath, as the Bards make their way from cart to cart.

After what feels like an eternity, they turn to confer with Constable Dunne while the crowd watches. Dunne’s jaw is set uncomfortably. His broad brow furrows, shining with sweat.

The crowd begins to murmur softly, the sound moving from the front to the back of the crowd like wind over grass.

“Did you hear anything?”

“Perhaps they’ll show mercy…”

“… the lowest-performing village in the region,” I hear a woman nearby say to her aging father. “The Bards will refuse their blessings again.”

Another sobs, handkerchief clutched to her mouth. “We’re not worthy.”

The constable is pleading with the Bards, but they don’t even seem to hear what he says. Desperation is mounting in the crowd with every passing second. It’s strange to see the esteemed Constable Dunne, usually a measured and reliable man, cower so powerlessly.

If the most important man in town can’t get them to listen, what chance do I have?

My frantic thoughts are cut short as one of the Bards, a tall man with shoulders even broader than Dunne’s, steps forward with his hand in the air. A call for silence. The crowd obeys immediately.

“Good people of Aster,” he addresses us. Although his voice is not raised, I hear him clearly—as though he’s standing right beside me. It’s a deep, resonant sound, tinged with a faint, sophisticated accent I’ve never heard before. “As always, High House is humbled by your generosity. It pains us greatly that your tithe is not equal to the spirit in which it is given.”

My insides twist. Another rush of voices begins to rise from the people, but the Bard cuts them off, raising his hand higher. His eyes pinch in anger. “Sadly, this marks yet another visit wherein Aster has disappointed. By the grace of Lord Cathal, High House can only offer as much as you provide us in return.”

He approaches Fiona’s father’s cart and picks up a shriveled turnip. The carefully placed display falls away, revealing the overturned basket beneath that props everything up. Another Bard picks up an apple and turns it over, revealing a bruise that shadows the fruit’s skin. The Bard clicks his tongue and shakes his head. Fiona’s father stands stock-still, his face ashen.

“Where other villages beyond the plains have offered bountiful harvests, here, the crops are meager,” the dark-haired Bard continues, delicately placing the turnip back on the cart. “We want to help you. Truly. But clearly there is something amiss here. Aster will benefit little from a Telling.”

Constable Dunne clears his throat. “It’s the drought. Nothing will—”

“Please show mercy! We’ll never survive without a Telling,” the woman next to me wails, cutting off the constable’s speech. Tears are streaming down her face.

The Bard signals for silence once more, and the crowd complies, the air thick with their unspoken pleas.

“As I said.” The Bard’s voice is firmer. “There is a reason that Aster alone is experiencing such hardship. A responsible party.” He pauses, looking over the gathered faces. I’m certain his eyes meet mine from beneath his hood—and I let out a ragged breath when they sweep past me to continue surveying the crowd. “I encourage anyone with information to step forward. Has someone you know spoken a forbidden word? Used or kept ink? Withheld banned objects?”

The woman next to me inhales sharply.

Constable Dunne steps forward, nodding weakly. “The time to divulge is now. The fate of Aster depends on it.”

The crowded square falls into silence, but the people of Aster are not looking at the Bards—they are looking at one another. Their eyes are wide and fearful. Cruel, even. I should know; they are the same stares that forced my mother and me from our home. Could they be searching for someone I know?

A frost creeps through my core. Could they be searching for me?

A small boy steps into the center of the square, walking silently toward the Bard. I recognize his mop of dark tangled hair. Grandfather Quinn’s youngest grandchild.

The towering Bard leans down to allow the child to whisper in his ear. A thunderstorm overtakes my mind.

Is he whispering my name?

My heartbeat echoes dully in my ears, growing faster and louder as the Bard stands upright again. He sends the child away with a gentle pat on the shoulder.

“The village elder known as Quinn hereby stands accused of spreading stories of Gondal,” the Bard says, folding his hands neatly behind his back. “Step forward, please.”

My fists unclench. Sounds of a scuffle rise from the back of the crowd, punctuated by pleading as Grandfather Quinn is grabbed roughly by the nearest townspeople and dragged forward. He is deposited with a shove at the Bard’s feet where he cowers, his aged body trembling violently. Bile rises in my throat—but I can’t avert my eyes. I believe it, yet I’m still in shock. At his betrayal. That he could be so foolish. That he would risk us all.

“Please, good Bards…”

“Silence!” The Bard’s voice is edged with anger.

“Do what he says.” I can’t help but wish for it under my breath. Thankfully, the old man falls quiet.

“For the crime of uttering forbidden language, you are hereby sentenced to a silencing. Your tongue shall pay the debt owed to High House.”

