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			PART I

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter One

			The Wedding

			My name is Angel.

			All of this is true.

			They said the straight roads were old beyond the memory of memory. I dreamt of them from time to time and of the deep past and the cataclysm that had brought Arcadia into being. Everyone knew of the wars and the sickness that had preceded the creation of the Great Houses. But perhaps not everyone had dreams about the long ago.

			On my wedding day, which was also my sixteenth birthday, I awoke from a dream in which I walked one of the Old Roads as my dead mother destroyed the world. She whispered in my ear—­something about The Book of Forbidden Wisdom—­as I continued my journey to a destination beyond my understanding. I could feel the earth close down like a paper box, and the casteless rise where the Great had been.

			I sat up and blinked for a while in the darkness. My mother had died rather suddenly some years before, and perhaps it was natural that she should come to me before I wed Leth. I would, however, have expected something more celebratory from her than this odd and, even as it faded, vaguely upsetting dream.

			I had no wedding jitters to keep me awake, so I lay down and went back to sleep. Details of the ceremony weren’t the sort of thing that kept me up worrying—­I was unimpressed by lavish marriage ceremonies, although mine was going to be more lavish than most. Yes, I was ready to marry Leth. But I wondered if we needed quite so many flowers and quite so much food—­and bards and jugglers and body artists and a Ceremonial Bath constructed just for me, just for this one occasion.

			My younger sister, Silky, felt quite differently about marriage. She had thought of her wedding constantly when we were children. She would drag me away from the edge of the swamp to play Wedding Day. I much preferred the swamp. If I were lucky I would catch a snapper turtle and add it, carefully, to my basin. Swamp turtle soup. But I always let the turtle go back to making bubbles in the waterweed. It would not have done to give it to Cook.

			Cook was literal-­minded about turtles and soup.

			Silky held her nose when she got near the swamp, and she only would go near when she wanted to play with me. Although I was two years older, she was always Bride when we played Wedding Day, and I was content to play the bit parts: flower-­maid, ring-­bearer, bard, even Groom, stiff and silent (as they always were). Silky took the game seriously. If it were summer, she picked small bouquets of Queen Anne’s lace, blue cornflowers, purple clover, red poppies. The bouquets varied with the seasons—­in winter she had me carrying herbs and twigs. The game, however, was always the same. Silky would walk across meadow grass (if she could get me away from the swamp), while I would trail in her wake, holding flowers and the woven grass that served as a ring. On occasion she would chide me.

			“Come on, Angel,” she would say. “Play as if it were real.”

			If it were real, it would be unlikely that she would be the bride. From the time she was a child, Silky was a beauty with a heart-­shaped face and a rain of golden hair, but, as eldest, I had inherited our mother’s estates. Until I could create a dowry for her, she would be unmarriageable. But she never envied me. There was no avarice in Silky.

			Sometimes, if our father were away, she would sneak into our dead mother’s room and find a long dress to wear. Then my job was to hold up the edges like a train—­all of our mother’s clothes were too long for her. But she never put on Mother’s wedding dress, although I knew she wanted more than anything to wear it to her own wedding. She couldn’t, of course. As eldest, the dress was supposed to be mine on my wedding day. Frankly, I wished there were a way it could be hers.

			But there wasn’t. The rules forbade it.

			When I opened my eyes for the second time, I saw Silky at the foot of the bed.

			She was sitting on my feet.

			“I’m not going to let you sleep away the most important day of your life,” she said. I looked her over. She was wearing a wrapper over her Honor Gown, and her throat and arms were already intricately decorated with the lacy designs that were a sign of our House, our land status, our aristocratic roots.

			“The day I was introduced to Leth was probably the important day,” I said. “Or the day his parents asked Father if he could marry me.”

			“Boring. Plus, after this, you’ll get to see Leth all the time, Angel,” said Silky. “No chaperones anymore. This is the day that changes everything. You only get married once. Unless he dies, of course. But second ones are never so nice. There’s always gloom.”

			“Silky—­“ I began to object. My sister was a romantic about weddings, but about the rest of life—­less so.

			“Come on, Angel,” she said. “I’ve already spruced up your bouquet with wild roses. I know you love wild roses. The flowers they sent were not adequate.”

			“I’m sure they were fine,” I protested. The flowers were from the groom’s family.

			“Come on,” said Silky. “I’ll sneak you out so you can look. Some of them are wilted, and I bet they came from the pre-­contract dinner.”

			“Flowers are expensive,” I said. “And who cares?”

			“Angel—­“

			“It’s all right, Silky. I’ll come and look at them.”

			I sat up in bed and threw back the covers. I had my favorite coverlet on the bed. I was supposed to start my married life with everything new, but there were more than a few items I planned on smuggling with me. I would take the coverlet, for example, and certainly the lucky quartz pebble that my best friend, Trey, had given me. It wouldn’t be politic, of course, to tell Leth I was keeping something from Trey, but I could hardly help it that Trey was a boy. A man, really. He was on the cusp of his eighteenth birthday—­and a thought occurred to me:

			Time for him to find a bride.

			He would have to marry someone with land, of course, because, as a younger brother, he had none, but he was handsome in a dark and interesting way, and a landed girl might well feel drawn to his green eyes. Trey’s parents would probably seal such a match immediately. Trey didn’t have the option of having sentiments. Sentiment was no substitute for land.

