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CHAPTER ONE

	Under the Malus Tree

	The gods made mortals as their servants but freed them when they became troublesome to keep. When, against all odds, the mortals prospered on their own, the gods thought to bribe them with gifts to gain their worship.

	 

	It was the mistress’s third miscarriage. Kisare knelt beside Bel, both sisters digging the hole to accept the little bundle. The solitary malus tree above them would take the grim fertilizer for its magical harvest.

	She could feel the master’s eyes on her back, and Shuma’s, the guard captain. The mistress in her litter, two guards, and three slaves holding torches filled out their party. The flickering glow guttered over the little hole.

	The ground resisted Kisare’s chipped spade, and her breath misted as she dug. Moonlight shone on her and Bel through new leaves of the malus tree, standing alone between rows of grapevines. She brushed back long hair, bleached somewhere between silver and white, taking only a second to eye the bundle at the mistress’s feet. The noble blood the child would add to the malus’s harvest did nothing to offset Aricaba-Ata’s frustration. The master doted on his new young wife.

	Bel’s spade landed with a hollow thunk. Curious, Kisare dug next to her sister. Something was buried here. She could see no detail in the dark but knew better than to alert their master. It might be valuable. Kisare saw Bel’s eyes locked on the dark corner of the grave. Her spade stabbed underneath, prying the thing up.

	Kisare knocked her sister’s arm away, then dug at the opposite end of the hole. Bel took the hint and, frowning, plunged her spade in with too much force. It bounced off a rock, throwing dirt in Kisare’s face. She spit out grit tasting of iron and fertilizer.

	Aricaba-Ata, next to his grieving wife, pointed one finger. Torchlight highlighted the parted lock of red in his white-blond hair. Shuma stepped forward at the gesture. The freeman guard captain was a natural blond—no streaks of magical color in his tight curls. Nor was his hair bleached, as Kisare’s and Bel’s was.

	“What was that sound? What did you hit?” Shuma towered above them, the biggest man Kisare had ever seen, rumored to be the disowned son of a neighboring noble.

	“It was nothing,” Kisare answered, thinking furiously.

	“It was something, blond,” he answered, unlimbering the whip at his side.

	Kisare’s back tensed, her shirt scratching against the raised scars. She had to answer. Mortal hands had buried something here. What could she get from offering up the prize? Not as much as keeping the knowledge from the master.

	Bel was watching her face, spade poised. “It was a wood—”

	“Root,” Kisare finished for her. She pointed at her last mistake, rather than the treasure. It would give meaning to her hesitation.

	“See,” she said. “I nicked a root.” It was visible as a glistening wet spot in the moonlight.

	The master came forward and peered into the small hole. It wouldn’t harm the tree in the long run, but it was still a slave’s error.

	Kisare kept the scream in as the whip drew a line of fire across her back.

	“Keep digging,” Aricaba-Ata said. “Do not injure my tree further. It is worth far more than your life, blond. I do not need added trouble.” He stepped back to his wife in her litter, his umber skin blending into shadow even as her pale lily coloring reflected the moon.

	Kisare put her head down and dug, her back burning. Cold air washed down her spine through a rent in her thin shirt, stark against the hot wetness. Bel followed, digging deliberately. Kisare shifted to a more comfortable position, hoping to keep her shirt from touching the bleeding wound. She didn’t wish her sister to feel the whip but wondered if Aricaba-Ata would have punished Bel the same way. Her sister’s gift for pruning godfruit trees excused her from all but the worst transgressions. Almost all. Kisare glanced down to Bel’s incomplete left hand, resting by the grave.

	They finished the hole well enough to please the master, keeping away from where the object was buried. They placed the small bundle by the guard’s torchlight and filled in the dirt. Kisare took a moment to breathe—not long enough to bring Shuma’s whip down, but enough to pull a ragged shawl around her shoulders. She sucked in a breath as it brushed her wounded back. Bel could look at it later. Kisare shivered into the shawl, the sweat from digging chilling her. The malus tree was past harvest, and the season was on the cusp of spring. It was the in-between time when even citrons were scarce, and everyone scrimped on godfruit.

	Bel helped her to her feet, and Kisare and her sister placed the name-rail in the fence around the tree, under the master’s watchful eye. There were five other name-rails already inscribed, two from the previous miscarriages, and one from Aricaba-Ata’s first wife, Tiamai. The fever had taken her three years ago. Stumps of long-dead malus trees stood nearby, breaking rows of leafless grapevines with their own rotting name-rails. The grapes—normal fruit—were sold to market or made into wine.

	“Girl,” Aricaba-Ata directed her, “clean the birthing room before you sleep.” He put an arm around his trembling wife in her litter and kissed her forehead. “Take her back,” he instructed the three slaves holding the litter. The other guard left with them, leaving a torch with Shuma.

	Aricaba-Ata came forward, taking a slightly wrinkled malus slice from his tunic. Kisare watched, slowly cleaning the dirt from her and Bel’s spades. Aricaba-Ata pushed one red lock—magic gifted from the four gods of the seasons—behind his ear, as he popped the malus in his mouth. Kisare saw the shudder that took his body as he bit down, traces of lightning coursing down his arms, illuminating the darkness. She drank in the display.

	Aricaba-Ata stepped close to the new-cut naming rail and lifted his right forefinger. Orange light bloomed in the night, a single pillar of flame. He drew a line of fire across the rail, charring in the name given his stillborn son: Aricaba-Tir. By the time he finished marking the rail, Kisare could see his jaw moving in the few last flickers of lightning as he tried to draw the last bit of juice from the godfruit’s flesh. This far up in the mountains, away from the capital city of Karduniash, and near the ring of devastation the nobles called the Blasted Lands, her master would waste none of the magical juice.

	Kisare spun at her sister’s cough, but not fast enough. She had forgotten to clean the spade while watching.

	Aricaba-Ata’s backhanded swipe caught her across the face and she fell to the ground, her head bouncing. “Be on your way, girl,” he huffed.

	Kisare put a finger to her split lip and made the mistake of raising her eyes. This time the blow laid her flat out, darkening her vision.

	She scrambled to her knees, slightly dizzy, but kept her gaze down. She probed a loose tooth with her tongue. What had he said? His blow had knocked the sense from her.

	“I’ll—I’ll clean the birthing room now, by your leave, Master.” Bel’s hand gripped her sleeve, supporting. Aricaba-Ata’s cold eyes were still on her, she knew.

	“You can take Tashi’s place filling the latrines tomorrow before your other duties, to remind you not to get ideas above your place.”

