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To Christopher Schelling, for braving the blackberry bushes


Prologue

EPISTEM HAL TURIN PACED BACK and forth in front of the windows, enacting a manifold dialogue in his mind—an attempt to encompass the nearly endless potentialities inherent to a single conversation, the myriad futures that could be engendered by a single phrase. His cigarette had gone out some minutes before, but just holding it helped him to think more clearly. He stopped moving for a moment and gazed out over the city. It was a dark and drizzly day—the kind that made even the most rational man believe God must be feeling melancholy. Usually the sound of the rain soothed him, but today he found its relentlessness irritating, like a fly buzzing against a windowpane.

No escape.

The knock at the door came sharp and sudden; Turin dropped his half-smoked cigarette in surprise, kicked the stub toward the wall.

“Come in.”

Attendant Rami Koury entered the office and closed the door behind him. He wore the standard uniform of his office—brown robes tied at the waist with braided white rope—yet somehow he still managed to look dashing. Standing just over six feet tall, his head freshly shaved and oiled, Koury carried himself with the unaffected arrogance of a mountain lion. Thankfully, his demeanor belied his bearing—warm and good-humored, almost impossible to hate. He’d started at the Library nearly seven years ago now, at the relatively advanced age of twenty-five.

Turin had been smitten with him immediately.

He’d probed the subject as subtly as possible over the course of that first year, and though he eventually decided that his advances would likely be welcomed, by then Koury had insinuated himself into the social and professional fabric of the Library. He was well regarded, and even worse, well liked. Turin was willing to risk his own career—he’d taken a handful of lovers over the years, knowing full well that every one of them had the power to expose his deviance—but he couldn’t bring himself to put Koury’s future in jeopardy.

He’d mourned the loss at the time (and it had felt like a loss, even if it was only the forfeiture of a fantasy), but he was glad for it now. That sort of intimacy would have made what he had to do today so much harder.

“Good afternoon, Epistem.”

“Afternoon, Rami. How are the magic potions coming?”

Koury smiled. “Magic potions” was the term used within the Library to refer to medicines. “Well enough. Hulce thinks he may’ve found something in dandelions that alleviates stomach pain, but it needs more experimenting.”

“Very good. Speaking of potions, would you like a drink?”

“It’s a little early in the day, isn’t it?”

Turin turned away, toward the cabinets built into the west wall, struck by a sudden fear that something in his eyes had already given him away. “Nonsense,” he said.

“Well then, I suppose I’ll join you in a nip.”

Turin had prepared two bottles of wine for the occasion—that is, he’d readied two and prepared one. Both were more than forty years old, part of the collection left behind by Epistem Baraka: it didn’t seem right to use anything of lesser quality today.

“Here you are,” he said, offering the glass in his left hand.

“Thank you.”

They sat down in the plush chairs Turin had arranged in front of the fireplace. “Now what shall we toast? Health? Happiness?”

“I’ve always liked the Wesah saying, ‘May all your dreams be nightmares,’ ” Koury said.

“Yes. Kahkiiyow pawatamihk kiishkwayhkwashi.”

They tapped glasses. As Koury drank, his Adam’s apple dipped and rose in his long neck, like a body twisting beneath a bedsheet. Turin had the urge to touch it.

“Delicious,” Koury said, smacking his lips. “So tell me, when did you learn to speak Wesah?”

“Here and there, over the years, but I’m far from fluent. It’s a beautiful language, the poetry in particular. It’s a shame they’ve never bothered to write any of it down.”

“I seem to remember one of ours attempting to transcribe a few verses, once upon a time.”

“Attendant Chappuis. He planned to make a full rendering of the Wesah origin story, until he discovered that only a few tribeswomen are authorized to tell it. It would be as if only Honors were allowed to read the Filia.”

“How strange.”

Turin shrugged. “Every culture determines what knowledge is sacred and what profane. It’s part of the fun.”

“Gates must be built so there can be jobs for the gatekeepers.”

“Exactly!” Turin said, laughing.

“Recite something for me,” Koury said. “A beautiful Wesah poem, I mean.” The attendant’s eyes were sparkling, a combination of the liquor and a completely understandable misconception. Hadn’t the Epistem called him in for a private meeting, only to offer him a drink in the middle of the day?

“I only know love poems.”

With the same ease and confidence he brought to all his actions, Koury placed his hand atop Turin’s. “And what’s wrong with that?”

Had they ever touched before? Turin couldn’t remember. He only knew that his heart was suddenly racing. He closed his eyes, as if that self-imposed darkness might slow the cruel onrush of time, hurtling heedlessly toward the cataract. The least he could do was give Koury this last moment of communion, of happiness. They both deserved that much.

“You believe in the mission of the Library, don’t you, Rami?”

Koury was clearly confused by the abrupt change of subject. “I—of course I do.”

“And you would do anything to further that mission?”

“You know I would.”

“Good.” Turin turned his hand over and interlaced his fingers with Koury’s. “I’ve been watching you, you know, ever since you came to the Library. You’re one of the brightest men I’ve ever met.”

“That’s kind of you to say.”

“I imagine you must find the strictures of this place frustrating.”

Koury raised an eyebrow. “Strictures?”

“You know—having to request books one by one, the waiting periods, all the talk of anathema.”

“On the contrary, I enjoy constraints. They encourage creative thinking. Besides, if I had free rein, who knows the trouble I’d get into.” Koury smiled flirtatiously, but Turin pressed on.

“And that sort of trouble doesn’t appeal to you? Not in the slightest?”

“I don’t know . . .” Koury trailed off, frowning as if at a joke he didn’t quite understand. His left eye had begun to twitch. Did he sense what was happening? Turin had so little time to try to make himself understood, to justify his actions.

“You are about to undertake a grand task, Rami. More than that, you are about to be granted knowledge reserved only for the most blessed few.”