			There were, however, worse fates than not loving your land-­partner. I myself had chosen something better than love: I had chosen affection and respect and a most suitable of matches. Between the two of us, Leth and I would own much of Arcadia—­not, of course, the Arcadia set apart by The Book of Forbidden Wisdom, but a considerable chunk of the rest of it. We would hold in common forests, meadows, mountains. Lumber, cattle, mines.

			Of course with my land holdings, my father could have married me to anyone, but the merger with Leth of the House of Nesson made sense—­the only single man with nearly as much land as Leth’s family was ten years older than my father and wrinkled like a winter apple. My father never considered that match. I didn’t know if it was from care of me or because the old man didn’t have quite as much land as the Nessons.

			But I knew Father’s final choice had nothing to do with love.

			Neither had mine.

			Love was a great unknown that, as far as I had seen, generally led to trouble and then went away. I had seen girls in love. They made bad land deals; they lived with regret.

			Silky broke into my reverie. “Are you dozing?” she asked suspiciously.

			“No,” I said. “I’m up.”

			Silky threw a wrap at me and then quietly, contemplatively, she went over to the closet and gently fingered the lace on our mother’s wedding dress.

			“So fine,” she said. Her voice was low.

			Once more I wished she could be the one to wear it, but the dress could never be hers, and we both knew it. It would pass to me and then to my female line. The least I could do to make up for the huge discrepancies between our fortunes was to let Silky shepherd me through the wedding. She cared so deeply about all of it—­down to the last petal on the wild roses by the great door of our House.

			“Shabby,” she had proclaimed two days previously. The gardener had been hard-­pressed to prepare the grounds to her satisfaction. First he left the wild roses too shaggy, and then he lopped them too closely. When I found him trying to tie some of the branches back on, I gave him a silver piece, told him to desist and did the best I could to rein in Silky.

			“Where’s Leth?” I asked when I was out of bed and in my wrapper.

			“His Ceremonial Bath,” snapped Silky. “Come on, Angel, you should have had yours an hour ago. And you shouldn’t mention the groom when you aren’t dressed.”

			“You’re the one who had me picturing Leth in the bath,” I said. “Besides, in not too many hours, Leth and I will be—­doing the required.“ I couldn’t resist teasing Silky, despite the proprieties.

			Despite my own anxieties.

			Silky put her hands over her ears. “La, la, la,” she said. “I can’t hear you.”

			“Well,” I said reasonably, “something like that has to happen after the wedding. Or else it’s not valid.”

			“Angel.” Silky was shocked. “You promised not to talk about that. It isn’t maidenly.”

			And I had indeed promised. I had told Silky I would behave and let her play Wedding, this time with me as Bride. She had always left out what happened after the wedding. Sometimes I wondered if she, in all her play weddings, had ever thought beyond the ceremony itself. Truthfully, I was a little nervous about that part. The matrons had been so vague about everything. Luckily, only yesterday, when the chaperone was looking away, Leth had taken my hand for a moment. That small intimacy had felt good. Everything would surely be all right.

			I changed into my robe before the Ceremonial Bath and then walked outside, Silky right behind me, and into a crowd of ­people from the village and from villages beyond. One man stood by the door, bent under the burden of all the flowers he was carrying for me to inspect. But I focused instead on my friend Violet, who had crimped her red hair for the occasion and who waited to escort me to the Ceremonial Bath. I looked past the skin artists, with their tiny brushes and elaborate pots of color, and the baker, who wished me to see the sweets for after the feast. And I deliberately ignored the legal advisors—­our father’s, mine, Silky’s, Leth’s, that of Leth’s parents—­all making sure that not one iota of land changed hands that shouldn’t. They all began talking at once.

			“Later,” I said. “I have to go put on something to take off for the Ceremonial Bath.” The Ceremonial Bath was done naked.

			There was silence. No one so much as smiled. Not even Violet. Not even Silky.

			“Angel,” said Silky. “Can’t you be more discreet?”

			“I’ll try,” I said. “Lead away.” Silky and Violet, my witness, escorted me to the Bath. Violet was sixteen, like me, and with her round figure and face, she reminded me of a lemon drop. Once I was married, she would be considered the best match for five hundred miles. Coal and opals.

			Other women, most of whom I knew from the village, were waiting at the Bath to act as observers, witnesses and guardians of the ceremony. All of them would receive presents from my father.

			Under Silky’s critical eye, I played my role to the hilt, immersing myself completely and then bursting to the surface as if reborn—­which was, after all, the point.

			Then it was the turn of the skin artists. Luckily it was a fine day, and they chose to work outside. I knew that Leth admired the skill of the decorators, so I tried to be patient with them, although it meant keeping still for ages and ages and ages. I sat for four hours as they sent a fine filigree of paint up my arms, over my shoulders and, in terrifically fine detail, across my chest and onto my throat.

			I only jerked away once.

			“Angel’s ticklish,” Silky explained indulgently. I sometimes had trouble remembering she was only fourteen.

			And then my father was there, and it was time for our final father-­daughter conversation. He had asked the question every month since Mother’s death, although I think he had long given up believing there was an answer. When we were done today, the question would become Leth’s.