	She bolted, Bel close behind. The blood in her mouth and on her back were worth the secret buried under the malus tree.

	 

	* * *

	 

	“It was hollow,” Bel said, holding the wheelbarrow near, but not too near, as Kisare shoveled dirt into a pit of still steaming filth.

	Kisare had cleaned the birthing room and washed out all the bloody rags and sheets. The thought of the buried treasure kept her going, then, since it was already close to dawn, she had started on the latrines. If she didn’t finish it early, one of the other slaves would complain, and Shuma would be out with his whip. She plotted how best to finish her chores, slotting each one in the fastest order. The larger moon—Shir-Gal, the great light—poked its head out from a stand of nearby trees.

	“We have to go back,” Bel said, then draped an arm across her nose and mouth.

	Kisare threw another shovelful of dirt. She had a cloth wrapped around her head, but the stench still came through. “Keep your voice down,” she hissed, then regretted having to breathe. She gagged but controlled her stomach. It almost made her forget about the open sore on her back and the loose tooth. When she could speak again, she said, “We’ll get back there, but not now. What do you think they would do if they found us near the malus tree with no guards?” She flipped dirt into the hole, watching the yawning man eye them from the porch of the house. Slaves were almost never unobserved. The smell was getting fainter the more dirt she piled on the mess. The grass would be very green here.

	“What if someone else finds it? There could be a slave’s freedom in that box.”

	Kisare rolled her eyes at her sister’s words. If Bel would only take a moment to plan, she would see how unlikely it was anyone would go back to the grave. But Bel got away with more than Kisare ever could. Her sister’s cheeks were pleasantly round compared to Kisare’s thin face, her waist smaller, her complexion a nice, dark chestnut. Kisare’s skin was the color of sand and burned in the height of summer. It had freckled her skin. No wonder everyone thought Bel was the younger of them, though she was a good five years older.

	The guard was nearly asleep, but it still paid to be careful. Even other slaves could not be trusted. “No purpose wondering what it might be until we get there,” Kisare told her. “Soon, we’ll go back to the grape arbor under night’s cover and see what’s buried under the tree. You’ve waited twenty-three years for something like this. You can wait a little longer.”

	“We could imagine,” Bel mused, absently stroking her long hair. Like all slaves, their hair was bleached once a week, whether or not they were naturally blond. Even if a slave had only a few strands of magical color, it was death to eat godfruit.

	“Imagine what? Treasure? As like to find a wagon waiting to carry you off to Karduniash.” Kisare snorted. “You wish for that. I’ll take a day without work for each one that comes true. Go get me another barrow of dirt. We’ve still got to repair the toolshed, mend the shears, and till the fields today.”

	Bel turned the barrow, then stopped. “Promise me we will dig that box up,” she said.

	Kisare watched her sister. She was as serious as Kisare had seen her; her face almost pained. “Do you think it could really help us?”

	Bel gestured to Kisare’s split lip. “Anything is better than this.”

	 

	 

	 

	
CHAPTER TWO

	A View of the House

	Dumzi, the trickster, put his guile in the morus.

	Our minds gain unearthly powers to serve us.

	Geshtna’s passions are always intense.

	Her prunae increase all five of the senses.

	Kigal can call all the elements to her.

	The malae juice gives them out to the user.

	Enta, old man winter, hard as leather.

	His citrons make our bodies fitter, stronger, deadlier.

	Children’s Rhyme

	 

	“Tree girl!”

	Belili’s clippers slipped, cutting the branch just below a promising bud. She felt her lips purse but smoothed her face before turning.

	“Yes, Tashi?” She thought the edge was out of her voice, but Tashi grinned all the same.

	“The mistress needs more soaking salts for her feet. And the chamber pot is full.”

	“Isn’t that your job?” Kisa stood from weeding another peach tree. Belili would have smiled at her sister’s fierce protectiveness at another time.

	“I do what that mistress tells me,” Tashi said, shrugging her thin shoulders. “I don’t question my betters. Might wanna get to it—the mistress has been pissing a storm since she dropped her babe all cold. Probably drinking too much.”

	Tashi sauntered away, and Belili watched her shirt’s fabric, tight against her hips in all the right places. Tashi’s work had been hers, when the old mistress was around. Belili had cleaned the chamber pot. Not that the old mistress smelled like roses, but Belili didn’t foist it off on others, and she certainly didn’t use her flimsy clothes to attract attention.

	Tashi turned, and Belili barely averted her eyes before she was caught staring. “Oh yeah. Your sister can start on the bed linens. I have an important errand to run for the mistress.”

	“I know that’s her job,” Kisa muttered, “because it used to be my job. I’m supposed to be cutting firewood.”

	“Look.” Belili broke into her sister’s muttering.

	“What?”

	Belili pointed at a bulge under Tashi’s linen shirt, visible as she turned away.

	“I don’t see anything.”

	“She has something under her shirt,” Belili said. It was obvious if you paid attention. “Errand for her mistress indeed. I bet she’s stolen something from the house again. She has her arm cocked to hide it.”

	“We can’t do anything about it. Come on,” Kisa said. “Don’t want to keep the swamp princess waiting.”

	One of the other slaves said they ate frogs where Ubala, the new mistress, came from. No wonder her chamber pot smelled so bad.

	“There you are,” came the mistress’s high soprano as they entered her rooms. She was wedged into a chair, pillows mounded around her and a glass of wine close at hand. Her normally pasty face was red and puffy, her lock of dark, magical brown in otherwise white-blond hair pinned to prominence. She had a book nearby, and Belili burned to see what it was. The old mistress used to read to them exciting stories of lands far away and long ago.

	“Tashi said you two were lazy, but I tried to give you the benefit of doubt. I see she was right.” Ubala made a shooing motion. “Get on with your duties. I must not strain my nerves. Neither of you have lost a child, after all.”

	Belili kept her face neutral. It had been two weeks, but the mistress was still incapacitated from her miscarriage. A slave in that condition was expected to work the fields the next day. This woman had no excuse.

	Kisa pulled Belili back. She had stepped closer to Ubala’s chair. Her thoughts went to the thing buried under the malus tree again. Was it valuable? She had never owned anything. The master of Aricaba orchard even lent her clothes.

	“We’ll be done in no time, Mistress,” Kisa said beside her, still pulling. Belili relaxed and followed. The mistress snorted, muttering something under her breath.

	They worked quickly, the jobs still familiar after three years outside the house. Kisa was gathering the last of the linens when she froze, her pale freckled face tight. Belili, attuned to her, stiffened. She glanced a question.