The expression on his face unreadable, Dunne nods to the group who brought Quinn forward. They hesitate, throwing glances at one another—until the broadest of the group pounces on Quinn. The motion reminds me of a cat digging its claws into a mouse. Quinn throws a watery smile at his grandson over his shoulder, but remains quiet as they drag him toward the decrepit town hall.

It isn’t until he disappears into the shadows of the building that his scream pierces the silence.

Constable Dunne rushes to close the doors. With a bang, they separate Quinn from the crowd as firmly as a sharp blade slices meat from the bone.

Eventually, Constable Dunne turns to the Bards, hands pressed together tightly. “Surely, noble Bards, the removal of this stain will be enough to lift the blight from our town and earn back the favor of High House?”

The Bard regards Dunne impassively. “Aster has shown impressive loyalty to High House today,” he replies. “It took great bravery for one so young to come forward. For your efforts, we shall grant a Telling.”

This news is enough to completely transform the tension in the air. A cheer surges from the crowd, along with promises of abundant harvests, breathtaking festivals—and vows to root out traitors. The Bard nods briefly in approval before stepping back to prepare the Telling.

I draw a deep breath into my lungs, rising up on my toes to see them—and to stop myself from fainting in the close press of bodies.

There’s a charge that moves through the air as my eyes linger on the Bards. The three black-and-gold figures stand facing one another, their fingers tented in front of their chests. They are so still that they look as though they could be made of stone. But their lips move wordlessly in unison, raw energy corralling in the space between them, pulling toward them through their voiceless chant. The wind tightens around us. It feels as if the fabric of the world is being drawn closer with every passing second. The pull grows stronger as their lips move faster.

A booming clap of thunder issues from overhead. Hundreds of awed faces look up at once, their mouths open in wonder at a dark cloud newly overhead.

Then, a precious drop of water, gleaming like a jewel, falls on the village of Aster. In the span of a breath, the drop is followed by another, and another, and another.

Rain.



 



3


The crowd erupts into joyful cheers. We stare up into the sky, letting the blessed rain pour down on our cheeks. I feel as if I am weeping—perhaps I am. I’ve known the greatness of the Bards’ powers all my life, yet I have never seen it like this. So pure, so life-bringing.

The townspeople start to dance, their skin glistening with new rainfall, and I exhale an awed breath, hope flooding me. With the crowd distracted by the rain, I may have a chance at an audience with the Bards once the Telling is complete.

Suddenly, a hand yanks away my covering. “You.”

The heat of being recognized moves through me in a wave of nausea.

My old neighbor—a kind man who once pressed a basket of strawberries into my hand—glares at me. Heads turn, mouths falling open as the villagers register who I am. The girl touched by the Blot. “How dare you show your face here? Just when we’ve finally earned a Telling?”

A younger man glares at me venomously. “They ought to drag you off with Grandfather Quinn!”

“Scourge,” a woman hisses.

Someone shoves me hard onto my knees in the wet dirt. Another spits at me. Before I can fully pick myself up, a storm of limbs, hisses, and taunts pushes me back, away from the Bards. It’s all I can do to scramble over the street and out of the way.

Despite my trembling, I manage to stumble to my feet, pull the shawl over my head, and flee, trying hard not to release my tears.

I want to run home, curl up beside my mother, and dream of her singing me a lullaby. Dream, even, of Gondal, that beautiful toxic lie. The myth my brother and I lived by, and the one that, in the end, might have killed him …

That cost Grandfather Quinn his tongue.

But there is no going back—not when the darkness is waiting for me every night, the ever-growing certainty that something is consuming me: the curse, the Blot, the mark of one who is doomed, or doomed to hurt others.

Finally, I emerge at the edge of the crowd, panting. In the chaos, no one has followed. They are too distracted by the rain. I grit my teeth and brush the mud from my clothes. My heart is pounding, and the lump in my throat feels as if it’s choking me.

Breathe. Breathe, I remind myself. There has to be something I can do to get the Bards’ attention.

I cast my gaze toward the wall of people, still cheering and celebrating, mercifully oblivious to me now.

A flash of light down a small path between houses catches my eye. Then another. Squinting in the direction of the distraction, I see it: a grand horse tossing its head, causing light to glint off its golden bridle.

My breath catches. Suddenly, I’m eleven years old again, weaving Kieran’s death ribbons into tree branches.

The Bards’ horses paw the ground impatiently, like they’ve just stepped out of my memory.

I slink away as quickly as possible until I reach the edge of the square where I can skirt the side of the building toward the horses. Their owners will have to come back to them at some point.

The three elegant creatures are not even tied to a hitching post; they simply wait for their masters obediently where they were left. They are black mares, almost fearsome in their beauty, nothing like the old nags I’ve seen in town or on the farms. Their dark, intelligent eyes watch me as I approach, almost as if they are assessing me.