“What . . . what are you saying?” Rami swallowed hard, and the first glint of fear appeared in his eyes.

“The Holy Order of the Damned was formed less than a hundred years after the founding of the Descendancy and has operated in secret ever since. There is no greater honor than to be inducted into this order. Nor is there a greater sacrifice the Church can ask of a man.”

The panic was rising in Koury now. He clumsily tore his hand out of Turin’s and tried to stand, but his balance was already compromised and he fell right back down into his chair. “Something is wrong,” he said, his eyes moving wildly in their sockets, as if seeking escape. They alighted on Turin at last—accusing, betrayed. “What have you done to me?”

“Please, Rami, try and calm down. There’s no use struggling.”

But Koury was a fighter, and with a great effort, he managed once again to rise to his feet. Like a toddler taking his first steps, he plodded uncertainly in the direction of the door. But just as Turin was beginning to worry that he hadn’t adjusted the recipe sufficiently to account for the attendant’s size, Koury let out a terrible groan and went down on one knee.

“My poor giant,” the Epistem murmured, running to Rami’s side. The attendant looked up at him, and where Turin had expected to see rage or terror, there was only sadness—a desolation beyond words. That look would haunt the Epistem for the rest of his days, even after he’d consigned others to the same fate. It reminded him of a particularly cutting phrase from that odd, shambolic text the first generation of men had rated so highly: My God, why hast thou forsaken me?

Turin leaned forward and planted a soft kiss on Rami’s trembling lips. “May the Daughter keep you, my son,” he said.

A moment later, the attendant’s eyes rolled back in his head, and the Epistem lowered him gently to the floor.

♦  ♦  ♦

Koury woke in darkness to an excruciating hammering in his skull. His first thought was that he must be dead, only nowhere in the Filia did it say there would be pain in death, unless it was the unfathomable agony of hell itself. This was only a headache, though one of the worst he’d ever known: shinefog writ large. He spent the first few minutes of consciousness just trying to keep the waves of pain from overwhelming him. Slowly he became aware of the sound of breathing.

His throat ached, bile-burned, but he managed to speak. “Who’s there?”

A torch flared to life, bright as the sun. Koury cried out and covered his eyes. When they’d at last adjusted, he squinted out through the lattice of his fingers.

“No,” he said, as he began to discern the contours of the chamber, the nature of his sacrifice. “No, no, no . . .”

A hand landed on his shoulder and squeezed, sympathetic but firm, silencing his protestations.

Yes, it said.


Part I

STRANGERS



He who despairs of the human condition is a coward, but he who has hope for it is a fool.

—Albert Camus


1. Gemma

THE MORNING AFTER HER ABDUCTION, Gemma awoke to a rumbling in her belly, a hunger whetted by the succulent aroma and homey sizzle of roasting meat. For just a moment, she imagined she was back at her grandfather’s house in the Anchor. Any second now, he’d call out—breakfast!—and then she and Flora would race downstairs to battle it out for the first helpings of scrambled eggs and bacon.

The fantasy dissipated when Gemma opened her eyes. She lay between two fur blankets in a small, conical tent supported by three smooth wooden poles. Her wrists were bound behind her back with leather straps, but her legs had been left unrestrained.

So it was all real: she’d been captured by the Wesah, who were taking her Daughter only knew where, and the odds were she’d never see her little sister or her grandfather ever again. She allowed herself to cry, but made sure to keep it quiet; she didn’t want the Wesah to know she was hurting. More than that, she didn’t want them to know she was awake. If they believed her to be asleep, she might have a chance at escaping.

After the tears stopped coming and Gemma awkwardly wiped her cheeks with her shoulders, she crept over to the tent flap and peeked her head through. The campsite was larger than she’d expected—at least thirty small tents and a couple of larger ones. Tribeswomen walked the snowy lanes between these tents, spitting and shouting, laughing their throaty, masculine laughter. Not a dozen yards from Gemma, two men silently tended to the meat roasting over a large fire. They could only be the “missives” she’d heard so much about; watching them made her think about those comedic plays whose plots revolved around cross-dressing princes and mistaken identities. Odd to see a man cooking for a group of women; odder still to consider just why it looked so odd.

But she was wasting time. Any moment now, someone would look in and realize they’d forgotten to truss the new prisoner’s legs. Though there was no hope of getting through the campsite unseen, with luck she could lose her pursuers in the snowy woods. (And then what? Don’t worry about that now.) She said a quick prayer, took a deep breath, and charged out of the tent, making for the sparse cover of the trees. The tribeswomen she passed watched her go with varying levels of amusement or contempt; no one made a grab for her, or bothered to give chase. Still, she ran as fast and as far as she could, sundering the silence of the morning with her ragged panting and muffled footfalls, leaving prints like a trail of bread crumbs in the snow behind her, until her muscles ached with the effort and the piercing cold had become a blessing. Only when her legs were on the verge of giving out did she press her back up against the trunk of a pine and begin rubbing the leather straps around her wrists against the rough bark.

“Come on,” she whispered. “Come on.”

She’d been at it for about ten minutes when she saw Athène approaching. The chieftain looked younger than Gemma remembered, shorn of the authority conferred on her by the rest of the naasyoon, and her expression was serene, almost beatific.

“Here,” she said, approaching with her hands outstretched. Steam seeped from between her interlaced fingers, as if her soul were leaking out of her body, and the many copper bangles she wore on her arms slid down to her wrists; Gemma knew from Burns what they signified—a chronicle of death. The ruby ring on Athène’s left middle finger glistered like freshly spilled blood in the brittle winter light. “Is food. You need eat.”

“You can go to hell,” Gemma said, still raking her restraints against the bark. Why did the leather have to be so wretchedly thick?

The chieftain frowned sympathetically. “Where you go, chee. No cities here. Only trees. You starve.”