	Her sister raised one finger to her lips, pointing with the other hand to the sitting room, where Ubala had pried herself out of the chair and was puttering around. Her voice was just audible.

	“I’ll be a fruit weevil if I can remember where I put it. I know I had a slice or two on this table. Maybe in the other—”

	Belili scooped up the dirty chamber pot and walked out of the house with Kisa, soiled linens under her arm, moving no faster than they needed.

	“She was looking for malus slices,” Kisa hissed at her outside, and Belili nodded back.

	“I know what she was doing. No wonder Tashi gave us those jobs.” Her hands shook, and she put the pot down before she spilled it.

	“What do you think Tashi’s doing with them?” Kisa asked.

	“Selling them or trading for a big favor, I guess,” Belili told her. “She wouldn’t dare eat them. We need to put distance between us and the house.”

	Kisa handed her the balled-up laundry and picked up the chamber pot. “I’ll throw this out if you take the linens to the laundry. They’ll get done soon enough for Mistress Swamp Princess.”

	Belili frowned, looking away from her sister. The master’s nearest neighbor and cousin, Enti-Ilzi, was heading right for her, a big smile on his face. When had he arrived? She tried to listen, to be aware when other nobles came to the orchard. Especially him. She’d been distracted by Tashi’s deception.

	Ilzi’s large lock of jet black was pushed back over his ear, his shoulder-length blond hair greasy as usual, framing his copper-skinned face. Kisa noticed him moments after Belili, and stepped half in front of her—a habit she had picked up after they lost the protection of the house and old Mistress Tiamai. Though Kisa could dissuade other slaves, and even the guards, nobles were to be obeyed at all times.

	“We can trade,” Kisa said, and handed off the chamber pot. Belili held it like a shield.

	As Ilzi got closer, the smile on his broad face grew strained, eyes squinting at the smell. But he kept coming. Belili stood motionless, Kisa beside her. Ilzi had a new slave—a strong-looking woman who was hunched behind him, wringing her hands. Belili’s heart went out to her. She was pretty, startlingly so, though perhaps her nose was a little too big. Still, she would be striking if she was properly washed. Ilzi was never good at caring for his slaves. He ran through them at an alarming rate.

	“Good afternoon, my dear,” Ilzi said, his voice condescending as usual. “That is a powerfully unpleasant task to give to a beauty such as you.” He reached into the little pouch at his side that most nobles carried. He drew out a small malus slice and raised it to his lips. “Let me help you.” He bit down, then shivered as little bands of lightning wrapped his arms.

	As he did so, Belili felt the liquid in the chamber pot swirl and move, as if it wanted to escape. The metal handle grew cold in her hand, and she looked down to see the filth inside frozen, the smell dissipating. Her gaze rose to Ilzi’s lock of black in his otherwise blond hair.

	“Much better. Now, give that to your little sister. I am to meet with Ata, and I wish to have an attractive face around.” He gestured backward, turning his high cheekbones to catch the afternoon light. “This new girl is not yet performing her duties adequately. Perhaps you can teach her your superior skills.”

	Belili hesitated only a moment before giving the chamber pot to Kisa, who had the linens bundled under one arm, her eyes wide. Belili only gave her a slight nod. She didn’t dare even look at the new slave. Ilzi was as jealous as he was vain. Was it strange to envy her younger sister’s plain looks and hard manner? Kisa’s dedication to whatever task was set in front of her had grooved lines into her face—a barrier to advances the other female slaves dealt with.

	Belili walked stiffly, aware of Enti-Ilzi’s hand guiding her around the orchard’s main house. They found Aricaba-Ata near the citron tree, one leg propped up on a stump of an old oak. A switch dangled from one hand. His swarthy face was calm, relaxed, as he observed an older blond tied naked over a log, barely conscious and shivering.

	“What has this one done?” Enti-Ilzi said in greeting. Mulagun’s bleached hair had been chopped off short. Belili and Kisa both warned him against his yearly escape attempt, but their warnings had done nothing, as usual. The older man was one of the strongest slaves in the orchard, kind to Kisa and Belili where some others were not.

	Aricaba-Ata sighed, heaving himself to his feet. “I am surrounded by those trying to undermine me, my friend.” His eyes passed over Belili, but he said nothing about Ilzi keeping her from her work. “This one tries to run away every year, though he knows I cannot afford a new slave with such strength as his.” He walked around the bound man, tapping him with the switch every so often as he spoke. “The trouble is, my hounds take until evening to track him down, wasting me a day of his production.” The master brought the switch down on Mulagun’s raw and bleeding back, and the slave grunted. Belili winced inwardly but kept the emotion inside.

	“You and I are destined for greater things, Cousin,” the master continued. Ilzi nodded sagely at this. “I sought to make a good match with Tiamai, and we were happy enough, but her family never fully paid her dowry. Then when she died—”

	“You will get the recognition you deserve one day, Ata,” Ilzi broke in. “Surely Ubala brings more contacts from near the capital. She can introduce you to other nobles down south.”

	“From one originating so close to Karduniash, one would think she would know better society,” the master answered. “I was promised status, yes, and I was also promised children.” Now Aricaba-Ata glanced at Belili, frowning. “She can tell you how well Ubala is performing on that front.” Belili shrank in on herself, trying to stay far out of the noble’s conversation.

	“I heard of the recent sadness,” Ilzi said. “My condolences. But next time—”

	The master cut his cousin off with a slap of the switch on Mulagun’s back. The slave groaned. “What next time? Tiamai was childless, and now Ubala has had three miscarriages. I blame our many times removed ancestor, for deciding to make his fortune so near the Blasted Lands. Chasing after some ancient legend of power.” He snorted. “Cursed lands, more likely. Your godfruit harvest is as limited as mine, save for our malae. At least they, of the four, grow well at these altitudes.”

	Ilzi rubbed his neck with his free hand. His other, still on Belili’s shoulder, tightened. “I get by, Ata,” he protested.

	“Yes, and you have no wife, no children, only ten blonds, and two guards.” The master tilted his head to look behind Ilzi at the new slave. “And this new plaything. Did you wear out the last one already?” He sliced the air with the switch. “No matter. Look at the mouths I have to feed. Yet some decide to run away, rather than thank me for the sustenance I provide them.” He brought the switch down with a smack and Belili jumped despite herself.

	“It’s not entirely my fault I’m not married,” Ilzi said, heat rising in his voice. He let Belili go to reach back and grab the new slave by one arm, jerking her forward. “She will not even—”

	Aricaba-Ata cut him off. “No. I will not discuss this again. Look to the capital if you wish a real wife. Stop chasing fruit filled with worms. Karduniash has plenty of untethered noblewomen, though it seems many are but spoiled adolescents.”

