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I’d known this was coming. It was inevitable, now that I was taking my place on the stage of Raverran politics. My friends would be in danger so long as my enemies saw them as weaknesses.


“Vulnerable?” The voice that came out of me was cold and hard. “Oh, I think not.”


“Is that so?” Caulin asked, all innocent curiosity.


Once, he might have successfully intimidated me. But I had made the choice to kill my own cousin to save others, when I held the terrible destructive power of Mount Whitecrown beneath my hand; whatever soft spots remained in me had been blasted away in the volcano’s fire.


“You are a fool if you think them unprotected,” I said. “It’s not my mother’s retribution you should worry about. It’s mine.”


He lifted his eyebrows, affecting an expression of mild concern, and said nothing. But those black eyes analyzed me.


I stepped closer to him. “Let me be absolutely clear, Lord Caulin. I will not bury my meaning in false pleasantries. If you touch my friends, I will destroy you.”
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Chapter One


I had expected the prison to be darker. But the corridor down which the guard led me was awash with brilliant light.


Luminaries blazed in unadorned brackets all down the white stone hallway, which someone had swept and scrubbed spotlessly clean. A line of stout doors bore intricate artifice wards graven in broad scarlet circles above iron bars and locks. Each one represented a life sealed neatly away, bound in metal and magic.


Horrified pity stirred in my chest as I thought of the people behind those doors, locked away from fresh air and human company. I reminded myself that these cells held only Raverra’s most dangerous and irredeemable criminals: traitors, murderers, and renegade mages who turned their powers deliberately against the innocent.


Or, in some cases, all three. Like the man I’d come to visit.


Still, my stomach lurched as the guard stopped before a door two-thirds of the way down the corridor. She gave me a wide-eyed backward glance that told me she knew full well who my mother was, and what would happen to her if this visit went wrong.


“This one,” she said, and swallowed. “You’re sure, my lady?”


I nodded, curling my hands closed to hide the sweat on my palms. He had no power to harm me, now. If this was a trap, it was a desperate and foolish one. And if it wasn’t, I wanted to hear what he had to say.


“I’m sure,” I lied.


The guard placed her palm on the seal, which flared with vivid red light. She turned a key, lifted a bar, and, with her hand near her pistol, opened the door.


It revealed a dim box of layered darkness, disconcerting after the brightness of the corridor. I clutched the lace of my cuffs and tried to piece out shapes from the shadows.


“Don’t they give you any light?” The words burst out before I could stop them.


“I prefer it this way,” came a too-familiar voice, rough with disuse or emotion.


Details emerged as my eyes adjusted: the blocky shapes of a writing desk, a chest of drawers, a bed. A slit window, thin as my arm, showed a narrow slice of night sky and a meager handful of stars. And there, in the farthest corner on the edge of the bed, slouched the lean shadow of a man.


Ignazio. My mother’s cousin. Once powerful and respected, the former Serene Envoy to Ardence. My family, my mentor—and the man who had, on various occasions, poisoned, kidnapped, and attempted to murder me.


The cramped room smelled faintly of sweat and wine. I couldn’t bring myself to step inside, even with the guard hovering protectively beside me. Ignazio had always been so neat and meticulous, with his sober dark velvet coats and spotless lace collars. His voice had been smooth and controlled, sometimes lightly mocking. Four months in prison had changed him—or perhaps it had all happened in that one moment when his careful schemes collapsed, bringing his life down in ruins around him.


Memories of him warred with this sour collection of shadows: Ignazio, presenting me with my first magical theory text, his eyes sparkling benignly. Ignazio, watching me with aloof regret as I lay dying of the poison he’d given me ten years before. I failed to suppress a shudder.


“Why do you prefer the darkness?” I asked.


“Perhaps I want to be remembered as I was, not as I’ve become.” He shifted, and enough light fell on his face to pick out dark stubble on his cheeks. “You got my message, I take it.”


“Yes. You said you had information.” I tried to make my voice a crisp blank page, untouched by the history of pain between us, but it crumbled at the edges like an old letter.


“Of course.” A bitter gleam of starlight caught the corners of his eyes. “Four months in prison, and neither you nor your mother sees fit to pay a family visit. But I say I have information, and you’re here the next day, sure as the moon rises.”


The guilt that stabbed me was the sort of cut only family could inflict, no less deep for its lack of justice.


“You tried to kill me,” I reminded us both.


“If I’d tried harder, I wouldn’t be here. But now I have something you need. Oh, you don’t even know how much you need this.” He rose, slowly unfolding the thin length of him. The guard shifted behind me, but Ignazio came no closer. “And you can get me out of this place, Amalia.”


“If you want to negotiate your release, why are you talking to me, and not my mother?” I asked sharply.


He went still. For a moment, his breath rustled the darkness around him.


“I don’t want this to become another of her victories,” he said at last. “She would take what she wanted and cast me aside like a soiled napkin. But you, you’ll keep your word.” Ignazio turned toward the window. The feeble light cast stark hollows beneath his eyes and in his cheeks. “And I owe you this. I won’t deny I’ve done you wrong.”


“Then tell me what this great important mystery is, that you’ve somehow learned while locked in prison.” I folded my arms, which not so coincidentally brought my hand closer to my flare locket, ready to unleash its blinding flash if he made any sudden moves. He was stalling. He had nothing, and this was a trap after all.


He turned toward me, his face falling into shadow. “I’ve been talking to Lord Ruven.”


The name dropped into my mind like a black stone down a dark well.


“That’s not possible,” I protested. But the slit of a window drew my gaze, and I knew it was. Ruven had passed messages with seagulls before, to Istrella in her tower when she’d fallen under the control of his poison. The smallest opening would suffice when birds and rats and insects could all be Ruven’s agents.


“You are too apt a student of magical science to believe in the impossible,” Ignazio said.


“Perhaps.” I stopped myself before letting the promise of secrets draw me a step forward. “Are you so close to him, then?”


Ignazio grunted. “That viper is no friend of mine. We stirred the same pot in Ardence, but I refused to ally with him then. He seems to harbor hopes that prison has changed my perspective, and he’s been trying to recruit me.”


“Why does he want you?” Ignazio didn’t answer immediately, and I turned the question over in my mind. “Alchemy. This has to do with his command potion, doesn’t it?”


“You still have a sharp mind, I see.” Ignazio bowed mockingly, starlight sliding over his back. “It has come to his attention that I have some knowledge of Demon’s Tears, which happens to be one of the very few alchemical poisons known to remain in the system for longer than a week. He wishes to enlist my expertise in designing a way to make his potion’s effects permanent.”


Hells. That potion was dangerous enough when it wore off in a few days. “You didn’t tell him anything, did you?”


“I’m not a fool.” The calm control I remembered had returned to his voice. He held power again at last, and he knew it. “But although you and your mother seem to wish to forget it, I am a Cornaro. I know how to manipulate an enemy. I let Ruven think I’d help him in return for my freedom, to coax his plans out of him.”


I was glad the light behind me cast my face in shadow, so he couldn’t see my eagerness. Ruven had been ominously silent these past two months, and the doge was certain he could make no moves with winter snows choking the passes through the Witchwall Mountains; but I rather doubted he was meekly waiting for spring. “And did you learn anything?”


“Oh, yes.” Ignazio laughed, a grim, humorless rattle. “It’s a good plan. If you don’t stop him, he could threaten the Serene City itself.”


“Then tell us how to stop him.”


“Of course. The irony is too sweet, that I will become Raverra’s savior.” He paused. “There is, naturally, a price.”


“Your freedom,” I guessed. “I don’t have the power to grant it to you.”


“Your mother does. Tell Lissandra.” He drew back into the shadowy corner in which I’d found him, his outline blurring into the general darkness. “Tell her and the rest of the Council that if they want to still have an empire to rule when the snow melts, they must let me go. I’ll retire quietly to a country estate like a good boy, if they wish. I’ll even let them come by to thank me if they bring along a good bottle of wine.”