			“Come,” he said, and gestured toward the house.

			“Am I done?” I asked the skin artists.

			“For now, Lady Angel,” said one of them. “We’ll do your hands right before the ceremony.”

			We went into my father’s study, a dark room filled with shelves of old books. He favored treatises and books of law, but there had been times I had caught him reading improbable traveler’s tales or a romance set down from a bardsong.

			My father was always direct when he questioned me, but it had become more of a ceremony than anything else. The questions and answers were always the same.

			“Did your mother tell you the secrets of The Book of Forbidden Wisdom?” he asked. Recently, he had grown more intense in his asking, but I was sure that if he really thought I had an answer, he would long ago have hit me to try and get it. The Book, after all—­if any of the stories were true—­would have made him the richest man in Arcadia. That hope would end once I passed into Leth’s hands.

			“No,” I answered.

			“And the Spiral City?” he asked. “Does it exist? Is The Book there?”

			“The Spiral City is a fantasy or a ruin,” I said. “You know what I know. I don’t keep any secrets from you.”

			Almost true. He didn’t know that Trey and I had continued in our friendship to the present moment. He didn’t know everything.

			“Angel,” said my father. “It would be better to tell me than have Leth try and force it from you.”

			“Leth would never hurt me,“ I said. “I thought you liked Leth. What more could he want than the dowry I’m bringing him?”

			“He could want The Book of Forbidden Wisdom,” said my father. “He would want that. As do I. But I like Leth, Angel, or what little I know of him. I’m less fond of his parents. Happily, you aren’t marrying them.”

			It was one of the longer speeches he had made to me since my mother’s death.

			I left his study confused and uneasy and crossed the courtyard to rejoin Silky. She had been waiting.

			“Did he ask you the question?”

			“Yes,” I said.

			“I bet there is no Book of Forbidden Wisdom,” Silky said. “I bet it was lost a long time ago. If it had really been passed down for generations in our mother’s House, Mother would have passed the knowledge to you.”

			“There wasn’t much time.”

			There was a moment’s silence. We didn’t allude to Mother’s death.

			Then Silky collected herself.

			“I still bet the wisdom’s long gone,” said Silky finally. “And if it’s wisdom, why is it forbidden?”

			“I don’t know.”

			The sun was beating down now, and there was little shade, but I saw, sitting under our lemon tree, a man with bundles scattered around him. He looked up as if he had known I was watching. Thick, dark hair, deep blue eyes, maybe ten years older than I was. But his face took me aback—­it was a face like that of one of the great Classical paintings. I should have looked away, or, better, put up my chin and glared at him, but I did neither. I simply looked back.

			“Who is he?” I asked.

			I had addressed Silky, but it was Violet, who had come up beside us, who answered.

			“A bard,” she said, in a voice that conveyed she didn’t think much of him. “Can’t you tell?”

			“He was just passing through.” Silky sounded worried. “Father told me. I’m sorry, Angel. I didn’t want to upset you. But Cal sang himself hoarse at Bertin’s funeral, so Father heard this one and approved him. He says the man’s good at his job and has a sweet voice.”

			“I see,” I said. I didn’t. I was thinking of those strange eyes. Neither Violet nor Silky seemed to have noticed anything unusual about him—­but I found it hard to take my eyes away.

			“So you don’t mind the change?” asked Violet.

			“It doesn’t matter,” I said. “But Cal must be truly hoarse to miss this occasion to show off.” Cal, our village bard, had a fine voice, but he was, perhaps, a little too proud of it.

			I looked over at the itinerant bard again. And now I saw what Silky and Violet saw: that the man looked travel-­stained and, oddly, angry. He was sun-­darkened—­a testament to life spent on the road enduring the vagaries of sun and rain. Landowners, on the other hand, were usually fair-­skinned. We did not, after all, work the land.

			We just owned it.

			The man turned to one of the bundles and pulled out a lyre. I wondered if Father had given him a low price for the wedding since he was, essentially, a vagabond and did not have to hold us to the usual rate. It was the kind of thing Father would do. The man surely looked discontented enough.

			The normal wage for a wedding would have made a bard rich for half a year.

			The bard raised his head and caught me looking at him. He looked right back at me, full in the face. And then he smiled—­except it wasn’t a friendly sort of smile. It was patronizing. As if he knew me. As if he knew all about me.

			Me. A child of the House of Montrose. Me. Lady Angel.

			I could have had him turned out, of course, but there was something fascinating about him. Perhaps he was a poor castoff from a landed family. It happened. Besides, it would dismay Silky if we had no bard, and it seemed pointless to get rid of him because of one glance.

			At weddings, bards were expected to give the news (keeping early guests occupied), sing the wedding songs, perform an epic and provide music at the party following the ceremony. If Father really had heard and accepted this bard, the performance wouldn’t be bad.

			I went back to the skin decorators, who started the final work on my hands. Suddenly the marriage ceremony seemed very near. I could touch nothing until after the wedding now. Silky would dress me. It would be her last chance to hold the wedding gown.

			The bard gathered his bundles and instruments and went toward the kitchen, where I knew he would be well fed. Cook had a weakness for bards—­she liked the gossip they carried. Soon I would be part of that gossip, slipped into a recital somewhere down the road. Lady Angel Montrose married Lord Leth Nesson.