Gemma’s arms felt like lead weights hanging off her shoulders. She twisted her fingers around to feel at the leather and found a barely palpable thinning in one spot; rubbing her way free would take hours. She slumped back against the tree, defeated. “Just kill me.”

Athène smiled, as if at a joke. “I no kill you. You are only now alive. You are only now free.”

“Free?” Gemma spun around to show off her bound hands. “You tied me up. You took me from my friends. If I’m so free, let me go back.”

Athène shook her head. “You are even less free then. I show you.”

Gemma couldn’t help but laugh; it was all nonsense. “Like I said, you can go to hell.” She tried to spit at the chieftain, but her mouth was so dry, she only managed a fleck.

Athène wiped it away, calm but disappointed. “You will let go this anger, then we talk like nimish.” With that, she turned around and strode back toward the campsite.

Here was more false freedom: the chieftain was giving Gemma the opportunity to run, but both of them knew it would be certain death to strike out into that desolation alone and fettered. Still, Gemma was tempted. At least she would die on her own terms, unsullied by whatever the Wesah planned to do to her.

A breeze galvanized the leaves of a small, spindly oak that had survived half the winter with its coppery coat intact. Its crepitation seemed a kind of boast, a paean to its unlikely vegetal tenacity—only survive, it seemed to say.

Gemma sighed. Freezing to death just to spite her enemies held a certain melodramatic appeal, but she knew it was a selfish and vain fantasy. She wasn’t alone in this world. How would Flora get by without her, or her grandfather, or even Clive and Clover, wherever they were now? Gemma had to do whatever she could to stay alive—for their sake, if not her own.

She would bide her time, play the compliant captive, so that when she eventually escaped, she could do it with all her limbs available for use, a bit of food in her belly, and a fast horse between her legs.

♦  ♦  ♦

The only enjoyable part of her days now was how they ended.

When Gemma closed her eyes at night, she could go home again. She could walk the bowered paths of Portland Park with Flora at her side. She could plant herself outside Kahneman’s Bakery in Armelle Plaza and inhale the yeasty sweetness of fresh bread. She could lower herself onto one of the plush kneelers of Notre Fille, swaddled in echoey silence, and gaze up at the great golden annulus floating like a hollow sun above the ambo. These dreams brought back all the quotidian details of her old life and, in the process, rendered them miracles.

Other nights, darker visions came. Gemma would find herself sitting cross-legged beneath the willow tree on the banks of the Ivan. Moonlight scythed silver through the gaps in the branches, bejeweling Irene’s tearstained cheeks. The curtains parted; the play began. Shadows slipped into the bower, an infinite army of faceless Wesah warriors, while Irene simply faded away, as if she’d never been anything more than a phantom.

Gemma’s heart still recoiled from the inescapable truth—that Irene must have played a part in the abduction that night. For the final few weeks of the journey to Sophia, Clive had been obsessed with the idea that Irene was a wolf in sheep’s clothing, but Gemma had discounted his suspicions as sour grapes. Even now, there was so much about the betrayal that didn’t make sense. Irene couldn’t have been working for Athène’s naasyoon from the beginning, so when did she turn? Had Clover known, or had she fooled him, too? And why would the Wesah go to such lengths to secure one unremarkable girl from the Anchor in the first place?

Unfortunately, the only way to get answers would be to remain with the Wesah, and that was the last thing Gemma wanted to do. After her pathetic first attempt at escape, she’d fashioned herself into a model prisoner—silent and docile, practically bovine. Neither Athène nor any other member of the naasyoon ever hurt her (other than to restrain her wrists and ankles at night), and almost in spite of herself, Gemma began to acclimate to her new lifestyle, even to understand a few words of the Wesah language.

Taanishi meant “hello.”

Mafwe was a way to express surprise.

Chee acted as a signifier for a question.

The naasyoon usually woke before sunrise and rode for a few hours before stopping to eat. A small group of warriors would go off to hunt or forage, and only rarely did they return empty-handed. The preparation of meals fell to the two missives (or nisklaav, as they were known among the tribeswomen), Gornoy and Rugaru. Gornoy was short and burly, solid as a stone, while Rugaru was rangy and supple—he reminded Gemma of one of those slender, fragile-looking vines that turned out to be fibrous and impenetrable when you tried to cut it. Each man was rather handsome in his way, and Gemma doubted that was a coincidence. The Wesah didn’t raise boys within the tribe, which meant missives had to be imported, either by invitation or abduction; physical beauty was almost certainly taken into account during this selection process.

Both missives were perfectly fluent in English—Gemma regularly overheard them telling bawdy jokes in a thick outerland patois—but they refused to speak it with her. Gornoy had only shrugged when she’d tried to engage him in conversation, while Rugaru had flicked a spoonful of boiling water her way and hissed like a snake. So much for solicitude from her fellow abductees.

In general, the tribeswomen treated Gemma more like a pet than a prisoner. The only exception was a sharp-featured woman called Noémie, who made a point of shouldering Gemma whenever they passed each other, muttering dahor—the Wesah word for “outsider”—under her breath. Noémie was Athène’s favorite, often spending the night in the chieftain’s tent, emerging bleary-eyed and messy-haired the next morning. It was common knowledge that the Wesah permitted and even encouraged such liaisons, but Gemma hadn’t expected it to be so blatant. One night, the ruckus they made was so loud it caused quiet laughter among the others, and even kept Gemma from sleeping.

Nicimos, she eventually learned, was the Wesah word for “sweetheart.”

♦  ♦  ♦

On a clear morning a little more than two weeks after Gemma’s abduction, the gray outline of the Ramshield Mountains appeared on the horizon, and over the next few days, the sierra grew more and more distinct, until Gemma could make out every snow-cut facet and cloud-wreathed peak. A steep path, scarcely wide enough for two horses to ride abreast, led up the side of one of these mountains. It took hours to reach the summit, and all the while, Gemma had the strange sensation that she was acting as a counterweight to the sun, rising as it fell. At the top, she found herself gazing down on a deep caldera filled with luminous turquoise water and set in a corona of rime. The lake was roughly the shape of an hourglass—two roundish bodies connected by a narrow opening, like a corseted waist. Neighboring lakes sparkled in the distance, each one contained within the stone chalice of a mountain crater.