“I’ll pass along your offer. You’d best actually have something good, though,” I warned him.


“I am well aware how much my cousin despises those who waste her time. I would never presume to do so.” He folded himself back up on the edge of his bed. “I want their promise, in writing, with the imperial seal. Once I’m free, I’ll tell them everything I know about Ruven’s plans.”


“Isn’t there anything you can tell me now, if it’s so urgent?”


A moment’s silence. Then, “For you. Not for your mother, or the Council.” His voice dropped almost to a whisper. I leaned toward him, despite myself, holding a lungful of the sour air to catch his next words. “He’s planning to turn our own against us. Don’t trust familiar faces.”


“I could already have guessed he’d try to use his potion to infiltrate the Serene Empire.” I tried to sound unimpressed by this piece of information to coax out more. “Is that all you have?”


“Don’t dismiss this so lightly.” Ignazio’s voice roughened, trembling. “I have every right to hate you, for landing me here. And I’m forced to admit you have even more right to despise me. Believe it or not, however, I’m trying protect you. So listen to me. This isn’t some mere plot to seize a remote outpost; the Serene City is in danger. You are in danger.” He drew a deep breath; when he released it, his usual controlled irony returned. “If I give you any more, your mother will figure out Ruven’s plans on her own, and I’ll lose my bargaining chip.”


“Very well.” Foreboding clung to me like cobwebs. I had to restrain the urge to brush myself off. “I’ll attempt to impress the urgency of the matter upon the Council, and hope they respond to you quickly.”


“If they don’t, it’ll be their fault when Ruven flings open the gates of the Nine Hells. And if he does, I doubt even Lissandra Cornaro can get them shut again.” Ignazio sounded tired now, as if our encounter had exhausted him. “Good night, then, Amalia.”


I couldn’t quite bring myself to wish him the same, even for politeness’s sake. I gave a curt nod and turned to go. The guard, avoiding my gaze, caught the door to close it.


“Amalia.” Ignazio’s voice floated out after me, from his darkened room. “You know Ruven better than anyone in Raverra. You know what he can do. We can’t let him succeed.”


“He won’t,” I promised.


The heavy door closed between us. The guard slid bolts and bars into place, and the seal carved into the door flared briefly with reddish light.
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The guard escorted me through narrow corridors, past more locked doors. It was unsettling to think a human being lived behind each graven seal, a life full of thoughts and dreams that the Empire had deemed too dangerous to allow the simple grace of freedom. It was easy to think Ignazio deserved it; setting aside what he’d done to me, he’d also kept kidnapped children in a lightless drain and threatened a city with destruction to advance his own political fortunes. In theory, only such terrible crimes were supposed to earn imprisonment in a sealed cell. But I knew too much about the workings of power to presume that not one silenced voice behind those sturdy doors was innocent.


We passed through double sets of guarded, artifice-sealed doors and reemerged into the administrative wing. As I crossed the grand entry hall on my way out—a stern, soaring space of unadorned white marble, dominated by a single statue of the Grace of Majesty with a set of scales and a forbidding expression—Ignazio’s warning gnawed at me.


Ruven was dangerous enough when we knew exactly what he was planning. If we couldn’t discern his move before he made it, we might fail to block a crippling stroke.


“Lady Amalia,” said a smooth, diffident voice. “I’m surprised to see you here.”


I glanced up and found myself face-to-face with Lord Caulin, the doge’s secret liaison with the imperial assassins and the criminal underworld, and the newest member of the Council of Nine. His slight build, mild expression, and unassuming posture made him easy to overlook, but it was perilous to underestimate him.


I forced a smile across my clenched teeth. Lord Caulin had tried to trap me into a choice between murder and treason a couple of months ago, and he was no ally of mine. But he had power, and it accomplished nothing to antagonize him. “Lord Caulin. I could say the same to you.”


He modestly smoothed the simple silk cravat that adorned his chest in place of the more showy lace most Raverran nobility sported. “My business takes me to the prison on a regular basis, my lady. There is much to be learned from its inmates. As perhaps you are well aware?”


The tilt of his head invited more information. I hesitated. I needed to bring Ignazio’s offer before the Council, and I could think of no reason to hide it from Caulin, but I didn’t trust him.


“Come now, my lady,” Caulin coaxed. “We may sometimes be political adversaries, but we are not enemies. Not when it comes to the safety and security of the Serene Empire. We’re all on Raverra’s side, are we not?”


“I am always on the side of the people of the Serene Empire,” I said.


“Then we cannot possibly be opposed.” His mouth moved in a perfunctory smile, but his eyes flicked across my face, assessing. “Did your mother send you here?”


“I was visiting Ignazio,” I said reluctantly. “He has information on a plan of Ruven’s. This is only a guess, but given that he spoke of turning our own people against us, I suspect it’s a scheme to use his command potion to sabotage the Empire.”


“Ah.” Caulin nodded. “That fascinating potion. I’m not surprised. It doesn’t take much imagination to think of a hundred ways he could use it, and he’d be a fool not to try.”


I didn’t doubt Caulin had thought of a hundred ways he would use it, if he could. “Ruven is no fool. Have your own connections learned anything relevant? If he’s attempting to place someone in a key position in the Empire under his control, he might well hire a Raverran poisoner.”


“Investigating that angle is precisely why I’m here.” Caulin’s lips thinned in a smile. “You think like a true daughter of the Serene City, Lady Amalia.”


I shifted uncomfortably. Somehow that didn’t feel like a compliment, coming from a man whose methods I despised. “Thank you.”


His eyes took on a gleam I didn’t like. “You should use that mind to the Empire’s benefit.”


“I like to think I do, Lord Caulin.”


“Do you?” He raised his brows. “One might argue that your current attempts at lawmaking serve no one but our enemies.”


He meant my proposed act to end the forced conscription of mages, into which I’d been pouring countless hours and every crumb of political influence I had. Attempts at lawmaking shouldn’t have stung, coming from a man who’d never tried to pen a law in his life, but it set my teeth on edge.


“One might argue that,” I agreed stiffly, “if one lacked both the wisdom to recall that the mage-marked are imperial citizens and the foresight to realize that it only strengthens the Empire to free them.”


Caulin’s tone shifted, becoming softer, more dangerous. “It’s a waste to bend your efforts toward foolish gestures that could deprive Raverra of its most formidable weapons just when we have greatest need of them.”


“The mage-marked aren’t weapons. They’re people,” I said. “They deserve a choice.”


“The security of the Empire sometimes requires that we control other people’s choices.” Caulin shrugged, as if this were an inconvenience to be tolerated, like a light summer rain. “Choice can be dangerous. You would do well to remember it.”


A certain edge in his tone sent prickles down my back. “Dangerous? Surely you aren’t threatening me, Lord Caulin.”


“You?” He laughed. “Oh, I would never threaten the daughter of La Contessa. No, no. That would be folly. I merely meant that as you make your political moves upon the board, you may wish to consider how they endanger the more vulnerable pieces around you.” Caulin’s eyes went flat as black glass. “It would be a pity if your friends wound up as casualties of your principles.”


I drew in a sharp breath. He still smiled, his demeanor mild and affable except for those eyes full of old death. But I knew whom he meant: Marcello, my Ardentine scholar friends, perhaps even Istrella or Zaira. He could have them killed, if he chose, and no one would ever trace it back to him; that was his job, after all.


I’d known this was coming. It was inevitable, now that I was taking my place on the stage of Raverran politics. My friends would be in danger so long as my enemies saw them as weaknesses.


“Vulnerable?” The voice that came out of me was cold and hard. “Oh, I think not.”