			And that was that.

			I had to confess to myself that I really didn’t know just how happy I would be. I didn’t think I’d be miserable—­far from it—­but as a married woman, I would probably never speak to Trey again, except formally. The time had finally come to cut the tie. We were adults now, sacrifices to the endless ceremonies and formulas that drowned friendships made in childhood.

			“What’s the matter, Angel?” asked Silky. She was good at reading my mood.

			“I want this to be over,” I said.

			“How can you want your wedding to be over?” asked Silky. “It hasn’t even started yet.”

			“I wish Trey could be here,” I said. “Father didn’t have to ban him from the wedding.”

			“Trey’s a boy,” said Silky. “The bride can’t invite a boy.”

			“Then I wish Leth had,” I said.

			“Right,” said Silky.

			“He could have.”

			“Right.”

			We went into the house and made our way through the halls and up the staircases until we were back in my room. Silky slipped Mother’s gown over my head, did up the pearl buttons and began the lengthy process of pinning and sewing me into it.

			“There,” she said. “Almost done.” Her eyes brimmed with tears.

			“I’m sorry about the dress,” I said. “I wish it could be yours.”

			“Mine will be beautiful, too,” she said, but her eyes still glistened in the light. She finished with the pins in the back and turned me around.

			“Wow,” she said. Her sorrow was gone.

			“ ’Wow’ what?”

			“You’re gorgeous.”

			“We both know who the gorgeous one is,” I said. Silky just laughed and shook her head, and her white-­gold hair was a cloud around her face.

			When we reached the wedding tent, where the ceremony would take place, where I would finally be able to see Leth without a chaperone at my side, I saw that Silky must have been up very early tending to all the wedding details. The path to the tent was sprinkled with rose petals, and there were flowers everywhere—­a riot of color and scent. Nothing had been left undone.

			It was as if Silky could read my mind.

			“I added stuff,” she said. “So there’s nothing to complain about now.”

			“Silky,” I said, “you know I wouldn’t have complained.”

			“I wasn’t thinking about you.”

			I laughed. “I thank you, but I’m sure what Leth’s parents had was fine.”

			“You’d think it would be, considering the dowry,” said Silky. “But they’re stingy, and you know it. I’m sure Leth wouldn’t have approved.”

			It was indeed a good dowry. This marriage was the biggest real estate transaction the village had ever seen. And despite Silky’s romantic enthusiasm, I was perfectly able to see the wedding as Father and the Nessons saw it—­as a good land deal. A sensible merger that would add to the power of both families.

			And I got Leth in the transaction. He was a good choice. Other Ladies even accounted Leth the most handsome man they had seen, although I preferred Trey’s dark looks to Leth’s fair coloring. To be truthful.

			Another thought came on unbidden: Leth’s not as handsome as the Bard, either.

			I laughed out loud at that. After all, the Bard was nothing more than a landless vagrant with a goodish face.

			Leth was a good man and extraordinarily generous: he had agreed that Silky would live with us until her marriage. As eldest girl, I had received my mother’s inheritance—­but now I could make sure Silky had a good dowry when her time came.

			Silky and I went to the side tent, where I would wait until Leth and Father and the Nessons and the witnesses and guests and all the nobility father could muster were in place.

			I began to fidget.

			“Stop that,” said Silky. “You’ll ruin the pattern on your hands.”

			“Sorry.”

			“At least you’re acting like a bride.”

			“I suppose I am a bride.” Perhaps I was curt. Silky didn’t reply. I held my bouquet firmly in my hand while Silky put flowers in my hair. I was dark, like Trey, and for effect she wove tiny white roses into the braids coiled around my head. The scent of the roses was strong, and as I watched Silky work, I saw that she had added some wild roses to enhance the scent. And because she knew I liked them.

			Violet—­who was looking more like a lemon drop than ever—­popped her head in the door.

			“It’s the Bard,” she said.

			“Drunk?” asked Silky, concerned.

			“He wants to check whether you want the traditional music,” said Violet, “or something different.”

			“Traditional,” said Silky. “What else?”

			“Don’t I get a say?” I said.

			“No,” said Silky. “You’re just the bride, Angel. Traditional.”

			“I’ll have the servant tell him,” said Violet. She was too old, three months older than I was, for direct contact with a lower-­caste man. That meant she had to communicate with the Bard through intermediaries.

			Violet returned shortly and stood behind me, ready to lift the train of the dress. Silky and I would enter together, the two scions of the House of Montrose.

			“Ready?” asked Silky after giving me one more critical examination. I must have passed. She looked radiant. I wished I could look that radiant. I prepared for the traditional music.

			A minute later the preliminary music began, and it was something very untraditional, something haunting, in a minor key, but before Silky could run out and throttle the Bard, he launched into the wedding theme.

			For the first time, my stomach fluttered. And at that moment, I really wanted Trey, to whom I could talk and who would make me calm. It would have been nice, I thought, to have had an un-­chaperoned, informal parting with Trey. Because everyone knew friendships changed after marriage. For one thing, the married were much higher in status than those who were uncontracted.

			But there was no precedent for a farewell to a male friend. We had been awkward in our snatched good-­byes. We had only had a moment before the chaperone descended upon me, and she had been livid, and while I hadn’t cared, I knew that was the end of it.