Distracted by the view, Gemma didn’t notice the naasyoon’s preparations until the first drumbeats began reverberating around the caldera. She turned and saw the tribeswomen seated in a rough circle in the snow. Those with hand drums were already beating out a steady rhythm with small sticks wrapped in leather. After a time, an older tribeswoman donned a headdress of exquisitely beaded black feathers and began to sing. Her voice was strong and assured, if not particularly musical, and each phrase was echoed by the rest of the naasyoon. Gemma thought back to her days in the ministry and the call-and-response spirituals they would perform at gatherings. Not so different, really, from whatever this was. If she’d had her violin with her, she could’ve accompanied them; the song consisted of a single droning chord, so one could solo indefinitely on the same scale.

Gemma realized her eighteenth birthday must have come and gone sometime in the last few days. Strange that such a milestone could pass unremarked and uncelebrated. Did the Wesah care about birthdays? And why should they? Why should anyone, for that matter?

Flora’s birthday was exactly three months after Gemma’s. She’d be turning eleven this year—and who would be there to celebrate with her? Just their grandfather, unless Clive or Clover managed to make it home in time. Gemma stroked the necklace her sister had given her that last day in the Anchor: sweat-hardened and gritty, fibrous as hempen rope.

“You cry,” Athène said, coming to sit beside Gemma.

“I miss my sister,” Gemma replied, investing the words with accusation.

“This is from her?” The chieftain reached out to touch the annulus, and Gemma slapped her hand away. She expected some form of reprisal, perhaps even wanted it, but Athène only shook her head. “You still want run, chee.”

“Of course I do! I’m a prisoner!”

Athène groaned with frustration, mumbling something to herself in Wesah. “You are not prisoner! You woman! You belong to you!” The chieftain pounded her chest, as if to drive the point home. “We make deal now, chee. You promise to walk with the naasyoon to the Villenaître. Then, you still want leave, I let you leave.”

“Where is the Villenaître?”

“Not so close,” Athène said, “also not so far.” There was a playful glint in her eye, and Gemma hated how she couldn’t help but find it slightly charming. She turned away from the chieftain, gazing across the caldera lake, its frosty corona glittering like millions of tiny diamonds. The chanting of the tribeswomen seemed to grow louder, and though Gemma didn’t understand the words, she could tell that the song was a celebration of the majesty of this place. The Wesah tongue had never sounded so lovely, so full of meaning and mystery. The snowscape began to brighten, gleaming like a blown ember; Gemma closed her eyes against the dazzling white. In the darkness, time slowed, stumbled, stopped. Her senses began to merge. She saw the notes of the song, floating like rainbow motes against the black canvas of her eyelids. She heard the cascading melodies made by the day’s last sunbeams as they burnished the bronze surface of the lake.

By the time she realized what was happening, the fit had already taken hold. She turned her gaze once again to Athène, who’d pushed back her fur hood and tilted her face up toward the sky. For the first time, the chieftain didn’t look like an enemy. She looked pure, peaceful, radiant . . .

Gemma’s last thought was of one more wonder, as unfathomable as any Wesah ritual, as compelling as any story told in the Filia.

A part of her no longer wanted to run.


2. Clive

SHE’S LOVELY, ISN’T SHE?”

Clive pulled sharply away from the guitar, as if he’d been caught doing something shameful. And maybe he had; his father used to say that playing music was the closest to the devil he ever wanted to get.

“Would you like to try her out?” Vernon asked. He was one of the trio of portly, hirsute brothers who ran Anderson’s Music Shop.

“If you wouldn’t mind.”

“What do you think it’s there for?”

Clive took the guitar down from the hook. He hadn’t held one in so long, not since . . .

That telltale pressure behind the eyes, a whitewater of memory, a cresting wave of grief—he swallowed them all down. How many times had his father brought him and Clover here, to buy new strings, or have Gemma’s bow rehaired, or simply admire the new merchandise? Old Man Anderson, dead these last three years, would have some sort of toy for the children—a shaker he’d made by filling a walnut shell with sand, or an impractically heavy terra-cotta bell. Once, he presented them with a six-tine linguaphone the size of a matchbox; Clover broke it the very next day when he tried to add an extra note.

The layout of the place hadn’t changed in all those years: mandolins, fiddles, and guitars hung from pegs on the right wall, while the left wall was taken up by a couple of upright basses and various musical accessories. Through the doorway behind the counter, Clive could see into the workshop, where the other two Anderson brothers were at work on an upright piano; half-built, it looked like a dried-out animal carcass.

“Here,” Vernon said, producing a tuning fork from the pocket of his overalls. “This’ll be an A.” He struck the fork against the counter.

A sharp shock of recognition—Clover used to have a tuning fork like that. They’d left it in the small wagon outside Amestown, along with the rest of their instruments. Clive remembered how his brother would tap it with his fingernail and hold it up to his ear, as if it were telling him a secret. The recollection twisted, Clover’s smiling face contorting into a rictus of pain, as it had in those final moments outside Sophia—the black hole punched through his shoulder, blood staining his jacket and making perfect red circles in the snow. In the space of a day, Clive had abandoned the girl who might have been his wife and shot his own brother in the back. Nearly two months ago now, and yet the wound of wounding remained fresh in Clive’s mind. Clover may’ve been a heretic and traitor, but Clive knew he’d never be able to forgive himself for what he’d done. He felt marked now, like Kayin before him; the guilt weighed heavy on his shoulders, every second of every day, like a mantle of stone.

“You all right?” Vernon said.