“Is that so?” Caulin asked, all innocent curiosity.


Once, he might have successfully intimidated me. But I had made the choice to kill my own cousin to save others, when I held the terrible destructive power of Mount Whitecrown beneath my hand; whatever soft spots remained in me had been blasted away in the volcano’s fire.


“You are a fool if you think them unprotected,” I said. “It’s not my mother’s retribution you should worry about. It’s mine.”


He lifted his eyebrows, affecting an expression of mild concern, and said nothing. But those black eyes analyzed me.


I stepped closer to him. “Let me be absolutely clear, Lord Caulin. I will not bury my meaning in false pleasantries. If you touch my friends, I will destroy you.”


The absolute certainty of it hummed angrily in my pulse and resonated in my voice. It didn’t matter that Caulin outranked me, or that I was only an heir with little power of my own. I would find a way. And Caulin heard it.


He regarded me awhile, considering, as if I were a difficult passage he was translating from Ancient Ostan.


“I’ll bear that in mind, Lady Amalia,” he said at last. “But in return, do me the favor of considering the impact your little law could have. I would prefer to be your ally, not your adversary.”


I drew in a breath to tell him exactly how much consideration I’d given to the impact this law could have: The nights lying awake wondering if I was going too far, or not nearly far enough. The long discussions with my friends at the Mews over what it might mean for the safety of mage-marked children and the people around them. The hours poring through history books, analyzing the forces at play, the pendulum swing of action and reaction that had rocked the ships of nations since long before the Serene Empire existed.


But before I could utter a word, the echoing patter of running footsteps sounded in the broad marble hall. The ragged urgency of the sound pierced my chest with a thin sliver of alarm; after two months home safe in Raverra, my nerves still expected danger in every sudden motion, every sharp word.


The guard who’d conducted me through the prison halls ran toward us, her eyes wide, gasping for breath.


“Lady Amalia!” she called. “Come quickly! It’s your cousin, Lord Ignazio. He’s … I think he’s dead!”




Chapter Two


Two guards and a physician crowded Ignazio’s cell, now awash in glaring light and harsh bands of shadow from a pair of luminary lanterns on the floor. I stopped myself from pushing past them into the tiny stone room; this still could be a trick. But though I could only spy Ignazio’s thin, sprawling figure in pieces, between the backlit legs and scabbards moving between us, the absolute stillness upon it gave me little hope this could be anything but death.


The physician rose from her crouch at Ignazio’s side with weary gravity, shaking her head. “It’s too late to save him.”


The guards parted for me, and I saw him at last. Ignazio’s body lay facedown on the cold floor, twisted in apparent agony. A moment ago this had been a creature of intricate thoughts and complex misgivings, a living soul I could both hate and still somehow love. Now it was only an empty thing, like dry wood with the sap gone from it. Everything I might have wished to tell him, all his unresolved regrets and unspoken secrets, gone.


“What killed him?” I asked. My voice came out tight as an overstuffed case at risk of springing open.


The physician shook her cloud of iron-gray hair. “I’m not sure yet. I’d guess poison, but—”


Something leggy and iridescent black scuttled out from beneath Ignazio’s sleeve. One of the guards shrieked and jumped back; the physician, with the unruffled calm of a grandmother who’s seen worse, brought her boot down on the insect before I could do more than catch a sharp breath.


“There’s your answer,” she said grimly, lifting her foot to reveal the crumpled remains of something resembling a scorpion. The guard who had shrieked went nearly green and averted his eyes.


“A chimera,” I breathed. It had to be. Its legs were too like a spider’s, curled up in death, and it had two curving tails instead of one.


Whatever Ignazio had wanted to tell the Council, Ruven had made certain the knowledge died with him.
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“I should have realized Ruven wouldn’t tell Ignazio something that important unless he was certain he could protect his secrets. Ignazio should have realized.”


I paced a tight arc in Marcello’s cramped office, my hands clasped behind my back to keep them from trembling. Marcello slumped in shock before a writing desk piled high with deployment orders, his eyes wide at the news I’d given him.


“Does the doge know about this?” he asked, pushing the curling black locks of his hair from his face as if he could shove his own thoughts into order.


“Of course. I went to the courier lamps at once to tell my mother.” I loosed a shaky breath that wasn’t quite a laugh. “She’s in a closed Council meeting all day, so I couldn’t see her in person. I had to break her the news of her only cousin’s death in the courier lamp code.”


I couldn’t help a certain bittersweet wonder at the strange, cold miracle of magic and imperial bureaucracy that had brought my message to her. A clerk had received and transcribed the brief pulses of light, then handed the scrap of paper to a page to run it through the echoing marble halls of the Imperial Palace to where Ciardha stood waiting outside the Map Room door. Ciardha in turn would have discreetly passed it to my mother without disrupting the meeting. And my mother must have looked down and felt something, some tangle of emotions I could only imagine, before lifting her gaze to the rest of the Council to calmly inform them of this new piece of intelligence.


So I had come here, because Marcello was the only one in all the world whom I could talk to when I was this rattled without fear of the consequences of seeming vulnerable.


“I’m sorry,” he said softly.


I shook my head. “There’s nothing to be sorry about. He was a traitor, and everything I ever liked about him was a lie.”


Marcello rose in front of me, stopping my pacing. We stood so close a strong breeze could have swayed me into him. Face-to-face like this, I couldn’t escape the quiet sympathy in his warm green eyes.


“Don’t pretend he doesn’t matter. He was your family.” Marcello’s lips twisted into the wry echo of a smile. “You know how my father nearly ruined my life, and I’d still be upset if he died. I understand.”


“I’m really fine.” I brushed imaginary dust from my lace cuffs, just as an excuse to look away from him. “Seeing him dead so soon after I spoke with him was unnerving, that’s all.”


“Are you sure?” Marcello hesitated, then laid a gentle hand on my shoulder. “You still haven’t talked about Roland, either. It might help to—”


At Roland’s name, pain squeezed my chest. I shook Marcello’s hand off. “Anyway,” I interrupted him, “we need to figure out this plan of Ruven’s that Ignazio died to warn us about.”


Marcello gave me a long, dubious look. “You’re not going to let me help you, are you.”


I set my jaw stubbornly. “You can help me stop Ruven all you want.”


“All right.” He threw up his hands in mock defeat and sank back into his chair. “The wise officer knows when to retreat. In any case, it sounds as if we’ll want to watch out for Ruven’s control poison.”


“It’s his most dangerous weapon.” I latched eagerly onto the problem; unlike death, it was something I might actually solve. “So long as he has enough alchemists working for him, the sheer mathematics of it are terrifying. All it takes is one controlled person with a vial of potion to bring several under Ruven’s control, and then they can each spread it to more …” I trailed off, envisioning Ruven’s taint spreading across the Empire like spilled ink across a map.


Marcello dragged his fingers through his hair. “And all those people wouldn’t be sitting quietly. They’d be sabotaging our infrastructure, killing our leaders, capturing our mages, all right in the heart of the Empire. We need a way to deal with this potion, or to deal with Ruven.” He tapped one of the reports on his desk. “Terika’s trying to find an antidote—she stole a few samples of the potion when you rescued her from Ruven’s castle—but she says it may not be possible to create one. She’s determined that we can detect the presence of the potion in a drop of blood, though.”


“I’d suggest you start regular testing of everyone in the Mews, then,” I said. “Soldiers and staff as well as Falcons and Falconers—anyone who can get in the doors. We should do the same with any other officials Ruven might want to control, from the doge on down.”


Marcello nodded. “What about this scorpion chimera? I’m concerned he might use more of them for assassination.”


“Ferroli’s Tincture of Purity should counteract the venom.” I bit my lip, thinking. “I’m not sure how much you have in stock, but it might be wise for key leaders and Falcons to start carrying some.”