			I couldn’t tell if Trey liked Leth. I rather thought not.

			The music began to swell.

			“Are you ready, Silky?” As if I had to ask.

			“Of course,” she said. Her body decorations were exquisite. Dark red flowers glowed in her golden hair.

			The music had almost reached the moment when I would begin my walk, Silky behind me, toward Leth. And soon the legalities of the land transaction would be over, and Leth and I would be married.

			It would be a nice life. And I was sure that, after a few initial questions, he would leave alone the issue of whether or not I had knowledge of The Book of Forbidden Wisdom or the Spiral City. He had never once mentioned The Book, but I knew he thought about it. All of Arcadia did. The St. Clares, my mother’s line, had passed forward knowledge of The Book all the way to my mother, who had died young.

			All Arcadia knew that, too.

			Silky took my arm for a moment and then kissed me before taking her place again.

			Then I set my foot on the narrow walk, and the servants pulled open the flaps of the tent. I smiled, but it felt forced, and the considerable weight of the dress seemed to hold me back. They were all there: Father, the Nessons, my aunts and uncles and cousins, Gurd—­the head of the village—­the minor nobility, each with distinct and colorful liveries. It seemed everyone except Father, who had dressed as always in his endless mourning, had chosen to wear something vivid. The tent was a riot of color, and a profusion of flowers lined the path. There was a shower of rose petals as I entered.

			It might not have been the happiest day of my life, but I wasn’t unhappy. I thought that perhaps one day I would be able to make amends to Trey.

			The sky was blue. The bard was in voice. Silky was with me, and I was going to take her away from our father’s dreary house of eternal mourning.

			I saw Leth waiting. He looked real and solid and ready to take me as his bride. Behind Leth were his brother, Benn, and his sister-­in-­law, Lorna of the House of Tern. My father—­a head shorter, stern, rigid in his mourning—­stood next to Leth. This was a big day for my father, a triumph, really. For years he had feared that Trey had some hold on my heart. He didn’t like Trey very much—­or maybe he just didn’t like Trey’s landlessness. It came to the same thing.

			Then had come Leth, with his vast holdings, and my father almost—­almost—­perked up. At least enough to be almost attentive when it came to my new suitor.

			On our second arranged meeting, Leth had said, “Stifling, isn’t it?” And he had not meant the weather.

			I began to consider that Leth might make a suitable partner.

			Shortly thereafter, the Nessons approached Father, and I let him know that the merger could take place. Why not? I was almost sixteen. It was time to marry.

			And now I walked into the tent and took my place next to Leth. Silky went and stood with Father. I wasn’t supposed to look at Leth until after the ceremony, but I leaned forward and peeked at him.

			He looked a little pale, and I knew that he, too, was finding the tent, as he would put it, stifling.

			Two books were open in front of us. The Marriage Book and the Land Book. The witnesses were in place. The music ceased. The Arbitrator called for the rings, and then made the motions over them. Then he opened the Land Book. And I couldn’t help but think: land first. Always the land first. The marriage contract bound earth to earth as much as bride to groom. The marriage ceremony came second to the land merger: it was an excuse for a party and a license to produce children, but ultimately it was a formal contract signing.

			I certainly thought about it that way, especially since I didn’t even know what I thought about having children. I remembered what we tried never to speak of—­the night our mother and the baby she bore died. In the chaos, the midwife left the door to the birthing room ajar, and I had seen the bloody sheet and one of my mother’s arms dangling limply off the bed. My father had gone in, and the midwife tried to stop him, but he pushed her away and went down on his knees next to the bed. From that moment, our father wore only black, and he never sought another marriage.

			These were not auspicious thoughts. I gave my head a little shake.

			The Arbitrator handed the pen to Father. There was a small intake of breath, and I looked up, surprised. I was suddenly aware that Silky’s breathing had changed. Of course, her life, as well as mine, was about to be forever altered. And it occurred to me then that the two books open in front of me were the twin volumes in which my life would be forever sealed. The Montrose estates—­my family’s land—­would merge with the Nessons’. And the Nesson name would become mine.

			And then they would close the books. And my life would be written.

			The Arbitrator held the pen out to me. I looked at it. Silky, even though Father could undoubtedly see her, poked me. Leth, against all decorum, turned his head to look at me. I took the pen.

			Then a voice rang out.

			“I stake a claim.”

			At first I didn’t know where the voice was coming from.

			But while the Arbitrator may have been as surprised as anyone there, he had been well trained. He had the pen he had given to me back in his hand before anyone else moved or spoke.

			“I stake a claim to the Montrose land.”

			I tracked the voice this time. A man in silhouette stood in the entrance of the tent, the afternoon sun blazing around him so that I couldn’t see his face.

			My father moved toward the man, stumbling over the table the books were on and pushing the Bard out of the way.

			“Who dares?” said my father. “Who dares interrupt this marriage?”

			Land greed. I saw it all the time, and now it was in his eyes.

			I wondered if Leth had any idea of what was happening.

			And I thought that no, probably he didn’t.