Clive mustered up the shadow of a smile. “Sorry. I’m just distracted this morning.” He finished tuning, then strummed the open strings. The notes rang out clear and discrete, lingering like snowflakes caught in an updraft.

“I’ll take it,” he said.

Vernon looked surprised. “You’ve hardly played it.”

“I’ve heard what I need to.”

“But, Clive”—and Vernon’s expression went a little sheepish here, his voice dropping to an apologetic whisper—“I can’t give you much of a deal on it. It’s the rosewood, you see.”

Like everyone else in the capital, Vernon knew what had befallen Daniel and Ellen Hamill, and he seemed to equate Clive’s orphanhood with destitution. But men of the cloth made a healthy living, and Honor Hamill had been thrifty. Clive’s inheritance wouldn’t make a man of leisure out of him, but he could certainly afford the occasional luxury. Or even the occasional two luxuries.

“I don’t care about the price,” Clive said. “Now, let’s talk violins.”

♦  ♦  ♦

Snow had fallen heavy on the city last night, quilting the plazas in feathery white, glazing the roofs and balconies, laying narrow pipes of sweet icing along the balustrades and lintels. At the margins of the more well-traveled roads, it had already turned black with soot and hard as quartz.

Clive passed through Devon Square, where a lay preacher in tatty robes and sandals that exposed his chilblained toes was ranting about the dangerous path the Descendancy was walking. He coughed thickly, spat a virescent wad of phlegm. Clearly he was recovering from the weak strain of plague that had swept through the city’s poorer quarters while Clive had been away, claiming a few dozen lives before a timely quarantine got it under control. In spite of his passion, no one appeared to be paying the poor man much mind. A month ago, he might’ve found a more sympathetic audience, but after the surviving members of the Protectorate contingent had returned to the Anchor, public opinion had shifted firmly and finally in the direction of war. Like any principle that has outlived its usefulness, the Descendant credo of nonviolence had been collectively shrugged off like a bulky coat, facilitating a certain moral flexibility, a wider range of motion. Doubts were swept aside, leaving only one word on the people’s lips: When?

That word electrified the old men who spent their mornings talking politics in the city’s squares and cafés. It precipitated fistfights between old friends after a few drinks in the local tavern. It inspired the soldiers of the Protectorate to spend long hours on the Bastion’s training fields, readying themselves for glorious battle.

Other than a dicey moment on a couple of ice-glazed cobblestones, Clive made it across the city without incident. The Poplin house was almost completely free of snow—all of it borne to the ground by the steep V of the roof—but icicles hung from the gables in brilliant serried clusters, an inverted palisade of glass.

Clive had moved in almost three weeks ago, immediately after his return to the Anchor. His own home was entirely unlivable now—a bleak and silent memorial to everything and everyone he’d lost. Mitchell Poplin, Flora and Gemma’s grandfather, was pushing sixty-five and said he’d be grateful to have another pair of hands around, not to mention someone to look after Flora. He helped to arrange the sale of Clive’s old house and its furnishings to a family friend with children on the way. Going through the place one last time before the transfer, Clive had been surprised at how little he cared to keep: his father’s papers, his mother’s jewelry, some linens. Clover’s things were all stuffed into a trunk, which now sat in a cobwebbed corner of the Poplins’ basement.

Clive carried his new acquisitions upstairs and laid them out on the bed. It was technically his bed now, but he still couldn’t help but think of it as Gemma’s. He liked living in her space; it made him feel connected to her, as if he were keeping watch somehow. The room was so modest, so warm, so ineradicably Gemma. The only furniture other than the bed was the small vanity next to the window. On its surface lay the remnants of a life: a crystal vial of scent with a thin line of amber at the bottom; a tin vase full of wildflowers long since gone dry and crumbly; a silver bracelet, slightly tarnished, that she’d outgrown. A humble annulus of twigs was nailed just above the bed. Clive could remember the week he’d spent making it, and the light in Gemma’s eyes when he’d given it to her, and suddenly he missed her with a keenness that took his breath away.

“Clive? Is that you?”

“Yeah.”

Bare feet pattered along the hallway like raindrops. Flora peeked her head around the door. “Grampy wants to see you. He’s down in the—” The words died on her lips as she noticed the violin. “Did you go to Anderson’s?”

“I did,” Clive replied.

“Why didn’t you take me?”

“You weren’t awake.”

“You could’ve woken me up!”

“I tried. I poured a whole bucket of cold water on your head.”

“Liar.” Flora crossed the room to get a better look at the instrument. “It’s sure something.”

“I’m glad you think so, because it’s yours.”

Flora gasped; she knew what a good violin cost. “You mean it?”

“I do.”

Reverent as a sinner entering the Dubium, Flora raised the instrument to her neck and plucked out a major scale. “I’ve lost all my calluses,” she said.

“They come back quick.”

She looked up at him, tears pooling in her eyes. “You didn’t have to do this.”

“Of course I did. Your birthday’s coming up soon. And besides”—his voice caught like a wagon wheel hitting a divot, but he kept rolling on, hoping Flora hadn’t noticed—“I know I let you down. I never should’ve let your sister come on the march.”

“You couldn’t have stopped her. Once she set her mind to something—”

“I should go see what your granddad wants,” Clive said gruffly, turning away before Flora absorbed his grief. He had to be strong for her; he owed her that much, at least. “You get to know your new relation there.”

“All right,” she said, and Clive sensed the capitulation in her tone, as if it were her looking out for his emotions instead of the other way around. “Thanks again for the violin.”

“It’s my pleasure.”

Mitchell Poplin would be down in the workshop, as he was every day at this time. A furniture maker by trade, he specialized in the profoundly unspecial: straight-backed chairs and sturdy footstools, square dining tables and unembellished cabinetry. These pieces fetched just enough money to pay for the food and materials required to get him through the next round of production.