“I’ll put the alchemists on it,” Marcello agreed, leaning over his desk to scribble himself a note. “You should keep some in that satchel of yours, too.”


“I already do.” I patted the satchel’s familiar weight on my hip. I’d taken to carrying it with me almost everywhere, since recent events in my life had proven the value of being prepared. “We’ll want to raise security on the Falcons as well. Ruven thinks of magic as power, and he’s targeted them before.”


“You’re right, we should.” Marcello sighed, rubbing his forehead. “Damn. This is going to mean more arguments.”


“Oh?”


He hesitated. “I probably shouldn’t talk about it.”


“Marcello,” I said dryly, “I’m your friend and I’m privy to the Empire’s most carefully guarded secrets. There is very little on this earth you can’t talk to me about.”


“I suppose you’re right.” He flashed me a smile, but weariness lay under it, like brittle gray ice beneath a thin dusting of bright snow. “You know why I joined the Falconers, of course. To help my sister, and people like her.”


“Ah.” I thought I had an inkling of where this was going. “And not everyone seems to share this perspective, in your talks about security.”


“Some of them want to lock the Falcons up like their grandmother’s heirloom silver at the first sign of a threat. Or worse.” He grimaced. “It’s certainly driven home why your law is so important. I didn’t notice it as much before my promotion—but when you get past a certain command level, there are no Falcons in the meetings anymore. And the tone of the discussions changes.”


“I know what you mean.” I shifted uncomfortably. “I’ve been in those types of meetings myself.” The tendency to think of the mage-marked as resources rather than human beings was an obstacle I’d run into disturbingly often in my attempts to garner support for my Falcon reform law.


“I imagine you have. And there’s this same ruthless distance when we talk about military strategy—who and how many we can afford to lose.” He shook his head. “I can’t forget that these are people, not playing pieces. I don’t think I’m cut out for command, Amalia. I’m too soft.”


My throat tightened. I seized his hand, before I could think better of it.


“Stay soft,” I urged him. “The Serene Empire needs more people like you in power. People with compassion.”


“I’m worried that over time, I’ll start thinking like them, piece by piece, and not even notice.” Marcello curled his fingers gently around mine. “I don’t know if it’s better to quit, and be certain I’ll always stay myself, or keep trying to become the colonel’s successor, and risk becoming someone I wouldn’t recognize.”


“You’re the most honest man I know,” I said. “You’ll always be yourself.”


“You think so?” Hope warred with doubt in his voice.


“I’m counting on it.”
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That evening I sat in the drawing room after dinner, writing personal letters to attempt to persuade key Assembly members to vote for my Falcon reform law as I waited for my mother to return home from the Imperial Palace. Finished letters accumulated on the tray as the mantel clock ticked away the hours. My pen hovered over the beginning of the twentieth, hesitating over whether a certain baroness’s husband or her consort would hold more sway over her opinion, when at last I heard Old Anzo open the door for my mother. Her voice floated in from the foyer, punctuated by the efficient murmurs of Ciardha, her impeccable aide; she was still working, even at what the clock informed me was an hour past midnight.


I rose, ready to go meet her in the foyer, but she slipped into the drawing room with a swish of midnight-blue velvet and a rustle of lace before I made it to the door. She pulled jeweled pins from her hair as she approached, letting her auburn locks tumble down over her shoulders; she had already cast off the majesty she wore in public like a cloak, probably the moment she walked through our palace doors.


“Mamma,” I greeted her, scanning her face for signs of grief.


But she still wore her business mask, enigmatic and aloof. She was either saving her mourning for later, or she’d done it long ago.


“Amalia.” She pushed the door shut behind her, never breaking her gaze; the click of the latch sounded grim and final as the seal on Ignazio’s prison cell. “Sit down. We have things to talk about.”


I settled back into my chair, suddenly feeling as if she’d caught me skipping my oratory lessons to sneak off to the library. Ciardha’s voice sounded distant and muffled in the foyer, giving instructions to Old Anzo. “We do?”


La Contessa sank gracefully into a chair opposite me, scattering her pins beside my letter tray. “The Council of Nine is taking your message about Ignazio’s warning seriously. We spent much of today coordinating attempts to uncover what Ruven might be up to. Lord Caulin even claims to have already received a tip indicating that Ruven is hiring Raverran alchemists from the Tallows to help spread his poison.”


“That was quick,” I said, surprised.


“Indeed.” Skepticism dripped from my mother’s voice. “And thus far, my own people have been unable to corroborate this piece of intelligence.”


“You think he’s making it up?”


“Caulin has his own sources, and he doesn’t always share. It could be good information.” She delicately spread her hands. “Or he could be making a mistake, perhaps moving too quickly on an unreliable tip to try to gain cachet as the most newly elected Council member. Or, yes, it could be a fabrication.”


“But why would he lie about something like that?”


My mother lifted an eyebrow and waited. Which meant she felt that I was fully capable of arriving at an answer on my own.


It had been rather a long day, and I was no longer feeling particularly clever. But I rubbed my temples and did my best. “People lie when they have something to hide, or when they want to trick someone else into unwise action.”


“And what might our dear Lord Caulin have to hide?” La Contessa asked, her eyes gleaming sharply in the fading light of the luminaries.


“Half a Hell full of secrets.” I waved a hand as if to swat away a buzzing cloud of them. “He’s got to wade through them to get out his door in the morning. But I can’t think why he’d want to cover up Ruven’s plans—unless he’s somehow complicit in them.”


“If he is, that’s a very grave matter indeed. I don’t consider it likely, but neither would I rule it out—unlikely things happen every day. And your second option? Who would he want to trick into unwise action?”


I stared into the evening darkness gathered in my mother’s eyes. She waited, sure and cynical as death itself.


“Me,” I whispered. “Because my Falcon reform act is gaining ground.”


La Contessa nodded slowly. “Step carefully, Amalia. This could be a trap set just for you.”
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“So your uncle’s dead.” Zaira took a long swallow from the water flask set out for us, then scowled at it as if annoyed it wasn’t wine. “Good riddance to the bastard.”


I’d stolen a moment during a break in our morning training session with Jerith and Balos at the Mews to tell her my concerns about Caulin, and about Ignazio’s warning and death, to which she’d reacted with this succinct eulogy.


I couldn’t quite bring myself to speak in Ignazio’s defense. “Yes, well, regardless of what you think of him, you may want to take his warning to heart. You’re likely to be one of Ruven’s targets. Please be careful.”


“Oh, you know me. I’m a model of caution and restraint.” She tossed the metal flask onto the heap of our winter coats, discarded on a bench against the training yard wall for being too warm to wear in proximity to balefire. The winter air cut through my light brocade jacket now that we were resting, and I hugged my arms against the chill. “As for Lord Dubious, your mamma’s right to give him the dirty eye. That story that Ruven is hiring alchemists from the Tallows is a pile of rat dung.”


“I don’t doubt it, but what makes you think so?” I asked. “You know the Tallows better than any of us.” Zaira had grown up in the Serene City’s poorest district, which was populated mostly by honest dockworkers and laborers; but those criminals who stayed beneath the Council’s notice—or made themselves useful enough to earn a blind eye—had their enclaves there as well.


“For one thing, you can’t make Ruven’s potion without the mage mark, so no two-penny Tallows alchemist could mix it up.” Zaira wiped her mouth on her sleeve. “For another, there aren’t that many mages in the Tallows—even a weak alchemist would do well enough selling pimple cream and impotence cures to gullible rich folk that they could afford to live somewhere nicer. I know the handful who do gray-market jobs out of the Tallows, and none of them would take a job from Vaskandar.”


I tugged on a loose lock of hair, thinking. “Then why did Caulin say that? Is he trying to trick us, or did someone trick him?”