			My father was scrambling for the entrance. When he’d pushed past the Bard, the man had dropped his instrument, a stringed thennet. It made a harsh, discordant sound now as he picked it up. The bodyguards of the minor nobility, unsure of what was happening, were pushing away the crowd and trying to gain control. I watched the scene as if it no longer had anything to do with me. And then it seemed that all at once everybody was talking, chattering, speculating. There were a ­couple of shrieks as ­people in the back of the crowd pressed forward to see the man who had staked a claim to the Montrose estates. In so doing, they threatened to trample those caught in the middle.

			I had been to a lot of marriages, and I knew, at that moment, better than anyone in the tent, how carefully the Wedding Director choreographed everything in advance—­right down to the color of polish on my toenails and the color of ink in the pen the Arbitrator had just snatched from me.

			We were dangerously off script now.

			Leth’s mother called out something to him, and he turned his head away from me. But then he looked at me again.

			Silky crept up on one side of me and put her arm around me, breaking what decorum was left.

			The dress, the flowers, the music—­I knew that Silky envied none of it now.

			Again the voice rang out.

			“I claim the Montrose estates. And I do not approve this marriage.”

			Silky held me close. “It’s going to be all right,” she whispered.

			But we both knew it wasn’t.

			“What’s going on?” asked Leth, but nobody answered him.

			My father was clearly trying to figure that out himself as he pushed his way to get to the man in the doorway. But the Arbitrator’s assistants, on a gesture from the Arbitrator, stopped him.

			“Who dares do this?” My father was repeating himself now. “Who dares?”

			I wondered, as if from a very great distance away, why he kept on asking the question. By this point, it was clear there was only one person I knew of who could possibly make such a claim.

			There would be no marriage this day. I suddenly felt absurd with the wedding flowers in my hair, and I began pulling them out and throwing them onto the grass. Then, abruptly, everything in the world was stilled. The scent of wild roses, more heady than that of the blooms from Leth’s parents, was overpowering. A bee lazily circled my bouquet. There was sweat on Leth’s brow, but his pale blue eyes were fixed on me.

			The moment passed. My father raged. The mundane smell of food from the dining tent overcame the scent of roses; the bee flew off; the only thing still connecting me to the earth was Silky’s arm around my waist, because I couldn’t see the blue of Leth’s eyes anymore—­he had dropped his gaze.

			“This marriage is void.” The words echoed in the tent.

			I gripped my bouquet, and one of the rose thorns that had not been entirely removed pierced my finger. I bled onto a petal. Red on white.

			I knew the voice. I had known it from the beginning.

			Kalo.

			My older brother, Kalo.

			Of course.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Two

			Things Fall Apart

			Leth only had time to remove the garland of flowers around his neck and put it over my head before his parents were on either side of him and hustling him away.

			“I’m sure we’ll settle it,” he said over his shoulder.

			“Well that’s comforting,” snapped Silky.

			Leth’s father, a large bluff man with a red face, looked back at me apologetically, but he didn’t let go of his son.

			“Land dispute,” he said to me. “Happens. Sometimes it works out, Lady Angel.” He nodded at my sister. “Lady Silky.” Then he and Leth’s mother and Leth were gone, part of the crowd headed for the open air. I saw Leth begin to turn toward me, but just then his mother must have said something, because he bent his head to her.

			“Shrew-­faced witch,” said Silky.

			“What are you talking about?”

			“Leth’s mother. She’s only ever had her eye on the land. Are you blind? She doesn’t care about you—­or Leth—­at all.”

			“Silky,” I said, “you’re making that up.”

			“Am I?”

			I sighed. “All right—­maybe it’s true. But you shouldn’t throw around the word ‘witch.’ It’s dangerous.”

			“She should be burned at the stake,” said Silky. Her face was like stone in stark contrast to her airy blue dress and the dark red flowers in her hair. “She got Leth away from you fast enough.”

			“Not for long,” I said. But that was as much hope as it was truth.

			“It’s a land dispute,” Silky said. “Anything could happen.”

			Meanwhile the Wedding Director was smiling until all her sharpened teeth showed. Sharpened teeth were a sign of her guild; Wedding Directors, as well as Arbitrators, were a landless guild that, even so, garnered respect.

			The Wedding Director was shepherding the guests to the feast, I suppose in the hope that food would distract them from the main drama—­at least for a while. The canopy of flowers under which Leth and I were to sit at the feast, however, would now remain forever unused. Even if we later married, the thing would be done quickly and secretly; marriage after a land dispute was tainted.

			I felt tainted.

			Silky and I walked through the crowd over to Father and Kalo. As I went, I noticed that Trey had managed to come to the wedding after all. He leaned against one of the support beams of the hall, and although I didn’t want to call attention to his forbidden presence by staring, I saw that his face was bloodless. He stared at me as if he’d never seen me before. Then, as the crowd pushed me toward him, he reached out and almost touched me. But not quite. His hand fell to his side. I didn’t move toward him.

			For the first time that day, I wanted to weep.

			Kalo and Father were no longer screaming at each other. In fact, they were locked in what looked like a painful embrace—­all, I knew, for the benefit of the crowd.

			Father embraces long-­absent son.

			How he hated Kalo.

			When Kalo had gone to Shibbeth, the great country to the north, we had expected to find his body returned to us, the limbs and head in a heap on the torso. The Alleusanuslidans of Shibbeth weren’t subtle. But in the end he married well and acquired land, and then his wife died, and he married again, this time to a woman with even greater estates. By then the ‘Lidans, as we called them, had realized he knew better than they how to use land for profit, and he gained money from being a Steward and bought more land.