Clive liked it in the workshop—the tang of freshly planed pine, the chug and whine of the treadle lathe, the sonorous back-and-forth of the saw blade. This morning Mitchell was finishing up an armoire that he’d already sold to a merchant a few doors down. The room smelled strongly of brass polish.

“That’s coming along nicely,” Clive said.

“I guess so. But these handles here refuse to look like brothers.” The old man cocked his head and glanced toward the ceiling. The plangent strains of “Sister River” seeped down through the plaster; Clive could remember teaching it to Flora half a decade ago. “Do I hear a violin?”

“I bought it for Flora this morning. And a guitar for me.”

Mitchell whistled. “Musta cost a pretty shekel.”

“And an ugly one. And a few more besides. But I’ve got the money.”

“Or you used to.” Mitchell stepped back to survey his handiwork and harrumphed. “I think it’s time I gave up on these things ever matching. Guess I’ll have to say I planned it this way. Call it artistic license.”

“So is this what you wanted to see me about?” Clive said. “Your handles?”

Mitchell blanched. “Daughter’s love! I completely forgot. That marshal fella with all the scars came by while you were out.”

“What for?”

“I didn’t ask. No offense, but the man gives me the willies.”

Clive hadn’t spoken to Burns since they’d returned to the Anchor. In fact, he hadn’t spoken to anyone in the Protectorate, or so much as set foot inside the Bastion. “Dereliction of duty” was the official term, punishable by court-martial. But Clive didn’t care; he’d earned the break. He only wished it could’ve lasted a little longer.

“Did he say if he was going to come back?”

“Come back?” Mitchell frowned, then his eyes lit up as he identified the misunderstanding. “He doesn’t have to. He never left.”

♦  ♦  ♦

Burns stood on the back deck, gazing out over the small walled garden where Mitchell grew herbs and vegetables in the summer.

“I’m sorry, sir,” Clive said. “I would’ve come sooner, but nobody told me you were here.”

“Be sorry you showed up at all,” Burns said. “I was enjoying the silence.”

The marshal looked even more haggard and depleted than he had on the journey back from Sophia, as if only the starch in his uniform was keeping him upright. “And it’s just us chickens here. No need to call me sir.”

“Guess I got used to it somewhere along the way.”

“Well, it makes me feel old. Everything does, these days.” Burns grunted—his version of a sigh. “You know why I’m here?”

“I got an idea, but I hope it’s wrong.”

“It’s not.”

“So you want me to come right now?”

Burns shrugged. “Grand Marshal Chang’s not gonna let you play hooky forever. Besides, she’ll be the same girl in the same shit tomorrow. Why put it off?”

Because he didn’t want to see her. Because he didn’t want to think about the past. Because he wanted to pretend he’d never shot Clover, or abandoned Gemma, or lusted after the girl who’d betrayed him and everyone he loved. But it didn’t matter what he wanted, did it?

He let out his own little grunt. “All right,” he said. “Take me to the traitor.”


3. Clover

HE OPENED HIS EYES TO bright white light. Something was holding him down, a weight strapped across his chest. He tried to push it away, but the movement sent a line of fire coursing across his shoulders and down his back. His heart began to race, adrenaline pumping through his veins. He was a prisoner. If he didn’t escape, they’d kill him.

“Help!” he cried out.

But no one answered, and no one would. He was alone. Alone in Sophia.

Clover forced himself to breathe deeply. If they’d wanted to kill him, he’d already be dead. And now he realized the weight on his chest was just the top sheet of a tightly made bed. He was in some kind of infirmary, with six beds laid out three to a wall. Through the window, he could see only an endless blankness of evening sky. That meant he was high up, likely on the topmost floor of the building.

He shifted position, and even that small movement reignited the fire in his back. What had they done to him?

No. Not them—him. Clive had done this.

All at once, the horror of those last few minutes came rushing back: running uphill through the eerie yellow glow of Sophia’s electric lights, away from the gunfire and the screams; arriving at the academy panting and sweat-soaked beneath his winter clothes, awed by that massive gray cube of polished concrete; and Clive suddenly materializing between two snow-limned fir trees, his face and clothes caked with blood, holding the gun to Irene’s temple. (Except Irene—the girl who’d kissed Clover in the Maple Garden, who’d said she loved him—was a fantasy. Only Paz the betrayer, destroyer of worlds, was real. And would he ever be able to reconcile the two? Was it possible to go on loving one while hating the other?) Even after their fight in the woods, even knowing that Clive was an armed Protectorate soldier facing the defection of a citizen with intimate knowledge of the inner workings of the Library, Clover would never have imagined his brother could shoot him. He’d thought the bond of blood went too deep for that.

He knew better now.

The memories were too painful, and the angel of oblivion was floating somewhere just out of sight, promising an end to thought. Clover closed his eyes, opened them to a fresh disposition of light, closed them again. At some point, he was spoon-fed a bitter liquid, and the sleep that followed was deep and dreamless, black as a freshly washed slate.

When he woke again, it was morning. At last he was strong enough to repel the tendrils beckoning him back toward unconsciousness and sit up.

A boy of about fourteen sat cross-legged atop the comforter on the bed directly across from Clover’s, reading a book. His round head was surmounted by an immaculately pruned corona of kinky hair, and pale freckles dotted his nose and cheeks. Other than a pair of brass-rimmed spectacles, he was dressed all in gray: loose gray shirt, gray pants with a drawstring at the waist, and ill-fitting gray woolen socks that were bunched up at the ankles. His lips moved soundlessly as his eyes scanned the pages.

“Hello,” Clover said. His voice came out scratchy and raw.

The boy started, fumbling the book. “Damn, kid! You scared me half to death.” He took a moment to catch his breath, then jumped down from the bed and headed for the door. “I’ll go get Sister Lila, tell her you’re finally up.”