	“They will not even look at me,” Ilzi whined. “What must a man do to be appreciated? If you would only let your—”

	But Aricaba-Ata stopped him again before he had even finished his motion toward Belili. “That is not a topic I will entertain. You know this.”

	Ilzi frowned, and the woman tensed as his fingers made white marks in her arm, her face tightening in pain. Belili rubbed the stump of her little finger nervously. She would do almost anything to get away from this conversation and take the poor woman with her. She twitched as the master addressed her directly.

	“Girl, pour that over his back.” He pointed at a bucket with his switch. Belili went to it, glad to be out of Ilzi’s reach, then drew back, nose wrinkling at the smell of vinegar.

	“Come now, I have little time to waste.” Aricaba-Ata tapped the switch into his left hand, and Belili’s eyes followed it as it rose and fell. She hefted the bucket—rice vinegar from the year before.

	“All over now, quickly.”

	The stream of pale liquid splashed across Mulagun’s back, and he twisted in his bonds, screaming. Belili turned away, but met Ilzi’s new slave’s eyes. They were as haunted as Belili felt, and she looked away again, only to see her sister approaching from the laundry house. Kisa recoiled, and a wave of equal parts embarrassment and anger washed through Belili.

	Aricaba-Ata lazily dragged the switch across Mulagun’s back as the bound slave’s scream died. “You know I can’t afford another blond right now.”

	“Yes, sir.” Belili could barely hear the man’s hoarse mumble.

	“You think you can steal from me by running away.”

	“No, sir.”

	“You will work at one and a fourth quota for every task this year. If you make enough for me to buy another slave, I will bring you down to quota next year. If you do not…” The master tapped his switch again on the slave’s glistening back. Mulagun convulsed and sobbed. “Might be I can save money in meat for my hounds.”

	He swung around to Belili, who stood still, refusing to step away from him. She braced for a blow.

	The master didn’t bother. “Cut him down. He has work today. As do you and your sister.” His glance took in Kisa, Ilzi, and his slave. “Leave them be, Ilzi. Surely you have enough to do with your new play toy.”

	Kisa came to Belili’s side, a knife in one hand, and severed the ropes cutting into the bound slave’s wrists and ankles. Belili tried to dab the wounds on his back with a cloth, but Mulagun moaned with every touch.

	“If I had stood up to him, I’d have another loose tooth,” Kisa muttered to her. “Lucky the master needs his prize pruner in working order.” She turned back to Mulagun. “Up now. Get his pants, over there.” Belili obeyed, silent. Kisa was right. She got away with more insubordination than the rest of the slaves. She wondered if one day Aricaba-Ata would tire of it.

	Together they got Mulagun up and moving, just in time to see the mistress come out of the orchard house, rushing toward Aricaba-Ata. She was pointing to Belili and Kisa.

	“She’s figured it out,” Belili said. Indeed, Aricaba-Ata was striding over, wide and swarthy. His coat tails floated behind him. Kisa took a small step back.

	“Come with me,” the master told them. “My wife has brought a troubling matter to my attention. She has misplaced three slices of malus. She implicated you two, but I wish to be fair.” His eyes were hard on them. “I know your characters, after all.”

	Belili and her sister followed the master, Ilzi and Ubala behind them. Belili itched to turn and run, but the guards would bring her down in a moment.

	Shuma appeared at the master’s signal, then departed toward the fields.

	By the time they got to the central yard, where Aricaba-Ata usually gave his speeches, the guards were bringing the rest of the blonds in from working. The freemen carried manacles with them and were armed.

	When they were all gathered, the master repeated what he had told Belili and Kisa, hands on hips. There were gasps from the blonds, and even one from a guard in back. They all knew the penalty for stealing godfruit. Even the master’s claim he didn’t have enough to purchase new slaves wouldn’t stop him. Some rules were always enforced.

	“She has brought her suspicions to my awareness.” His eyes glanced across Belili, flicked down to her left hand. Nearly always enforced. She tensed but kept her face calm. Kisa’s mouth was pinched like a month-gone citron, shriveled and puckered.

	“Search them,” Aricaba-Ata commanded. “I want those malus slices found.”

	 

	* * *

	 

	When all the slaves had put their clothes back on, the godfruit was still missing. The afternoon was getting dark, and the master paced in front of his gathered slaves, freemen, wife, and Ilzi. His new slave crouched behind him, and Belili wished she could comfort her—or maybe be comforted by her, depending on how this went.

	“You have already lost me this afternoon’s production. To bring this matter to a conclusion, and drive home the situation, none of you will eat tonight. You will be chained together so you may discuss the matter among yourselves, confined to your cabins.” Aricaba-Ata’s eyes raked over his slaves. “I do not wish to execute the wrong blond. By tomorrow morning, I want the perpetrator’s name, or my men will flay the information from you.” He looked over his assembled workers. “The first one who does give me the correct information gets a day off.” Ata nodded to Shuma and the guards. “Lock them in.”

	The manacles, connected to one another by lengths of iron chain, clanked and rang as the guards fastened them to wrists and feet. They put males in one group and females in another.

	“He was supposed to kill you and be done with it, tree girl,” Tashi hissed, coming close. Belili was afraid that might still be the case. Ubala could convince her husband, given enough time. She loved Tashi far too much and the vicious blond had a smooth tongue.

	“You’re dead,” Kisa hissed back. “We know you did it. Bel’s the master’s best pruner. He won’t sacrifice her even for his new mistress’s whims.”

	“What about you?” Tashi asked. “I don’t see him giving you any long looks. I don’t think he’s nearly as hard for you as for your pretty little sister here.”

	Kisa’s face fell. Belili knew she should stay quiet but couldn’t. “I’m the big sister, and the master knows I won’t do any pruning without Kisa. Once morning comes, and he’s calmed down, we’ll tell him everything. It’ll be nice to have a day off.” She glanced at the guard coming up behind Tashi.

	“Not if I tell him firs—” Tashi halted as one of the guards pulled her backward.

	“In line. Hold your hands out.” Belili caught a glimpse of Tashi’s pinched face as the guard threaded a chain through her manacles. They connected Tashi to the other women, then Kisa next, a head taller than both of them, then Belili on the end. They were herded into the slaves’ houses, a stout oak plank locked across the brick entrance to keep them in. There would be no rest this night.