			His worth was close to mine, but, it appeared now, that wasn’t enough for him. He had always resented the riches that came from my mother to me, and now he was taking pleasure in my ruin. The fact that he had no actual right over my inheritance was going to make no difference. Women might hold land, but men made the laws. And no matter what happened, he had already sullied the land merger with the Nessons.

			Kalo was a bully. I hadn’t missed him for a moment when he had gone to Shibbeth.

			Now I loathed him.

			As a child, I fought him when he tried to smash the eggs of the flash red meadow birds, and he made my life as difficult as possible in return.

			To Silky, he was simply cruel. When she turned eleven, he told her he had arranged with Father to marry her to Wilcomb Surry, a boy rich in land but twisted in mind.

			Silky couldn’t turn to Father. He was locked up in his grief over our mother. She was left to her anxiety. She barely ate and grew ever more despondent despite anything I could say. Her relief had only come when, for whatever reason, Wilcomb Surry paid the penalty attached and backed out of the pre-­contract. Later he died during the great sickness. Meanwhile, Kalo had turned his attention back to me. He tried to find out if I knew anything about The Book of Forbidden Wisdom or the Spiral City. He burned my upper arm, where father couldn’t see it. But I said nothing. There was nothing I could say.

			So he took pleasure in burning me some more.

			Shortly after that, Kalo left for Shibbeth.

			Now, by the time Silky and I reached Kalo and Father, I was too angry to retreat into formula.

			“Kalo,” I said. “You ruin things.”

			“You will follow the protocols of greeting,” said my father, who had always found a refuge—­from anger, from grief, from his family—­in formula.

			“You are welcome to me,” said Silky obediently. Father diminished her as no one else could.

			“I can’t say the same,” I said. But neither Silky nor I had a chance to say anything more to Kalo before the Arbitrator and his assistants were pushing us back to the house. The Arbitrator dealt with me directly, and he was gentle. After all, until it was proven otherwise, I was a lot of land on the hoof. When we were in the library, we all sat, except for the Arbitrator, who propped open the Land Book and the Marriage Book on my father’s desk.

			“My Lord,” said the Arbitrator to my father. “Is this marriage now null?”

			My father said nothing. He looked as if he were in another world.

			“It is,” said Kalo. “She doesn’t have my permission.”

			“I have Father’s,” I said.

			“She does,” said Silky.

			“And do you really think our father is still head of this house?” asked Kalo.

			“Would you dispute it?” asked my father, and I could see his rage building.

			“I just don’t want you to be burdened,” said Kalo. “And I have an even bigger merger in mind. One that will make us all rich.”

			“We are rich,” my father said grimly.

			“Richer. Besides, she can’t marry without co-­consent,” said Kalo. And it was true. But he had been gone so long, it hadn’t seemed to matter. And besides, what was there to object to about a union between Leth and me?

			“You can’t just come back and destroy my life,” I said, although I knew in fact he could. He just had. “The match with Leth is a good land match.”

			“There will be a penalty if you renege,” the Arbitrator warned Kalo and my father. “And the Nessons will not be happy if you do.”

			“I’ll be able to pay that penalty tenfold,” said Kalo.

			That caught my father’s attention.

			“How?”

			“My land extends far into Shibbeth,” said Kalo. “More than that, I’m Steward and advisor to the greatest of the ‘Lidan Lords. They plant as I tell them, and they reap more grain than they can imagine. They pay me well, and I buy more land and make more gold. It’s a rather wonderful cycle.”

			“Be that as it may,” he said, “what’s wrong with Angel’s match?”

			“What’s wrong,” said Kalo, “is that I have a better one for her with a Lord of Shibbeth.” I recognized the crooked smile on Kalo’s face. He was about to inflict pain.

			I fingered the flowers around my neck; they had already begun to wilt. I took my hand away and reached for Silky. She came willingly to my side. She was shaking. I felt sick, dreading what was coming.

			“Through Angel’s marriage,” said Kalo, “the ‘Lidans will bring untold land holdings and wealth to this family. And they won’t be our rivals anymore.”

			“ ‘Lidans,” said Father, “have been known to break faith.”

			And I have none in you, I thought, looking at Kalo.

			“I’ve dealt with them for years,” said Kalo. “And I’m going to seal an alliance with them—­through Angel’s marriage. An ironclad alliance.”

			Of course.

			Silky continued to tremble, but I didn’t think she had cause—­not for herself. Kalo wouldn’t touch her, at least for now. He was after the one who had the most to lose.

			“We can’t make enemies of Leth’s family,” said my father. He seemed uncertain, and I thought that perhaps, finally, he was going to stand up to Kalo. I wanted to get down on my knees and kiss the ground in front of his boots in the ultimate gesture of deference.

			The Arbitrator broke in. “Even if you pay the penalty,” he said, “if the marriage and merger do not proceed, there will be bad feeling.”

			Now I wanted to kiss the ground in front of the Arbitrator’s boots, too.

			“All right,” said Kalo. “Let Leth take her. But if she marries without my consent, she forfeits her dowry.”

			“No one will take a woman without a dowry,” said Father.