“Who’s Sister Lila?” Clover called out, but the boy was already gone. He returned a couple of minutes later, trailing a woman in her late thirties or early forties, dressed just like him. She carried a twine-bound notebook, which she immediately opened and began writing in, even as she spoke.

“Good morning. I’m Sister Lila Dawkins, head medical scholar here at Sophia. I’ve been looking after you since you arrived.” Her manner reminded Clover of Bernstein’s: perfectly poised between brisk and brusque. “First off, tell me your name, so I can stop calling you ‘little guy.’ ”

Clover considered lying, but he was still fuzzy with sleep, and worried he’d forget his pseudonym. “Clover Hamill.”

Lila repeated his name as she copied it into her notebook. “So, Clover, how’s your shoulder feeling?”

Only now did he notice the linen sling supporting his right arm. “I thought I got shot in the back.”

The boy, who’d returned to his spot on the bed opposite Clover’s, piped up, “All the muscles are connected.”

“Not quite all of them,” Lila corrected, “but close enough. There was significant trauma to your trapezius, Clover, so it’s best if you give the whole area some time to heal. Now, if you don’t mind, I’m going to ask you to try a few things for me.”

Clover did as he was told: shrugging, stretching, standing, sitting, and describing the accompanying sensations in detail. Lila scribbled furiously in her notebook all the while. The pain was intense but bearable; more upsetting was the odd delay he noticed when he tried to flex the fingers of his right hand, as if the message was getting lost on the way from his brain. When he mentioned it to Lila, she pursed her lips and nodded meaningfully.

“I was afraid of that,” she said. “There must have been some damage to the nerve.”

“What’s a nerve?” Clover asked.

“What’s a nerve?” the frizzy-haired boy repeated incredulously. “Don’t you Anchorites know the first thing about anatomy?”

“Don’t be rude, Lenny,” Lila said. “It’s not his fault where he was raised.” Clover bridled at the condescension but tried to keep any sign of indignation off his face. “You see, Clover, the body has multiple systems—nervous, lymphatic, circulatory, et cetera. The nerves transmit sensation, so when they’re damaged, there’s always a chance that motor function will be impaired.”

“Will it go back to normal?” Clover asked.

“It should improve over time.”

“You’re lucky she got to it so quick,” Lenny said. “Last year, Tripp Belson smashed his hand in a thresher and didn’t get up here for hours. Even after the bones healed, he said it felt like all five of his fingers ended right at the second knuckle, like he just had a bunch of nubs.”

“Lenny!” Lila exclaimed. “There’s no need to tell him about that.”

“Sorry,” Lenny replied. “I just thought he might be interested.”

Lila shook her head. “Anyway, Director Zeno said she wanted to see you as soon as you came around. Think you’re up for a walk?”

Do I have a choice? Clover wanted to say.

“Sure.”

He slipped out from under the bedcovers only to discover he was wearing the exact same gray uniform as Lila and Lenny.

“Where are my clothes?”

“You mean the blood-soaked rags with the bullet hole in them?” Lenny said. “They’re long gone, kid. I’ll give you a moment to grieve.”

Clover didn’t like the idea that someone had undressed him in his sleep, but he had to admit, his new clothes were pretty comfortable. A pair of roomy, fur-lined moccasins were waiting for him just next to the bed. He slipped them on and followed Lila and Lenny out of the infirmary and into a long, narrow hallway, at least a hundred feet from end to end. Wide windows evenly spaced along the eastern wall looked out over a precipitous drop and the picturesque valley below.

At the juncture where the hallway turned right, they passed through a small round chamber; Clover imagined it would appear as a turret from outside. It was clearly designed for comfort: a thick white rug covered the floor, and soft-looking cushions were arranged around the edges. Two young women and a slightly older man, all of them dressed in gray, leaned back against these cushions; the women were both reading, while the man sketched some sort of diagram in a notebook.

“Morning, Sister Balewa,” Lenny called out.

One of the women, who had blue-black skin and a smooth-shaven head, glanced up from her book. “Morning, Lenny.” She noticed Clover. “Who’s that?”

“New kid. Probably a spy.”

This piqued the interest of the other two scholars, who looked inquisitively at Clover. He considered laughing at Lenny’s “joke,” or putting on a false attitude of outrage. Eventually, he settled on something in between: an awkward half smile. How was a spy supposed to act, anyway? Or more to the point, how was a spy not supposed to act?

Sister Balewa raised an eyebrow. “Well, that sounds very exciting. Have fun.”

They took the turn and proceeded down another hallway. The windows here looked out on the snowy woods to the south. Clover knew the town of Sophia was down there somewhere, but all he could see of it was the corrugated iron wind vane atop the clock tower, spinning madly in the same breeze making beckoning fingers of the treetops. Lenny led the way down a set of stairs, then a second, then a third.

“Zeno should be in the foundry at the moment,” Lila explained. “Half her lessons seem to be taught from the workshops these days. Ever since we started preparing for war, she’s been obsessed with manufacture.”

“You sound disappointed,” Clover observed.

“I am! I recently managed to isolate and cultivate a particularly nasty strain of influenza, so that I could attempt to develop a cure. Instead I’m wasting half my time learning how to make my own scalpel. Science depends on specialization, but suddenly we’re all expected to be generalists.”

Walking down yet another hallway, they passed a large archway framing a set of double doors. Lenny pulled on Lila’s sleeve.

“We should show him the quad.”

“The director said to bring him straightaway.”

“It’s faster if we cut through.”

“What’s the quad?” Clover asked.

“It’s a quadrangle,” Lenny said, as if that were obvious. Without getting formal authorization from Lila, he shouldered his way through the doors, which opened onto a small vestibule and yet another set of doors. The air was noticeably chillier here, though it was nothing compared to the icy blast that came when Lenny opened the farther set of doors. They stepped through, into a sunny forest swathed in snow.