	Their beds in the female slaves’ house were not ever comfortable, but now it was impossible for anyone to take a seat. The chains between the manacles were too short, so they ended up cramped together in the middle of the floor.

	There were only nine women. The Aricaba orchard was not large, especially compared to the holdings Belili had heard of down south, near the capital, Karduniash. In a way, it was fortunate that Aricaba-Ata had fewer resources. A larger orchard owner might have killed a few slaves at random to incite the others to talk.

	“Who was it?” called Anu, the eldest, from the other side of their chained circle. She had been the midwife at both Kisa and Belili’s births but could pull in a bigger harvest than any other slave, male or female. Slaves normally didn’t live to her age, and Anu wasn’t known for being soft.

	She waited, and when no one spoke, she snorted, eyebrows drawing down over her wide face. “Someone’s going to die before tomorrow’s out, and it ain’t gonna be me.”

	Finally, Kisa tried to put her hands on her hips, but the manacles stopped her with a clank. “Tashi was in the house with the mistress. She took them.”

	Anu nodded. “The same house you got kicked out of? I’m watching her, but you’re not so holy as you think.”

	“I was out of the house when it happened,” Tashi said, and pointed. “The mistress called those two in to carry out her dirty linen and chamber pot. They probably did it then.”

	Now Anu turned her glare to Belili and Kisa.

	“How would you know that’s when it happened, unless you knew when the malus slices were taken?” Kisa leaned toward Tashi, ankle manacle clanking. “We saw you.”

	“I’ve been working in the house for three years. Why would I risk my life now?” Tashi shot back. She turned one rounded hip, showing off the finer clothes she wore. There was muttering from the other women. None of them liked Tashi, but Belili and her sister weren’t popular either, for having held the same position.

	“As Anu said, it’s about not getting caught,” Belili said. “For all we know, you’ve been stealing godfruit for years.”

	“Yes, at least we didn’t get kicked out over getting caught like a boll weevil in a nut,” Kisa said, and opened her mouth for more, but Anu threw both hands as wide as they could go, making her chains ring and clash together. The muttering silenced.

	“Enough. I ain’t knowin’ which of you three did it, but it was one of you.”

	“Then let me settle it,” Tashi said, pulling a little set of bent metal rods from somewhere.

	Belili looked over the woman’s clothing. “How did you get those past the search?”

	“You learn tricks, coming from a real city, tree girl,” Tashi said. She shuffled closer, drawing Kisa along. Tashi reached for the lock on the end of the chain tying them together. Belili thought about resisting, then looked to Anu to see what she would do.

	Anu shrugged, watching Tashi pick the lock, but she also gestured to the slave women, who shuffled closer to the door, pulling the chain tight.

	“You’re just going to let the three of us go free?” Kisa said. The lock made a snick and Tashi exclaimed in triumph.

	Belili shook her manacles, threading the chain through the constraints on her wrists and ankles. Kisa followed, though Tashi was waving at her to go faster. Belili watched the other women near the door.

	“Now what’s your plan, little one?” Anu asked. In answer, Tashi crossed to the oak plank chained across the doorway. She reached an arm through the crack between the plank and the brick doorway to grab the lock hanging outside.

	“With this unlocked, I’ll be free to sneak away. I told you I’d handle this. You slaves can figure out who you’re going to give up for a hanging.” The other lock clicked open. Tashi was surprisingly adept at lockpicking. She stood, gesturing with her tools. “I can…heh…open doors for all of you. Just say it was one of them and get your day off.” She threw a finger out toward Belili.

	Anu chuckled, an unpleasant sound. “Tempting, but things work different out in the country, city girl.” Another blond produced a shorter chain. “Thank you, Muna.” Two more removed Tashi’s hands from the plank, ignoring her shrieks.

	“What is this?” the girl cried. “Let me go! I’ll tell the mistress and she’ll have you all whipped.”

	The other women brought Tashi—holding her arms so she couldn’t scratch them—close to Belili and her sister. Kisa was pale and silent. Tashi continued to wail and shriek.

	Belili let Anu insert the chain back through her manacles. “Nothing personal, girl,” Anu said over Tashi’s insults. “I’m sure Tashi is guilty of some idiocy, and that ain’t good for long life in a blond. But I also don’t want the mistress stringing us up over turning in her favorite little wench. Better to look like a fight between enemies.” She looked in Belili’s eyes. “Try to bring the slices back. It’ll be better for all of us.”

	Kisa moved away, but the other women surrounded them, and Belili’s breathing quickened.

	Anu threaded the chain first through Belili’s manacles, then Kisa’s, and then Tashi’s. There was a smack of flesh against flesh, and Anu grunted, then caught Tashi’s arms.

	“None of that,” Anu said. “I’ll be taking those picks of yours. They’ll be mighty useful when one of us learns them.”

	There was a bleat of indignation from Tashi, and Belili watched her shaking sister, willing Kisa not to do anything. She had less practice than Belili.

	Anu pushed them outside and pulled the oak plank back in place behind them.

	Belili looked at Tashi, whose eyes were wild. Kisa shivered in the cold.

	“Who’s first?” Tashi asked, her feet set wide.

	Kisa moved toward Tashi, but Belili held her back. “She’s baiting you.”

	“I know she is,” Kisa growled. “So I’m going to beat her senseless.” She pulled free of Belili’s grasp and lurched forward, but Belili saw the knife glint in the moonlight. It sliced out, and only a last-second twist saved her sister’s throat from getting cut. The knife slashed across her shoulder instead and Kisa fell back with a cry.

	Tashi moved back as far as the chains allowed, and Belili followed, forcing Kisa along with her. Her sister’s hand was over her left shoulder, blood seeping through her fingers, and she kept her eyes on the shine of the knife.

	Tashi walked backward, eyes flicking between Belili and her sister. They were near the slave’s toolshed, which was filled with broken and worn-out equipment. “You two never got used to being rejected by the new mistress, did you? Saplings.”

	“How did you hide the slices from the guards?” Belili asked, more to keep the woman talking. She used the time to judge distances.

	“Flash the boys a little tit and you can get away with almost anything. Let them feel you up and they won’t even notice your clothes have hidden pockets. When I sell these slices, I’ll almost have enough to buy my freedom. You two aren’t going to stop me.”

	She darted forward in one lithe movement, knife flashing. Belili pushed her sister out of the way and sharp pain bit into in her thigh. She growled and twisted, clapping a hand over the knife wound. Her fingers hit the hilt of the knife, still embedded. She shuddered, jerked it out, and flung it away.