			“In that case, it will be Leth’s refusal,” said Kalo. “We won’t even have to pay the penalty.”

			Leth’s refusal. Suddenly the fear within me turned to hope.

			Because it didn’t matter what Kalo or Leth’s father or his mother-­the-­witch thought. I had some money from my mother that I had hidden away. I knew that Leth himself had some land that belonged solely to him and not to his family—­enough to yield a kitchen garden. Not much, but enough, if we were frugal, to live on. Leth was an honorable man, and we were pre-­contracted. Minutes away from being contracted. We would find a way to get by.

			More importantly, I would not marry an unknown ‘Lidan. The rumors said that the ‘Lidans branded their women—­a small brand, an indelible mark of ownership—­and enforced them to silence. I didn’t want to be branded, and, besides, I wasn’t good at silence.

			Then I looked at my father. I knew he loathed to side with Kalo, but I could see the land greed in his eyes again. Once Mother had died, the love of land was all that was left him. I was a noisy, willful disappointment. Silky was even worse because she looked exactly like Mother. She was a constant reminder of his loss. He didn’t dislike us, but he didn’t have much affection for us, either.

			Land was easy to love.

			“If Leth and his family refuse the penalty,” said my father, “and if they freely give her up, you have my leave to make this alliance.” He wouldn’t meet my eye.

			“Thank you, Father,” said Kalo. His tone was mocking.

			I should have kept silent, but I couldn’t.

			“You’re not going to have your way, Kalo,” I said. “ ’Lidan alliance or no ‘Lidan alliance.”

			“You think Leth will take you without a dower?” Kalo smiled. The smile turned into a frown, and he looked speculatively at Silky. “I’m going to work out something for you, too, Silky. Perhaps a ‘Lidan Lordling.”

			“I don’t want to marry a ‘Lidan,” said Silky. “I want to stay in Arcadia.”

			“You’d certainly have to learn to be silent,” said Kalo, as if musing to himself.

			“They’ll hurt me.”

			“That part doesn’t take long at all. It’s a small mark. Many ‘Lidan women consider it a sign of beauty.”

			“Then they’re idiots.”

			The Arbitrator ushered Silky and me out of the room. As we left, I heard him say, “It’s time to bring in the Nessons. Send a servant who knows how to hold his tongue.” He was speaking to Kalo now—­ceding to my brother what should have been my father’s prerogative.

			Silky and I went to my bedroom. We were to be no part of the planning and negotiations.

			Silky slumped onto the cushioned long-­chair and took off her chaplet of flowers. It had seen better days, although the small red sun-­discs in her hair still glowed. I noted how beautiful she was. I was pretty enough but had missed beauty somehow—­maybe it was the set of my nose. Silky said it was because I wouldn’t stick in my chin and that green eyes were just unfashionable. Not unbeautiful. But Silky thought the world of me, and I didn’t expect her to be the most objective judge.

			Now she stared into space; she was miserable or in shock or both. I had to keep her out of a ‘Lidan match. I would not let her be branded and owned and silenced. Their practices were not our practices—­and my sister would never be on the receiving end of a brand.

			Nor would I. Ever.

			I had tasted despair the night my mother died; Silky, young then, had yet to know real despair. My job was to protect her.

			Our mother would have wanted that.

			Silky and I sat.

			“You know they’re deciding our fates,” Silky said finally.

			“I know.”

			“Is Leth going to rescue you?”

			I hesitated. Then I spoke firmly.

			“Yes.”

			“Are you sure?”

			“Yes.”

			“Who’s going to rescue me?”

			“I am.”

			She didn’t reply, because she knew it was true.

			I would make sure that wherever Leth and I lived after he rescued me, there would always be room for Silky.

			My thoughts turned back to what was going on in the other room—­without us. Trust Kalo to insinuate himself with the ‘Lidans. I supposed I was glad they hadn’t simply killed him, but it was possible I was experiencing the kind of family feeling that they drilled into women from infancy on. Early training was hard to overcome.

			I noticed that the beautiful decorations on my hands were smudged, and I imagined that I had sweat away those on my throat. Perhaps the tendrils from the nape of my neck and down my back and arms still remained.

			The tarnished, wilted exhausted bride-­that-­almost-­was. All the ceremony was rubbing away. What flowers remained fresh would soon fade. Like me.

			We waited.

			And then there was a knock on the door—­a knock, meaning a stranger to the household. But before I could get to the door to lock out whoever it was (my father or Kalo would have simply walked in), the door opened.

			The bard stepped inside.

			“I’m sorry,” he said. But he didn’t look sorry, and he didn’t drop his eyes. He pushed his thick hair back out of his face, and again I saw depth in his blue eyes.

			I felt as if a chair had been pulled out from under me.

			“I’ve been wandering the house,” he said. “They wouldn’t let me in at the feast. Although the cook gave me scraps in return for the news.” I wondered why he was in the house at all.

			“What do you want?” I asked.

			“I need to get paid,” said the Bard.

			For some reason, I was disappointed, although I didn’t know what I expected.

			Silky was on her feet and halfway across the room before I could move.

			“Go away,” she said. “This is the Lady Angel. This is the bride, and you don’t even bow.”

			“Oh,” said the Bard. “Sorry. But.”

			“You still need to get
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