Zaira shrugged. “I dunno, but if that worm is trying to pin something on Tallows mages, I’ll be damned if I let him get away with it. Come with me later, and I’ll ask around and see if any of my old contacts know anything.”


Balos strode over to us across the training yard, from where he’d been talking to Jerith in the warded instructor’s corner. The thin sunlight picked fleeting gleams from the gold trim on his Falconer’s uniform, and his deep brown eyes considered us thoughtfully.


“Are you ready to continue?” he asked.


“If you’re still mad enough to want to do this in the middle of the Mews, sure,” Zaira said. Her tone was light, but muscles in her face tightened. No one spoke of the reason Jerith and Balos had made the time to prioritize training us during their brief stay in the Mews between border deployments, or of how soon Zaira and I might have to use what we were learning. But it was hard to forget.


“We have faith in your control,” Balos said.


“Oh, I don’t know, I think loosing balefire inside a populated castle is mad by definition.” Jerith strolled over to us, grinning. “But we’re only making tiny sparks today. What could possibly go wrong?”


Zaira groaned. “Why did you have to go and say that?”


“What fun is a boring, predictable life?” The mage mark gleamed silver in Jerith’s eyes. “Now give us a tame little fire, the size of your thumb, and let’s see how long you can keep it that way.”


“Exsolvo,” I muttered. Even after months of practice, my heart still kicked up when I said it, as if a lion had wandered into the courtyard.


Zaira held out a hand, palm up. A slim, pale flame licked from her fingertips.


It stretched no taller than a candle flame, but its presence was far less gentle. It tugged and twisted in the air as if it yearned to be free, and its eerie blue light cut at my eyes. Zaira stared at it like an old enemy with whom she’d forged an uneasy truce.


“You’re fighting it,” Jerith observed, as the slip of fire writhed on Zaira’s fingers in thwarted hunger.


“Would you rather I let it go?” Zaira snapped. “The Mews might look nicer with a gaping blackened hole in the middle of it.”


Zaira’s eyes stayed on the wisp of balefire, and despite its hungry snapping at the air, it still hadn’t spread or grown. A surge of pride in what she’d accomplished warmed me; with balefire, it was easier to burn down a building than to light a candle. But Jerith’s glittering eyes hadn’t left her face.


“You don’t need to be afraid of it,” he said softly.


The flame in Zaira’s hand jumped to twice its previous height. “I’m not afraid.”


“Mmm. I can see that.” Jerith lifted a pale brow. “No bigger than your thumb, remember.”


“You’re distracting me on purpose, you rat,” Zaira complained. But she gritted her teeth, and the flame shrank again. Sweat stood out on her temples, despite the chill air.


“So long as you’re afraid, you’ll never have true control,” Jerith said.


“I’m controlling it just fine. See?” She thrust her hand toward him, suddenly, and grinned as Jerith jumped back. I sucked in a breath, but the slim blue flame clung low and tight to her fingertips.


Jerith’s eyes narrowed. “Balos.”


“I don’t think this is a good idea,” Balos warned, his deep voice dubious.


“Balos.”


“All right.” Balos shook his head. “Exsolvo.”


I glanced at Balos in alarm. He held my gaze and mouthed, Be ready.


That was far from reassuring.


Zaira eyed Jerith warily. The balefire still licked up from her fingertips, cruel and hungry, endlessly testing the chain of Zaira’s will.


Jerith gave her a broad, sharp-edged smile. “Your control is a lot better, I’ll give you that. But you’re not fooling anyone, Zaira. Not even yourself.”


Zaira’s hair stirred in a sudden breeze that teased her curly locks forward into her face and tugged her skirts against the back of her legs. Where I stood a few feet away, I could barely feel it. But the bitter blue flame in her hand bent toward Jerith, its top streaming eagerly in the wind.


“What are you doing?” Zaira stepped away from him, pushing her hair out of her eyes with her free hand. The wind at her back grew stronger, making a low hissing moan. Jerith’s own spiky blond hair bent before it. “Are you an idiot?”


“Sometimes,” Balos murmured.


“If you’re not afraid, control it.” Jerith’s voice went hard and flat as a knife blade. He stood unflinchingly as his wind stretched Zaira’s flame toward him, streaming with eager fluttering fingers that scrabbled at the air, seeking life to consume.


“You’re mad as a sack of ferrets!”


“No bigger than your thumb, Zaira,” Jerith said calmly.


Her flames blew a banner long as my forearm, reaching mere inches from Jerith’s narrow chest. I stirred uneasily.


“Don’t seal her, Lady Amalia,” Jerith barked at me. “She has to do this herself.”


“Pox rot your smug wretched face!” Zaira snarled, and closed her hand into a fist.


The fire winked out at once. The air grew chill again. Jerith’s wind swirled around Zaira, whipping her hair into a tangle, and settled with a skittering of dust along the flagstones.


Zaira’s shoulders heaved, her breath quick with effort. She leveled a glare at Jerith that made me wonder his jacket didn’t start smoking after all.


Jerith let loose a faint huff of relief or disappointment. “Why did you quench the fire, instead of controlling it?”


“Go kiss a stingroach,” Zaira retorted, and stalked off to pick up the water flask again.




Chapter Three


Marcello moved in front of Zaira and me through the dusk-painted, twisting streets of the Tallows, scanning the early-evening crowds warily for any sign of danger among the workers slouching wearily home and the sailors bound merrily for the taverns. Zaira had insisted that no other guards accompany us for fear that the sight of too many soldiers would keep anyone from talking to her, and Marcello took his duty seriously.


This district was too poor for luminaries. Its crumbling façades showed patches of brick through the plaster, and trash bobbed against the walls of the canals. A lamplighter moved across a narrow bridge not far ahead of us, brightening the world one flickering flame at a time. An intoxicating scent of mushrooms cooking in wine teased us from a window above, and a woman’s contented humming drifted down with it. Zaira’s dog Scoundrel sniffed excitedly at our heels, his tail wagging with a fury of recognition at the smells of his old neighborhood.


As for Zaira herself, perhaps it was the way the gray wash of dusk and the ruddy lamplight mingled on her features, but for a fleeting moment, she looked lost.


“Everything’s the same, but it’s different,” she muttered as we walked. “I haven’t been gone half a year, and Pip Gallo’s dead and the Six Jays is closed, and the best baker in town’s gotten married and moved to Palova.”


“It’s always strange, coming home after an absence,” I said, thinking of my own return from my year in Ardence.


Zaira lifted an eyebrow. “Who said anything about home? Come on. There’s a place up ahead that always has information.”


We crossed a bridge over a crooked canal slender enough that I doubted the sun ever reached the green water below. On the far side, we had to pause a moment as an old man struggled to right an overturned handcart that nearly blocked the street; Marcello hastened to help him. Zaira crouched down and scratched Scoundrel’s rump, but he was too busy sniffing a crumpled bit of oil-stained broadsheet that had probably once wrapped fish to care. A crow eyed the same wrapper from a rooftop; I wondered with an odd pang if it were Kathe’s. I might not be able to trust him farther than I could throw him, but I could use his cleverness right now.


“I lived there for a few months,” Zaira said in a low voice, jerking her chin across the crooked street.


For a moment I thought she meant a butcher’s shop, but then I noticed the spire of a temple rising behind it. I squinted at the green-streaked figure atop it. “The local Temple of Mercy? They took you in?”


Zaira nodded, her eyes dark and shuttered as she rubbed Scoundrel’s ears. “After the old woman died. They were nice enough to make your teeth hurt, but they met my eyes way too much, so I had to leave. Then I got to be an expert on floors.”


“Floors?” Heat flooded my cheeks. “Oh! You mean sleeping on them.”


The look she gave me could have stripped the paint off a wall. “No, I meant licking them, like Scoundrel here. Graces grant me patience, you’re dense as year-old cream.”