	Tashi’s hands followed the arc of the weapon, but Kisa tugged the chain and Tashi stumbled forward, her fingertips just missing it. Something white, glistening in the moonlight, tumbled out of one linen sleeve.

	“Malus,” Belili said shortly, and dove for the evidence that would prove them right. Tashi and Kisa dropped at the same time, hands and heads banging together as they reached. Something gouged at Belili’s breast, and she shoved and reached blindly. A smooth and slippery surface tingled with magic against her fingertips. Kisa growled beside her, whether in pain or anger or both, she couldn’t tell.

	A long fingernail raked her cheek, but Belili kept reaching. It was just…out…of…

	She grasped and straightened away from the nails and clinging hands. Tashi and Kisa came up with her, Tashi with murder in her eyes.

	Belili looked at the magical slice of godfruit in her hand, then up to Tashi. The wet surface tingled against her fingers like a tiny lightning strike. The instant stretched out to a short infinity. Back to the slice, then back to Tashi.

	Belili popped it into her mouth.

	“No!” came from both women, but Belili bit down, teeth crunching against bits of dirt.

	Juice like liquid fire filled her mouth, igniting her tongue. Her head jerked back. She had never tasted a malus before. It was almost certain death to taste the source of the nobles’ power. She didn’t care.

	It tasted wonderful.

	“What have you done?” Tashi wailed. “They’ll kill me for sure!” Kisa was gaping at her.

	Belili couldn’t talk, holding the juice in her mouth. That was what the nobles did. Magic flowed through her, but she hadn’t thought this through.

	She stepped close to Tashi, pushed her to the ground, and followed her down. As Tashi’s head hit, dirt climbed toward her face. Belili watched little rocks bounce uphill, surprised at first, but then certain in her power. The magic was not what she expected. Loose dry grit filled Tashi’s nostrils, and Tashi breathed in reflexively, choking.

	The juice in Belili’s mouth was losing its flavor, breaking down. She concentrated, and the dirt moved faster, filling Tashi’s mouth, nose, ears, and eyes. Tashi tried to scream, but the sound was smothered to a tiny wail.

	Belili was surprised to see her knuckles white against the girl’s shoulders. The dirt was moving slower now, weighing Tashi’s head down even as she choked. Her struggles weakened.

	Belili’s teeth ground against the pulp of the godfruit, prying the last bits of magical juice from it. The dirt was slowing, making a pile on Tashi’s head, her features nearly hidden. Belili raised her hands, watching the chain between them. She could see little bits making up the iron and told it to move. It did, flowing away from the center of a link.

	With a short yell, Belili pulled the weakened chain apart, the metal shrieking in protest and snapping.

	She swallowed. Was there more juice? She chewed, and the barest dribble of juice touched her tongue. Not enough to tell the dirt to move. She swallowed again.

	Kisa’s voice, close behind, intruded on her, sounding hoarse. Had she been yelling?

	“She’s dead, Bel. She’s dead. Get up. You have to get up.”

	Belili rose to her feet, looking down at Tashi. Ata wouldn’t be happy. She scraped her left thumb across the stump of her little finger. Not again.

	 

	 

	
CHAPTER THREE

	Flight

	Dumzi, the young god of spring, was the first to bless the trees, choosing a morus to carry his power of the mind. Where before there had been the white and red mulberries, now they wilted and died, leaving only the magical, dark purple one to propagate.

	 

	“You killed her,” Kisare whispered. She shivered in the sudden cold. Bel seemed in a daze, and Kisare reached out to get her attention. Pain spiked through the slash on her shoulder, but she ignored it.

	Bel didn’t answer but pulled at Tashi’s shirt sleeve. Two more malus slices rolled out. She reached for them, but Kisare caught her hand.

	“No. Not these too. You can’t eat them.” Kisare refused to think about what that meant. Not yet. Her eyes went to Bel’s white-blond hair. Her sister looked back, almost uncomprehending, then shook her head.

	“No. You’re right.” Bel’s voice was harsh, though it had been Kisare who had yelled. “What do we do?”

	Kisare picked up the other two malus slices, shivering a little as the magical godfruit tingled against her skin, then laid them on Tashi’s chest, not looking at the mound of dirt covering her head. The slices were still wet, though Ubala had cut them hours ago. Bel had eaten one. Used magic. Her head spun.

	“We must tell Anu what happened. We won after she attacked us. Say Tashi only had two slices. She’ll believe us. We don’t say anything about the one you…”

	Bel watched her. “Why?”

	“Why what?”

	“Why go back?”

	Kisare tsked. “What are you talking about?”

	“Killing another slave, especially the swamp princess’s pretty? Do you want to be hung up by your feet and flogged? Maybe the master will pour vinegar on you like he—I—did to Mulagun.”

	Kisare shivered at the memory. “We did what he wanted,” she answered in a small voice. “He wanted to find the one who stole the malus slices.” She knew the flaw in her logic.

	“Aricaba-Ata won’t like us taking matters into our own hands, despite what Anu says,” Bel told her. “We might be faking it. Tricky blonds.”

	Kisare’s mouth went dry. Punishment on punishment, any way they turned.

	“Let’s run away. Right now.”

	Kisare laughed, a gasp in the cold, dark night. “We’re still chained to…” She inhaled as Bel held up the dangling ends of her chain. “How did you? No, never mind.” Kisare shook her head. She needed to think, to plan.

	“Even if we leave now, and I’m not saying we should, the master will have his dogs after us faster than you can think.” The idea of being free pulled at her—how could it not—but so much could go wrong. If they stayed, they would be punished, but they would survive. Tashi was the one who stole, and they could prove it, or at least Tashi couldn’t talk back anymore. Run and the master would be much less lenient.

	“What if we have money to pay for our freedom?” Bel said. Kisare’s head snapped up from where she studied the ground.

	“Tashi’s savings?”

	Bel scoffed. “We’ll never find that in time. We can take the malus slices—”

	Kisare cut her off. “No. They’ll try even harder to catch us if we take the slices.”

	Bel shook her head. “Fine. Then we know about another treasure: under the malus tree.”

	Kisare had almost forgotten about that. It seemed so long ago. “That box could hold nothing,” she hissed, flicking another glance to the slaves’ house.

	“Or be full of jewels,” Bel answered, just as quiet. “More than Tashi could save up in a lifetime. Why else bury it underneath a malus tree?” She paused, brow furrowed. “If you won’t let me take the slices, let’s make a wager. We go to the grape arbor. We still have time before Anu and the others come looking. If there’s nothing valuable in the box, I’ll come back with you and tell Anu all about it. We’ll get our punishment and if we live, I’ll promise to follow your lead forevermore.”