The closest one even cocks her head, curious.

“Hello there,” I whisper, and the horse bobs her head, as though in greeting. A wave of calm washes over me, and for the first time since leaving the pasture—since lying to Fiona—I can breathe evenly. The light catches the mare’s golden bridle, and the motion tosses her mane from her forehead, revealing a small white star.

I place the basket of wool I’ve been clutching tightly the whole time between my feet and slowly hold out my hand. After a curious sniff, the mare lets me run my fingers over the marking on her forehead and down her ebony face to her soft muzzle. She whinnies, lowering her head to allow me to scratch behind her ear.

Up close, the incredible detail in her bridle is striking; it shimmers in the rainfall. The gold brow band and nose strap are engraved with a delicate filigree of shapes that I don’t recognize, and set with small, white gems of some kind. I don’t need to know what they’re called to understand that just one of those sparkling stones is worth more than the entire town of Aster twice over. My free hand runs its fingers over the engraving and jewels, half-expecting such finery to vanish at my touch.

A firm, gloved hand suddenly circles my wrist and pulls me back. Spinning around, I choke on my breath as a storm of black and gold takes over my vision. Shaking, I find myself face-to-face with a Bard of High House.

He is no longer expressionless—fire seems to dance against the dark of his eyes, making them flash beneath his hood. His voice is low and dangerous when he whispers, “Hands off, thief.”

When feeling returns to my limbs after my initial shock, there is a dull pain in my wrist from the Bard’s grip. Not enough to leave a mark, but enough to remind me that it could get worse if I try anything foolish. My gaze falls automatically to the wet cobblestones.

He releases me. “Well? Nothing to say for yourself?”

His voice leaves a charge in the air between us. It’s deep and resonant, but there is a strange, otherworldly reverberation that carries beneath the surface, a separate sound woven into his words, that keeps me rooted to the spot. I remember clinging to Ma’s skirts as Claire, the baker, sang in the market at dusk, her husband playing a stringed instrument I never learned the name of. Now, it’s as if the Bard’s voice creates its own accompaniment. With each word, I can feel prickling heat on the skin of my face and neck, the air around us tightening and growing heavy like a storm is about to break.

The sensation dissipates as soon as he stops speaking, and I am left cold and wanting more.

I try not to wince as my gaze trails up from the finely polished leather boots standing in front of me. The gold trim on his uniform leads from elegant pants beneath his black cloak to a pristine jacket of the same color, adorned with two rows of shining golden buttons on either side of his chest. He stands unnaturally still, staring into my eyes without blinking, even as the rain sprinkles his face. Up close, he seems even more powerful, more extraordinary—and far more dangerous—than I imagined.

“I…” Now that an actual Bard is in front of me, I seem to have forgotten my senses. I swallow hard and try once more. “S-Sir…” Is he a sir? Sir Bard? Or do I say lord? In my haste, I never even accounted for how to properly address a Bard. Humiliation washes over me.

The Bard makes a noise that is half groan, half sigh of annoyance. He pulls me out of his way easily, as if drawing back a curtain—as if I were invisible— fixing his attention on the mare.

“And what have I told you about letting strangers near?” He strokes the creature’s neck. “You are far too trusting.” A softness has crept into his stern voice.

I feel my face flush as a flurry of mixed emotions tangle up in my chest—first mortification at my own clumsiness, then outrage that he would value an animal over the human beside him, and finally fury at myself for lacking the words to say what I need to.

The Bard sweeps back his cloak, reaching for the saddle to swing into it. He doesn’t even glance in my direction.

All my emotions harden into one: determination. My opportunity is rapidly slipping away.

“Wait—” The word falls from my mouth, blunt and awkward. “I’m—I’m not a thief.” Before I can think better of it, I reach out in desperation to grasp the hem of his cloak right as he pulls himself astride the horse.

The movement makes his hood fall to his shoulders, revealing his look of surprise and affront. It doesn’t help my racing heart to see the Bard is actually quite handsome. His thick, raven-black hair is striking, swept neatly back from his forehead. His skin is pale, and his features are soft, offset by high, angular cheekbones and a square jaw.

His mouth twitches, and I think of the words stored in his throat, how they are like snake venom—each with the power to cure or kill.

There’s a sickening tightness in my gut, but I push on. “I’m sorry, but I must ask a favor—”

“A favor?” He repeats the question back at me with deliberate slowness, as if he is not sure I understand what I have asked.

Help me, I want to say. But the look on the Bard’s face makes it painfully clear: I’m nothing. How foolish was I to imagine that the towering figure before me would lower himself to help a peasant like me? That he would care?

I think of Grandfather Quinn being dragged into the shadows of town hall, the sting of the blade as it pressed against his tongue.
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