“Sorry.” I remembered the tangle of frayed blankets we’d found in a dark corner of an abandoned laundry, the place Zaira had been living when I’d unwittingly helped capture her for the Falcons. “So you never really had a home.”


“Not after the old woman died.” Her tone was flat and hard, denying any sympathy. “When you have to keep moving, you don’t get attached to places. Or things, or people. Scoundrel was all right, because he could come with me.”


“If we can pass this Falcon reform law, you’d be free to live anywhere you wanted,” I said softly. “It wouldn’t matter if someone noticed your mage mark. You could make a home for yourself at last.”


“What makes you think I want one?” Zaira straightened and stretched. “That’s Terika. Always talking about getting some little cottage in the mountains, or a town house in the city, and how many cats will I let her have, and do I think luminaries or oil lamps give a more comfortable light, and what do I think about spring green in the bedroom. It’s enough to make a person vomit.”


Marcello had righted the cart and seen the old man on his way with a cheerful wave. Zaira sighed. “Come on. We’re almost there. It’s that tavern up ahead—the Laughing Siren.” She gave me an assessing glance. “Just keep your valuables close, and don’t start any fights you don’t want to finish.”
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The smoke hazing the air of the Laughing Siren tavern bore a heavy scent of sweet herbs, and the lamps and fireplace burned an alchemical oil that made their flames flicker through shades of blue, green, and purple. The cool, shifting light gave the place the appearance of being underwater. An Ostan boy with a cello played dreamy music that wove through the smoke, enhancing the impression. The place was crowded, but the noise remained strangely muted, with patrons huddled in private groups holding murmured conversations I couldn’t quite make out even as Zaira led us on a weaving course around tables toward the bar.


A closer glance at the round tables told me why: someone had carefully carved runes into their edges, and cut diagrams into the tops. A muffling enchantment to dampen sound, so no one could overhear you. Clever.


More than a few people shot glances our way or even stared openly. I was used to drawing attention as the Cornaro heir, but their eyes slid past me to latch onto Zaira. She ignored them, but her jaw tightened, and Scoundrel pressed close against her legs, his tail tucked.


“Do they know you here?” I whispered.


Zaira grunted. “I used to be in here a lot, but they didn’t know I was a fire warlock. Now they do.” Her tone was careless, but she wouldn’t meet my eyes any more than she would those of the patrons watching her, shades of blue and purple drifting across their carefully neutral faces.


I understood anyway. The Tallows had never been her home, not really, but it was all she’d had. And now everyone she’d known realized she’d always been a stranger here. Even if my law passed, she couldn’t go back.


The stinging in my eyes as we approached the bar might have been from more than the smoke. But Zaira showed no hesitation as she leaned on the rune-edged wooden counter and caught the attention of the proprietor, a tiny old woman with a face wrinkled like well-used leather.


“Hey, Rosa.”


“Zaira!” the old woman greeted her, in a surprisingly strong voice. “Good to see you, dear, it’s been ages. And you’ve brought friends!” Her sharp black eyes took in Marcello’s uniform and lingered on my face. “Showing them the old neighborhood? Or did you come all this way from the Mews for a drink?”


“I’m here for the house special,” Zaira said.


Rosa laughed. “Information, eh? It’s not the cheapest drink in the Tallows. Can you pay for it?”


“Miss Moneybags here wipes her arse with gold foil,” Zaira assured her.


I hoped the blue light hid the burning of my cheeks. “I imagine we could arrange payment as needed, yes.”


The old woman assessed me narrowly. “I imagine you could. All right then, what do you want to know, Zaira dear?”


Zaira dropped her voice so low I could barely hear it over the deep liquid strains of the cello. “Heard of any alchemists taking jobs that might have come from Vaskandar?”


“Vaskandar!” Rosa’s nostrils flared, and she looked as if she might spit if it weren’t her own bar she’d be expectorating upon. “I’d throw anyone dealing with them out of the Laughing Siren. I fought those demons in the Three Years’ War, you know.”


I shifted uncomfortably, wondering if she’d heard about my courtship with Kathe.


Zaira grunted. “I figured as much, but I had to ask. Next question: heard about anyone talking to the Empire in the past day or two?”


Rosa shifted uneasily, giving me a sideways glance. “There are people who pass news to Raverran intelligence from time to time, but I don’t give out those names. If this is some test from La Contessa—”


“It’s not a test,” I assured her hastily. “We’re only interested in contact that wasn’t through the regular channels. Unusual activity.”


“Well …” Rosa drummed her fingers on the bar, frowning. “I suppose given who you are, I can tell you. All right.” She dropped her voice until I could barely hear her. “I heard about a gray-market mage crew taking a job that was supposed to be from someone very high up.”


“A job, huh?” Zaira kept her tone casual. I tried not to show my own surprise. “Any details?”


“I don’t know who or what,” Rosa said, glancing at me again. “You probably know more than I do. But if it helps you narrow it down, I know when and where. Some patrician lady’s charity ball.”


“Lady Aurica’s annual dinner dance for the Temple of Bounty?” I asked at once. Her chef’s reputation made the event quite popular among the Serene City’s rich and powerful, and ensured a crowd at the buffet. It would be a perfect opportunity for Ruven to spread his poison. “Good Graces, that’s tomorrow.”


“That sounds right,” Rosa agreed. “Sorry I don’t have more for you, but that’s all I know.”


“No, that’s very helpful. Thank you.” I slipped the woman a couple of ducats, which seemed to be far more than she’d expected, given how wide her eyes went and how quickly the gold disappeared.


Once we were out on the street again, Marcello glanced around and muttered, “A job from someone high up. That could be anything. Lady Aurica might have hired them herself, to make the wine glow at her party.”


I pulled my coat closer against the winter evening. “I can’t imagine Lady Aurica getting her party decorations from the Tallows. And while I can envision scenarios where the imperial government would hire gray-market mages, I haven’t heard of anything of the sort planned for her charity dinner.” I turned to Zaira. “What sort of jobs do these mage crews do, exactly?”


We’d reached the bridge; Zaira stopped and leaned on the stone rail, scowling down into the murky canal water. Lamps flickered on poles on either side of her, casting light and shadow across her face. “There are only three gray-market mage crews in the Tallows, and I know all of them. They’re all right. They do little jobs—harmless stuff, like fraud and smuggling, maybe the occasional heist. This sounds like a setup to me.”


I fidgeted with the strap of my satchel, working through the implications. “If Lord Caulin claims to have a tip about Ruven hiring alchemists from the Tallows, but Caulin himself turns out to be the one hiring Tallows mage crews … yes. That only makes sense if he’s trying to set up some kind of deception.”


“Or if he’s working for Ruven,” Marcello said grimly, his voice so low the night almost swallowed it.


“I’d like to say that’s impossible, but Caulin only has his seat on the Council because his predecessor worked with traitors. And there’s Ruven’s potion to consider.” I gnawed my lip. Caulin should be getting his blood tested regularly, but we would be fools to consider any of our precautions infallible.


“Either way, I’ll bet it doesn’t end well for the mages.” Zaira flicked a chip of loose mortar off the bridge at a passing boat. “As usual. Can’t you tell your mamma and get Lord Liar sent to his room?”


“It’s not that easy. He’s a member of the Council of Nine, and we don’t have any proof.” I hadn’t forgotten my mother’s warning; this could be a gambit to get me to make false accusations that would destroy my credibility, or to give him an excuse to move against my friends. “We don’t even know that Caulin is the one who hired them. We have to tread very carefully, or risk stepping into a trap.”


“I agree we can’t confront Lord Caulin with what we have, but we can’t just do nothing,” Marcello objected. “What if he is working for Ruven? What if he poisons half the Council at this party?”