	Kisare snorted. That was hardly even a promise. “And elseways? What if there is treasure or coin in there?”

	“Elseways,” Bel repeated, then paused again. Her eyes were worried, catching stray light in the darkness. “Elseways we leave tonight and never look back.”

	Kisare shook her head. “We’re going to wind up dead.”

	One murdered slave, two stolen malus slices, a broken chain, and suspicions of the mistress. Slaves died for much less. She threaded one end of the chain from her manacles. “Help me carry her into the toolshed. Then if the others come out, they’ll think we moved farther off to argue.”

	“You mean, to kill each other,” Bel muttered.

	Kisare winced. There were no torches or lanterns wandering the property. The guards usually drew lots for nighttime sentry duty over the slaves, but they were probably slacking off, as the master had all their charges chained up.

	They hefted Tashi’s slight body, Kisare taking the legs. The dirt trailed off as they lifted her, and Kisare tried not to stare at the blank dusty eyes, the lips, open and caked with soil. They put her in a corner with the oldest tools, covering Tashi with bags of manure, and laying broken planks on top. Hopefully it would be a while before she was found. Kisare placed the two slices on a workbench. When they found Tashi, they would find the malus slices, know it was an accident.

	“Come on,” Bel hissed. “Anu won’t wait forever.”

	“Hold a moment.” Kisare rooted through the bits and pieces piled in the shed. The master and the guards threw broken things in here, letting the slaves make their own tools. When had she seen the old lantern? She had left it at the time, intending to come back later in the year when the days grew shorter.

	“Aha.” Kisare bent, pushing aside the split shaft of a wagon. The lantern was underneath, one metal side bent in so far it would be hard to carry. She sniffed, catching the faint aroma of oil. There was barely enough left to light the path to the grape arbor.

	“Flint and steel, over by the door.” Kisare heard Bel scuffle while she pried the lantern door open. She found an empty feed sack and folded it over itself, judging the fabric’s thickness.

	Bel handed her the flint and steel. “What’s that for?”

	“Hiding the light. Now we’re ready,” Kisare told her sister. “If I let you plan anything, we’d be caught before we started.” She took an old, rusted spade as they left the tool shed.

	They moved from shadow to shadow, Bel limping from the wounds in her thigh. Her coloring blended better with the shadows, though there was no mistaking her bleached hair. Kisare was sure her pasty skin reflected every bit of light. Her shoulder was already stiffening up in the cold, but that also meant it bled less. She’d had worse and still worked the fields. They watched for guards, but no lights appeared. Kisare kept the lantern folded in the feed bag with the flint and steel, so neither of them would clink together. They walked in silence, and Kisare offered thanks to Enta and Dumzi, gods of winter and spring, for the nearly dark moons that hid them. As they passed nearest the orchard house, she could hear music and laughter. Most of the guards were warm in the house, and if they were lucky, the ones supposed to be outside were napping. Kisare pulled her arms in close, trying to keep heat in her thin shirt.

	They stole through the rows of grapes, buds just appearing on thin stalks. In the near darkness, Kisare heard Bel snap off an offending twig.

	“No time for your pruning,” Kisare muttered to her, but her sister only shrugged. Bel’s vines and trees were works of art. The master was lucky he had her to keep his trees fruiting at maximum capacity.

	Soon they were at the malus tree near the center of the grapes, passing a stump with its rotting naming rails. She thought of Tashi, still in the shadow of a barn. The girl would soon be laid under this malus tree, or maybe the citron. It hadn’t had a new body in a year, though the malus was the master’s favorite. If they weren’t careful, she and her sister would be fertilizer too.

	Kisare struck the flint and steel together, trying to direct the sparks toward the little pool of oil left in the lantern. On the eighth strike, one caught, and light flared.

	“Quick, wrap it around the lantern.” She held it in the air and Bel wrapped the fabric around it. The light died away to the barest glow, just enough to work by.

	She leaned close and sniffed the newest rail. There was still a hint of char, even two weeks later. Both sisters went to their knees, Bel grunting in pain, Kisare doing most of the work with her spade. She was used to working while injured, but it would have taken twice as long if the dirt had not been disturbed.

	They made as little sound as possible during their grim work, and soon uncovered the little bundle. Bel lifted it and set it to the side by the pile of dirt. The worms had started their task, and Kisare hoped Kigal would not curse them for desecrating the grave. They were in enough trouble already.

	“It’s here,” Bel whispered. Kisare forced through the hard earth with the spade. Even if the air was warmer than last time they were here, the ground still held winter’s chill.

	Kisare knocked a knuckle on the box and heard a hollow sound. “We need to work around this way,” she said, carefully excavating under a root.

	Bel looked up, and Kisare froze, listening. “Someone?” she mouthed. Her sister didn’t answer, eyes scanning over her head. Kisare scooted the lantern between her knees, hiding the light with her body.

	Finally, Bel shook her head. “Must have been an animal.” Kisare tried to keep away images of Tashi’s dead eyes staring at them. She straightened, moved the lantern back, and looked over her shoulder. There was no light nearby, but she could see far off lanterns, near the orchard house, moving around. They didn’t have long before someone found them.

	They extricated the box a few minutes later.

	“Finally,” Bel said, standing painfully, her dirt-stained treasure tucked under one arm.

	“Now where are you going?” Kisare asked. She tucked the fabric tighter around the lantern, already guttering and dim. Fool woman would get them both killed.

	Bel looked down at the pile of dirt and little wrapped bundle. “Can I not even open it?”

	“Not yet. Help me fill this in. We can’t leave the spade lying around or someone will notice. We’ll have to bury it with the body.”

	Bel’s mouth pursed, and she took a step away, box clutched to her chest.

	“Do you want to lose another finger? Maybe the whole hand?” Kisare watched her sister. “Even if the box holds nothing, and we put the spade back in the shed, someone might realize it was used tonight.”

	Bel flexed her left hand, hiding the maimed finger.

	“Fine,” Bel pouted, setting the box down. She helped Kisare move the bundle back in the grave, on top of the spade, then piled the dirt on top. It was fresh enough it was hard to tell the site had been disturbed a second time. Kisare stood, brushing away dust and dirt. She only had the one set of clothes. She realized she was calculating how to hide their deed when they went back to the slave’s house. When they went back, not if.

	Her sister picked up the wooden box again. Kisare could see bands of metal around it in the dimming light, and an old, rusted lock on the front. It must be something important. Why bury it out here?

	“Remember our wager,” Bel said, as if it were possible to forget. Kisare swallowed. One blond had already died, connected to this box. Would there be more?

