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The night my mother sold me, the tide came up under the floor and she made me sit with my feet on the table so the water would not touch them.

I was seven. I did not understand yet that the water was the smaller of the two things rising in that room.

The Sinks always flooded on the spring tides. Everyone in the low wards of Corriden knew the sound of it, the way the firth pushed brown and patient up the drains and lifted the boards a finger’s width off the joists. You learned to keep your good things high. You learned to sleep in the top bunk. You learned that the smell of the flood, green and iron and old rope, meant morning would come wet and the pump-house men would be shouting on the iron stairs.

I sat on the table with my heels tucked under me and watched my mother across the one candle we allowed ourselves.

There was a man with her.

He wore a coat the color of a coin that has been in a pocket too long, dark and dull and heavy. He did not sit. Men like him never sat in rooms like ours, because sitting meant staying, and they were only ever passing through on their way back up the hill to the Spire. He had a book. It was black and swollen at the spine the way all their books were swollen, fat with names.

“Kessler,” he said, and turned a page. The page made a dry sound, a small tearing whisper, like a moth against glass. “Cass Kessler. Wharf-side ward, third stair.”

“That’s me,” my mother said.

“Your husband’s debt to the House stands open. Fourteen years. It has grown.”

My mother did not look at the book. She looked at me. I remember that. She looked at me the whole time the man read, as if the words were mine to hear and not hers.

I did not know then what my father had borrowed, or why, or that he was already two years drowned off the herring boats and could not be asked. I only knew that when the coin-coat man said the word debt, my mother’s hand went flat on the table, and stayed there, and did not move again for a long time.

“It cannot be paid,” she said.

“No,” the man agreed. He did not say it unkindly. That was the thing about them, the ones who came down from the Spire. They were never unkind. Kindness would have cost them something, and they never spent what they did not have to. “It cannot be paid in coin. The House knows this. The House does not want coin from the Sinks. There is no coin in the Sinks.”

The candle bent. The water gurgled at the drain in the corner, deciding.

“The House will take a hold,” the man said.

I did not know that word yet, not the way I would come to know it. I thought he meant he would take hold of something, the way you take hold of a rope or a child’s wrist. In a way I was not wrong.

My mother closed her eyes.

“On what,” she said.

The man licked his thumb and turned another page. The whisper again. Moth against glass.

“On the girl,” he said.

I looked around the room for the girl he meant. There was no one else. There was the table and the candle and the water and my mother’s flat white hand, and there was me with my heels tucked under me, and slowly, the way you understand cold, I understood that the girl was me.

“She’s seven,” my mother said.

“The hold does not come due at seven. It sits. It grows quiet. The House is patient.” He set the book on the dry end of the table, away from the water, careful of it as no one in that room had ever been careful of me. “When she comes of age and comes into her wolf, the hold will settle. Until then she costs the House nothing and the House costs you nothing. The stair stays dry over her head. The pump-house keeps her ward from the sea. That is the House’s side of it.”

“And her side.”

“Her side is that she is held.” He said it the way you would say a fact about weather. “She belongs to the ledger. Where the ledger goes, she goes. She cannot lie to the one who holds her. She cannot cross the bound of the hold. And she cannot be sold twice, so no one worse than the House can ever come for her. There is a mercy in that, madam, though I don’t expect you to thank me for it tonight.”

My mother opened her eyes and looked at me again.

I want to tell you that she fought. I have told myself, in the years since, a great many versions of that night in which she fought. In some of them she threw the man down the iron stairs into the rising water. In some of them she took my hand and we ran along the wharf in the dark and were never found. Children build these rooms and live in them.

But the true room had a candle and a black book and water at the drain, and in the true room my mother picked up the pen the man laid down, and she signed.

She signed her name to me.

The pen scratched. It was a small sound. Smaller than the water, smaller than the moth-whisper of the pages, and it was the loudest thing I have ever heard.

When it was done the man blotted the ink and closed the book and the swollen spine sighed shut over my name, over the fresh line of it, wedged in among ten thousand others.