“I’ll pass a warning to my mother, and I’m certain she can at least arrange for additional security at the party. But this is happening tomorrow. We don’t have time to find out whether Caulin is truly behind this, and what he might be up to.” I took a deep breath. “If we want a chance to unravel this, we’ll have to attend Lady Aurica’s party ourselves.”
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I scanned Lady Aurica’s party tensely as I danced with Scipio da Morante, the doge’s stiff-backed bore of a younger brother and the holder of their family seat on the Council of Nine. Zaira had a much better partner in Terika, who had offered to come along since we might have to deal with a rogue alchemist—but given the warm flush on her cheeks and the glow in her eyes as she danced with Zaira, I rather suspected she’d had a secondary objective. I did my best to appear to listen appreciatively to Scipio’s rambling story as we circled each other, in the slim hopes it might help sway him to vote for my Falcon reform act; but my attention was on the party around us, afraid that I’d miss something critical if I so much as blinked.


Lady Aurica had opened up her ballroom and hung it with silk bunting trimmed with grapevines and berries, symbols of the Grace of Bounty; the party was open to anyone who made a donation of a ducat or more to the Temple of Bounty’s fund to feed the poor. Hundreds of guests in fancifully embroidered coats and extravagant gowns swirled on the dance floor or frequented the generous buffet, and music and laughter filled the air beneath the soft warm glow of luminaries shaped like apples and pears. The servants wore masks with a vine-and-fruit motif, as a nod to the approaching Festival of Luck and its signature masquerade. The choice muddled the theme somewhat, but I had to admit they looked striking as they passed around trays of wine selected from the Empire’s finest vineyards.


The guards stationed discreetly around the ballroom wore the same masks; my mother had taken my warning seriously and made certain to send Lady Aurica additional security. It was all too easy to imagine a hundred kinds of mischief one could hire a mage to accomplish here, ranging from harmless pranks to assassination.


The dance finally ended without any sign of trouble, and I excused myself before Scipio da Morante could launch into another anecdote about his shipping ventures. Perhaps I should take another pass at the buffet, to use my alchemy detection ring to check for Ruven’s potion and perhaps sample a little more of the pauldronfish risotto. I claimed a glass of wine from a passing tray and started in that direction.


“Lady Amalia,” said a muffled voice, just as I lifted the full-bodied red to my lips.


I turned and nearly spilled it all over my burgundy silk gown. It was one of the masked servants, his head bowed diffidently—except that he spoke with the voice of Lord Caulin.


“Why, Lord Caulin,” I greeted him, somewhat breathlessly. “I confess myself surprised to find you here—and in disguise, no less.”


“Truly?” His voice might be mild, but his dark eyes shone sharp as knives through the holes in his mask. “Yet I hear you are the one to whom we owe the tip that some incident might occur here tonight. Of course I am deeply concerned, as always, about the security of the Serene City. It’s only natural for me to watch over this event in person.”


“Of course.” I offered him a gracious nod, buying myself a brief moment. I had to think of a way to trick him into revealing some hint of his intent. “One of my associates was fortunate enough to stumble across the information, but I’m afraid it was dreadfully vague.”


“What exactly did your contact tell you?” Caulin asked, his tone light and curious, his eyes flicking across the crowd.


“Only that a mage crew might engage in some manner of illegal activity here tonight.” Let him underestimate me. I waved vaguely at our surroundings. “I naturally connected it to your own tip about Ruven hiring mages from the Tallows to use against Raverra.”


Which was true, so far as it went. Never mind that I suspected the mage crew was working for Caulin himself rather than Ruven.


Caulin’s shoulders relaxed visibly. “Just so. I, too, suspect that the two threats may be one and the same. I hope you aren’t here with some impetuous notion of catching the criminals in the act?”


I laughed. “I’m here for the buffet, Lord Caulin, like everyone else. I will confess that curiosity as to what may unfold here provides extra spice, but I know my own limitations and am content to leave the catching of criminals to those who have experience in the matter.” I neglected to mention that Zaira and I had a certain amount of experience rooting out treachery, ourselves.


“Indeed.” I couldn’t see much of Caulin’s face beneath the mask, but his voice sounded like he was smiling. “Very well then, my lady. I had best get back to watching for these miscreants, so we can stop them before they strike.”


“Of course.” I dipped him a small curtsy.


As Caulin moved off, I noted which of the guards and servants he nodded to; those ones must be his. It would be much harder to discreetly intercept Zaira’s associates with Caulin watching.


“You’re stiff as a coffin lid,” Zaira greeted me, sweeping up with Terika on her arm in a great rustling of silk skirts. Both of them were flushed from the dance floor and smiling broadly. “Relax and enjoy yourself. It won’t kill you.”


“It might, if we don’t spot your friends and they poison the food,” I said, my voice pitched low. “Have you seen any sign of anyone you know?”


“Not yet. But if you scowl around like that, they’ll know you’re watching for trouble, and we’ll never catch them.” She squeezed Terika’s linked arm close to her side affectionately, while Terika picked glasses of wine off a passing tray for the two of them. “That’s why dancing is perfect. Keeps you occupied, leaves your mind free, gives you an excuse to look all around the room. Where’s Captain Loverboy? You could dance with him.”


All thoughts of finding a way to delicately warn Zaira about Caulin flew out of my head. “Oh! I couldn’t.”


“Why not? Your crow beau doesn’t seem the jealous type.”


My cheeks burned. “I think things are confused enough between Marcello and me already.” Nonetheless, my eyes drifted over to where Marcello was in conversation with the officer of the imperial guards providing security for Lady Aurica tonight. He was such a splendid dancer.


Zaira snorted. “Stop overthinking it and dance with your soldier boy. Or I’ll start telling random star-eyed young partygoers that the Cornaro heir is right there and maybe if they dance with you you’ll fall in love and make them rich beyond their wildest dreams.”


“You wouldn’t dare!”


“Oh, it’s a dare now, is it?” Zaira’s eyes gleamed ominously. “Well, in that case—” She broke off, her gaze going past me. “Hells take it, someone just poisoned the chocolate soup.”




Chapter Four


What?” I swiveled, but didn’t see anything unusual. Zaira was already moving, however, with Terika on her heels; I hurried to catch up, murmuring apologies as we wove past gentry decked out in lace and brocade, brushing against silk and velvet skirts that cleared islands of space in the crowded ballroom.


The chocolate soup stood in its glory at the center of the buffet in a massive shallow bowl, frothy meringue floating atop it like puffs of summer cloud. As we arrived, a stately patrician woman in an ostentatious gold gown was just dipping a ladle with white-gloved fingers to fill her bowl.


“Oops,” Zaira said, and with both hands, she heaved the great bowl over onto the floor.


Chocolate flooded everywhere. I scrambled back, snatching my skirts away from the splashing menace; a few partygoers shrieked, and one young man in fluttering lace cuffs frantically waved his fan at it, as if he could blow the spreading spill away from his fine clothes.


Terika threw her hands to her face in horror as if she’d been the one to knock it over and cried out, “Sorry, sorry!” All attention turned to her at once. As Terika rushed about making a great show of fussing over the mess, I almost missed Zaira slipping away through the crowd toward the side corridor to the kitchen—the same one down which she and I had once lurked to overhear the Vaskandran ambassador’s private conversation.


I caught up to her in time to see her corner a slim young boy before he could disappear into the kitchen. He was dressed like a servant in one of their masks, but I recognized the cellist from the Laughing Siren.


“Have you poisoned anything else?” Zaira demanded. “Are you working alone? Quick, damn you, before it’s too late!”


The boy shook his head, panicked, pressing his back to the wall.


A young woman rounded the corner from the ballroom, resplendent in a lace-trimmed gown of sea-foam green and a spectacular feathered hairpin to match; I would have assumed she was a merchant or perhaps even a patrician lady, but the sharp glare she directed at Zaira was one of personal recognition.