Clover was momentarily disoriented. The windows in the hallway upstairs faced south, but they’d just exited the building in the opposite direction. How could there be “outside” on both sides?

“It’s hollow,” Lenny said, reading Clover’s confusion. “Obviously.”

Of course. The academy had been built around this enormous square of constructed wilderness. There were no clear sight lines across the quad; the topography must have been purposely designed in such a way as to maximize the sensation of spaciousness. Even at this time of year, when the plant life was at its barest, the canopy of spruce and pine felt lush. Clover could only imagine how dense and verdurous it would be after the warm turn.

Beyond the doorway, three paths diverged and meandered off through the foliage. Lenny chose the middle one, which appeared to offer the most direct route across the quad. After a few hundred feet, it crossed a small stream by way of a jangly wooden bridge. Though the surface of the water had frozen over, Clover could make out the current moving beneath the ice. He traced the hoary thread back to where it opened up into a large pond about fifty feet to his left. Cattails grew thickly along the bank, quivering like a horde of nervous suitors before a large weeping willow. There was movement between the reeds—two deer snuffling in the snow, seeking the secret grasses.

“How’d they get in?” Clover asked.

“We catch them and bring them here,” Lenny replied, “so there’s meat when we want it.”

“And because they’re pleasant to look at,” Lila added. “Director Zeno believes there are cognitive benefits to be derived from regular contemplation of the natural world.”

It took them a full five minutes to cross from one side of the quadrangle to the other—though only because the path curved and zagged and doubled back on itself. Another two sets of doors brought them back inside the academy proper, where they walked straight across the hallway and through yet another set of doors.

This time Clover was struck not by a blast of cold, but a staggering wave of heat and grit; at last they’d arrived at the foundry. It was an enormous chamber, stretching the full three stories upward and a good fifty feet from end to end. Against one wall, what was either a single incredibly complex machine or an assemblage of smaller ones gleamed dully through layers of grime. Clover didn’t recognize every individual instrument, but the general workflow was clear enough: here was the gaping maw of the furnace; here the giant crucible and the labyrinth of troughs through which the molten metal would run; here the brick flues that ran the exhaust up through the ceiling and out into the open air.

Three people were currently working the furnace, while another half dozen looked on, listening to a running commentary provided by a woman who could only be the famous Director Zeno. She was dressed in the same drab grays as everyone else, though with the addition of a bandanna to keep her unnaturally bright red hair out of her face.

“The flux removes the slag, as always,” she was saying, “but unlike the blast of air used in a traditional converter, the open plan allows for a controlled introduction of oxygen. Though the process is slower, due to the need for periodic tests of the molten iron, it enables us to standardize our output, ensuring a consistent carbon content in every batch.” She paused as she noticed the new arrivals. “Sister Aline will demonstrate that testing now. I’ll return shortly.”

Zeno left her students behind and crossed the room. She was older than Clover had expected, at least sixty. Specks of soot dotted her clothes, and a long stripe of black ran across her cheek. Clover felt himself begin to sweat, and he was glad for the excuse of the furnace. Everything hinged on her believing the lies he was about to tell.

“How’s his wound?” she said, addressing Lila.

“No infection, but some neuropathy. I’ll keep a close eye on it.”

“Good. I’ll be interested to see the results.” With that, she continued walking toward the exit. “Come along, child. Sister Dawkins, you and Lenny can stay here for the rest of the lesson.”

“Yes, Director.”

Clover just caught Lila’s eye roll before he turned and followed Zeno out of the foundry. Her stride was short but rapid; he had to half run to keep up.

“I’m going to ask you a series of questions,” she said. “You’ll answer them without hesitating. Who shot you?”

“My brother,” Clover said.

“Who was the girl?”

“I don’t know.” Zeno looked at him askance. “I only mean she wasn’t who she said she was. I knew her as Irene, from Eaton. But I guess she was someone else.”

“Where are you from?”

“The Anchor.”

“Were you in school?”

“I was an apprentice at the Library.”

“Why are you here?”

Clover knew Zeno was trying to catch him out, to interrogate him so quickly he wouldn’t have time to invent a story on the fly. But he’d had months to prepare for this moment, and in spite of everything he’d been through in the past few days, the answers were waiting for him when he needed them.

“To learn.”

“You can learn at the Anchor.”

“Not the things I want to learn.”

“Which are?”

“Anything. Everything.”

“Everything. A tall order.” There was amusement in her tone, though not in her expression. “And what would your precious Daughter think of this defection?”

Clover had hoped she would ask that; it gave him the opportunity to play his trump card. “The Daughter was an asteroid. Asteroids don’t think.”

“Neither do most people,” Zeno said. If she was surprised he knew what the Daughter really was, she didn’t show it. “What about your father? What would he think?”

“My father’s dead. Your men killed him and my mother just north of Wilmington.”

“Of course. You’re the Honor’s son. So why on earth would you pledge your allegiance to the people who murdered your parents?”

“I already told you that. I want to learn.”

“You’re begging the question, child. I know you want to learn. What I don’t know is why.”

“Isn’t curiosity reason enough?”

“Not in these circumstances.” Zeno stopped in front of an unmarked door. “Last question: Are you a spy or a traitor?”

His heart was pounding in his chest, so loudly he felt certain Zeno could hear it. “Do I have to be all one or all the other?”

“For now, yes.”

“Then I guess I’m a traitor.”

Zeno stared at him, probing, and he felt entirely exposed. “Maybe you are at that,” she finally said, and pushed the door open.

The exact same furniture—a narrow bed with a single pillow, a small desk, an uncomfortable-looking chair—was arranged in the exact same way on either side of the room, like a mirror image. The only difference was that one side appeared to be occupied: there were books on the desk, and the bed had been quickly and inexpertly made. Clover stepped inside.

“We’ll talk about all this again,” Zeno said. Then, upon further consideration: “Unless we don’t
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