He put on his hat. He looked, for one moment, at the water climbing the wall.

“Keep her feet dry,” he said, and he did not mean it as a cruelty, and that was the worst of it. “The House looks after what it holds.”

Then he went up the iron stairs and back toward the lights on the hill, and my mother sat down across the candle from me and put her face in her hands, and I stayed on the table with my heels tucked under me because she had told me to and I did not know yet that I could do anything she had not told me to do.

The tide reached its height an hour before dawn. It always did. It came up over the boards and slid across the floor, brown and cold, and it touched the legs of the table and went no higher, and I sat above it, dry, held, and I thought:

This is what I am now. I am a thing kept dry so it will be worth more later.

I was seven. I would not put words that clean to it for a long time. But I knew the shape of it the way you know the shape of a stone in your shoe before you ever take off the shoe to look.

My mother died when I was nineteen, of the wet cough that took half the wharf-side that winter, and she never once spoke to me of the black book or the coin-coat man or the pen. I think she believed that if she never named it, it might not be true.

She was wrong about that.

Naming a thing is the only way it is ever true, and the only way it is ever undone. But I did not learn that until much later, in a room at the top of the Spire, with a different man and a different book and the whole cold weight of the House pressing down on a single line that had my name in it.

This is the story of the year I learned to read that line.

And the year I learned to cross it out.
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Chapter One: Water in the Kessler Stair
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Seventeen years later I was still keeping my feet dry, and I still hated the man who had taught me how.

The dues-office of the Sinks opened at seven and the queue was already down the stair when I unbarred the door. It was always down the stair. Rain or the dry weeks, tide or slack, the queue of the wharf-side ward stood on the wet iron treads with their coins knotted into rags and their eyes on the door, and when I opened it they did not push. That was the thing about the held. We did not push. We had learned that pushing was for people who believed a door might open faster if you leaned on it.

I lit the lamp and hung my coat and sat down behind the counter where my mother’s ledger had once sat, and where mine sat now, and I began to take the dues of the House from the people I had grown up beside.

“Morning, Neve.”

“Morning, Alsa. Third stair, is it, this week.”

“Third stair.” Alsa Bry unknotted her rag and counted out the coins in a small cold pile on the brass. Her hands were cracked from the cannery. Everyone’s hands on the wharf-side were cracked from something. “Pump-house wants a levy on top. For the new grate.”

“There’s no levy for the grate. Don’t pay it. If a pump-house man tells you there’s a levy, you send him to me and I’ll show him the book.”

She smiled, a little. Not much. You did not spend much of a smile in the dues-queue. “You’re the only one of them that ever shows us the book.”

“I’m not one of them,” I said, and wrote her name, and slid her tally back across the brass, and did not look up, because the brass of the counter was very cold under my hands and I did not want her to see my face while I lied to her.

I was one of them.

That was the shape of the stone in my shoe, the one I had carried since I was seven. The House held me, and to keep the House from calling my hold due before its time, I worked the House’s own office, and I collected the House’s own dues, from the wharf-side ward, into the House’s own book. Every coin I took off Alsa Bry’s cracked hands went up the hill in the end. I told myself I softened it. I told myself I was the reason no one in the third stair paid a levy that did not exist, and that was even true. But a softer hand on the throat is still a hand on the throat, and I had known that a long time, and I collected the dues anyway, because the alternative was worse.

The alternative was Tomas.

My brother came in a little before noon, when the queue had thinned to the stragglers and the tide was going out and you could hear it letting go of the wharf-side pilings one by one, a long sucking release down the length of the ward.

Tomas was fifteen and had our mother’s straight back and our father’s ruined luck, and he came in shaking water off his cap and grinning at me the way he grinned at everything, as if the world were a thing that had promised to be kind to him and had merely, so far, forgotten.

“They’re hiring on the grate crew,” he said. “Pump-house. Real wage. Coin, not tally.”