	Bel tapped nervously at the box, the tok echoing far too loudly in the night’s stillness.

	“Do you really want to be a runaway blond?” Kisare asked her sister. Bel’s face was pale, but she nodded, slowly.

	“We could end up like him.” There was no need to name names. Mulagun would never meet his new daily work quota until he healed from his punishment.

	Finally, Bel spoke, but too quietly. Kisare caught a glint of a tear on her sister’s face.

	“What?”

	“I still think we should go.”

	Kisare shook her head, but inside, a tiny bloom of hope took hold. “Give it here,” she said, and snatched it before Bel could protest. She grabbed a stone from the ground and swung it against the sturdy box. Her shoulder twinged in pain, but she ignored it. With a satisfying crunch, the lock dropped to the ground. She handed the box back.

	“Well, go on,” she gestured impatiently. “It’s your discovery. Open it up.”

	Bel was staring at her in a way she had never seen. Kisare didn’t have time for it.

	“Go on. We either need to get back to the orchard soon, get our stories ready, and treat these cuts, or we need to be as far away as possible from here by morning. Either way, there’s no time to stand around.” She lifted the lantern up, loosening the fabric just enough to illuminate the box. Light reflected off the metal bands.

	As if in a daze, Bel opened the top of the box.

	“What…?” Her brow furrowed, and she twisted the box for Kisare to see.

	Inside was nothing but dirt.

	Kisare took the box back, cradling the lantern in the crook of an arm. The box was small, only a hand and a half long, less than that across, and shallow enough she could hold it on one palm. Four metal bands of either copper or brass held the wood slats together, one with a scratch across it where she had smashed it with the stone. The hasp was intact, if a little bent. It was strangely warm.

	She plunged a finger into the dirt and swirled it around. If Bel was the expert at pruning, Kisare’s expertise was in growing. The trees she tended gave better godfruit the next year, not that anyone noticed. This dirt was like no other she had felt. It was smooth and so black it was hard to see even with the lantern. She raised a pinch, rubbing between her fingers, then smelt it. A scent of old leaves, and minerals, and the paths of worms in the ground, with just a hint of telltale copper. This was good dirt.

	“I…I guess we can go back now,” Bel said, her voice tinged with disappointment. “It’s just dirt.”

	Kisare stuck her finger back in the box. “This is the best dirt I’ve ever seen. I wouldn’t be surprised if a noble—a powerful one—died to fertilize this dirt.”

	“No matter who died for it, you want to run from the orchard with a box of dirt?” Bel asked. “I was hoping for money—enough to buy our freedom, or passage somewhere. Even I’m not crazy enough to think dirt is equal to the price of a slave.” She looked back to the orchard. “Come on, Kisa. Throw it away. My thigh hurts and you’re bleeding again. Maybe Anu can patch us up. If she stands for us tomorrow, maybe the master will let us off like Mulagun for killing Tashi.”

	Kisare didn’t even look at her shoulder. She could feel the renewed warmth. Her finger came up against a resistance underneath the top layer of dirt.

	“Wait,” she said. “There’s something else in here.” She felt around, pushing the dirt aside. “There’s a seed.”

	Bel only looked confused, now. “One seed?”

	Kisare plucked the little kernel from the box and held it up, trying to look at it in the weak light from the lantern. It was small, so it was hard to see. Was it a malus or citron pip?

	As she held the little thing, it began to glow. Not brightly, but in the darkness of the grove it was enough to illuminate the box. She didn’t think the seeds the master saved after eating godfruit did that, but she had rarely been close to one. She looked to her sister.

	“Bel, what if this is a magical seed? One for a godfruit tree? We could have our own magic.”

	“Why hasn’t it grown?” Bel asked, but her eyes were on the seed. “Even I know it should have sprouted by now. Surely some water’s gotten to it over the years.”

	“There’s no mold on it either,” Kisare answered, holding the glowing pip close to one eye. “It’s not even dried out, and it’s certainly alive. The nobles don’t let blonds plant the godfruit trees. I’ve only ever gotten a citron sprout to care for.” The other magical trees in the orchard were older than she was. “I always wondered if it was more than keeping slaves from stealing them.” She looked up, pressing the seed back into the dirt and closing the lid. The glow dimmed and went out as she did, though the heat of the box seemed to increase. “What if there are special ways to make magical trees sprout? Bel, this box could make us a fortune, and free us too. It’s nothing if not valuable.”

	Her sister’s mouth worked. “All this? Over one seed? I don’t care if it was glowing. You, the most practical person I know, will run away with me tonight, risking life and safety in the process?”

	Kisare shrugged. The little light of hope in her chest was growing stronger. The glowing seed caught in her mind. Could it be something even more valuable than a godfruit tree? “We’re already at risk. I don’t think the master will be as gentle as you expect. You’re his favorite. You don’t know how easy it is to get whipped. Now, are we going, or not? We only have a few hours until dawn.”

	“I’m ready. I’ve been ready,” Bel said. Her voice grew more confident as she went on. “Give me the box. Which way out?” Kisare gave her the little box of earth and Bel tucked it tightly under her arm.

	“Does it matter?” Kisare answered. “As long it’s away from the orchard. This side leads into the mountains.” She reached a finger up, tracing the heights blocking part of the night sky. “When the master goes down to the city, he goes through a pass there.” Maybe in a city, they could find someone to help them. She had heard of slaves buying their freedom in the capital. If it could happen in Karduniash, maybe it could happen out here, near the Blasted Lands.

	Bel nodded. “Then we go that way.”

	As they moved through the rows of vines, Kisare thought of all the things that could go wrong, all the people who could catch them. What were the chances the seed was really magical, and not some sick joke to trap slaves? If they only had a plan, she would feel better.

	She heard something crunch and both she and Bel whipped around. Nothing moved in the dark.

	“An animal again?” Kisare asked, but Bel only shook her head. They moved faster.

	Soon, she could see the edge of the arbor, where no tree or bush grew until the edge of sight. No place for slaves to hide from guards’ eyes. Kisare crouched between two vines and put the lantern down. The light was almost gone, its leftover oil used up. “We’ll have to run for it. I haven’t seen any guards out here, or any lights. Do you think it’s safe?” She thought of the sound behind them. They had no plan ready if someone followed them.

	Her sister shook her head. “Probably not. Still better to run. Come on.” She gripped the box with her elbow and sprang up with a grunt. Kisare had seen Tashi’s knife wound in Bel’s leg. It would need to be cleaned, and soon.

	She tried to follow, but something
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