“You’re not going on the grate crew.”

“I’m fifteen.”

“You’re fifteen and you’re held, and the pump-house grate crew is a Cassard contract, and if you take a Cassard wage against a Cassard hold they’ll fold the wage into the hold and you’ll be working the grate for the rest of your life to pay down a debt that grows faster than you can dig.” I set down my pen. “I’ve read the book, Tomas. I read the book every day. Don’t take the wage.”

The grin went out of him slowly. It always did. He was too much like our father, who had also believed the world had merely forgotten to be kind, right up until the herring boats.

“Then what,” he said. “I sit in the stair and wait to come into my wolf so the House can settle my hold same as yours? Sit in the office and take Alsa Bry’s coins off her till I’m forty?” He was not cruel. He was fifteen. But it landed where he did not know it would land, which is the way of fifteen. “At least you’ve got the office, Neve. What’ve I got. I’ve got a hold and no wolf yet and a stair full of water.”

Our father had borrowed against the House and drowned. Our mother had signed me to the House and coughed her lungs out in a wet bed. And here was my brother, held before he was even fully a wolf, standing in a flooding room telling me that the only work he could reach was work that would deepen the very chain he was born into.

I looked at him and I thought the thought I had been thinking my whole life, the one that sat under everything, the flat cold stone of it:

We are collateral. That is all we have ever been. Born owing. The House holds the paper and the paper is us, and there is no coin in the Sinks that can buy back a Kessler, because the Kesslers are not the ones who do the buying. We are the thing that is bought.

That was the lie I lived inside. I did not know yet that it was a lie. I thought it was the plainest truth I owned. I thought it was the only thing about me that could not be taken, because it had already been taken so completely that there was nothing left in it to lose.

“Don’t take the wage,” I said again, softer. “Give me a year. I’m working something.”

That was almost true. I was always working something. For seventeen years I had been reading the House’s book from the bottom, learning the hand of it, the way the holds were written and grown and moved, looking for the one thing every held wolf in the Sinks looked for and never found: the loose thread. The clause. The buy-out. The impossible line at the bottom of the page that said a hold could be lifted.

I had not found it. In seventeen years of the book I had never found it, because it was not there, because the House did not write loose threads into its own book.

But I kept looking. It was the only thing I did that was mine.

“What are you working,” Tomas said.

“Never you mind.”

“Neve—”

The door opened.

It did not open the way the dues-queue opened it, hesitant, waiting. It opened all the way, hard, so the wet wind came in off the ward and guttered the lamp, and a man stood in it who did not belong in the Sinks any more than the coin-coat man had belonged in our flooding room seventeen years before.

He wore the House. You could see it on him the way you could see salt on glass, a fine grey rime over everything. His coat was dark and heavy and dry, dry in a ward where nothing was ever dry, and at his throat was the brass gorget of a Warden of the Spire, and he was big in the way that the House’s wolves were allowed to be big, well-fed, unhurried, certain.

He looked at Tomas. He looked at me. He took a folded paper from inside the dry coat and he read from it, and his voice had the flat courtesy of every collector who had ever come down the hill, the courtesy that costs nothing.

“Neve Kessler,” he said. “Wharf-side ward, third stair. Held of House Cassard under the Kessler line, pledged in the twenty-second year of the old King’s ledger.”

The tide let go of another piling, far down the ward. A long, wet, tearing sound.

“Your hold,” the Warden said, “has been called up.”

Behind me I heard Tomas stop breathing.

I set both my cold hands flat on the cold brass counter, the way my mother had set her hand flat on the table the night she signed me away, and I found that after seventeen years of waiting for this exact sentence, I was not surprised by it at all. I had been keeping my feet dry my whole life so I would be worth collecting.

Now the House had come to collect.

“By whose order,” I said.

The Warden folded the paper along its old creases. He did not answer at once, and when he did, he said the name the way men in the Sinks said the name of the sea. With respect, and a little fear, and no love at all.

“The King’s,” he said.
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