“Now, now, Zaira darling, no need to make a scene,” she said, menace beneath the purring surface of her voice. “I thought we were friends! Or have you washed your hands of us common folk now that you’re eating off silver plates in the Mews?”


“We were never friends,” Zaira snapped. “But I’m here to do you a favor anyway, and stop you from making a demon of a mistake. You’re being used, Miranda.”


I glanced out at the crowded ballroom. We hadn’t drawn any attention yet, but we were bound to, and I definitely didn’t want Lord Caulin to see whom we were talking to. “Shall we take this discussion to a private room?” I asked.


Miranda looked back and forth between us, her eyes narrowed. “All right,” she said at last. “But if you ever want to show your face in the Tallows again, Zaira, this had better be good.”


[image: image]


“First of all, quickly, did you poison anything besides the chocolate soup?” Zaira asked, as soon as the door to Lady Aurica’s private conversation room shut behind us.


No one sat in the cozily arranged chairs; Miranda stood with her arms crossed, glaring at Zaira, and the boy stood uneasily beside her, half hiding behind her skirts. Zaira paced, her hands clasped tight behind her back.


“We didn’t poison anything,” Miranda protested. “And you’re meddling in things you should leave alone.”


“Anything besides the soup,” Zaira growled. “Or I go burn the whole buffet to be sure.”


“Not yet,” Miranda sighed. “And you don’t need to be so dramatic. It’s just sleep potion.”


I blinked. “Sleep potion? Are you sure?”


“I made it myself, so yes,” Miranda snapped.


“That doesn’t make a damned lick of sense,” Zaira said. “You’re not even mage-marked—it would last, what, ten minutes?”


“I’ll have you know mine is good for a full quarter of an hour.” Miranda crossed her arms. “Best you can buy in the Tallows.”


“Didn’t you ask yourself why in the Nine Hells someone would hire you to put sleep potion in the soup at a fancy party?” Zaira demanded. “You must have realized this is a setup.”


“That’s what I was telling you, Auntie,” the boy muttered.


“You’re beyond your depth, Zaira,” Miranda snarled. “If you had any idea who hired me—”


“Oh, but we do,” I said.


Miranda looked ready to spit out a contemptuous retort, but the boy tugged at her sleeve, his eyes wide, and nodded meaningfully toward me. She frowned, then glanced at Zaira’s jess, then back to me, and her eyes widened. “Bugger us all. The Cornaro heir.” She pulled off a credible curtsy.


“It was Lord Caulin who hired you, was it not?” I asked, sharpening my voice. We didn’t have much time; I couldn’t let Caulin figure out we were talking to her.


“I can’t tell you the name of my client,” Miranda said, with a toss of her long black hair.


“If it’s Council business, my mother would know about it.” I smiled sweetly. “She’s at our palace, just up the Imperial Canal. Do you want me to send a message asking her to come give you permission to talk about it?”


“Grace of Mercy, please don’t bring La Contessa into this,” the boy said, turning gray. “Yes, yes, it was Lord Caulin!”


“Giram!” Miranda scolded.


“I don’t want to die in prison.” The boy’s eyes stretched wide and bright as luminary crystals. “I told you this job was no good.”


“And did he give you a reason why one of the Council would hire a gutter rat like you to put a bunch of rich old goats to sleep for a few minutes?” Zaira asked, crossing her arms.


“To turn the Assembly against the Falcon reform act,” I breathed, the realization falling on me like a dropped curtain.


Miranda stared at me blankly. “What?”


“Lord Caulin knows full well the best way to decimate any support for looser restrictions on magic is to make people afraid of mages,” I said. “If he creates an incident here that frightens the Assembly, because many of them are personally affected by the attack, and he makes a show of catching the mages behind it, he can more easily convince them that mages are dangerous and need to be contained.”


“He’s setting you up,” Zaira summarized bluntly.


Miranda crossed her arms. “Then it’s not a very good plan. I could just tell people the truth: that he’s the one who hired me.”


“Not if you’re dead, you can’t,” Zaira said.


“I suspect that’s why he’s here himself tonight,” I concluded grimly. “So he can make certain you die in the scuffle to capture you, before anyone else can talk to you.”


The boy Giram leaned in close against Miranda’s skirts, looking positively ill.


“He’s here tonight?” Miranda demanded sharply.


“Yes, in a servant’s mask, so no one can spot him. In fact, we’d better finish in here soon, before he notices we’re all missing and realizes we’re talking to each other.”


“But you don’t know he hired us to create an incident and set us up as scapegoats.” Miranda fingered her lacy sleeves; I caught the gleam of metal up one of them.


“It’s the only reason for this job that makes any damned sense,” Zaira said. “Weren’t you even a bit suspicious?”


Miranda drew herself up. “Of course I was. I’m not an idiot. That’s why I made him give us a paper.” Her hand stirred toward her sleeve again. “So if anyone tried to arrest us, I could show them we had the Council’s backing. He didn’t want to give it to me, but I told him we wouldn’t do the job without it.”


Zaira snorted. “You should’ve known right then that the old stingroach wasn’t going to let you live. If it was really Council business, he’d just send his own people, not go looking for a mage in the Tallows who he could throw away like a cheap glove when he was done.”


The feathers on Miranda’s hairpin drooped. “It was a lot of money. I’ll admit I got greedy.”


“But you still have the paper,” Giram reminded her anxiously. “You said they couldn’t throw us in prison so long as we had the paper.”


“I’ll bet he told you to be sure to carry it on you in case of misunderstandings,” Zaira said. “Because paper is easy to take off a dead body, and it burns so prettily.”


“Of course I have it on me,” Miranda said, defeat dragging at her voice. “The whole point is to have it in case someone tries to arrest us. Curse him, he played us for fools.”


But my heart had quickened. “Wait. Can I have this writ?”


Miranda and the boy exchanged startled glances. “Why?”


“Because,” I said, a bubble of triumph rising in my chest, “paper is easy to take off a dead body, but much harder to retrieve from a live noblewoman. And incriminating evidence makes the best insurance.”


Miranda eyed me suspiciously. “If I give it to you, what protection do I have against him?”


“Mine,” I said firmly.


“And he’ll have no reason to go after you anymore, if you didn’t do the job and Amalia’s got the evidence already.” Zaira shrugged. “You keep it, you’re putting a target on yourself.”


“Can I trust her?” Miranda asked Zaira, jerking her chin in my direction.


I tensed, trying not to show how much I cared about the answer.


Zaira didn’t so much as glance at me. “Her? She’s a terrible liar. She couldn’t trick a brat out of their least favorite candy. You can trust her.”


“Thanks,” I muttered. Zaira flashed me a grin.


Miranda let out a long breath. Then she reached into her sleeve and pulled out a carefully folded paper bearing the imperial seal in blue wax. “Take it, then,” she said. “And stick him between the ribs with it for me.”
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I waited to make sure Miranda and the boy had left the party before confronting Lord Caulin. I had to make certain I was approaching the right masked servant, so Zaira and I watched and picked out the one who was moving restlessly about the ballroom, exchanging murmured words with certain guards. Once he was alone, I approached him, with Zaira and Terika watching from close by.


“Lord Caulin,” I called, trying to make my eyes as wide and my voice as innocent as possible. “May I have a word?”


He drew closer, glancing around to see whether anyone had heard his name. I took a moment to relish his annoyance at my apparent disregard for his attempts to keep his presence unknown. For once, I had an unbeatable hand, and knew it before he did, and the feeling was intoxicating.


This must be how my mother felt all the time. I could finally begin to understand why she loved playing this game.


“What is it, Lady Amalia?” Lord Caulin asked, his voice low.


“I’ve learned something about the criminal deeds planned for tonight,” I whispered.


He leaned in close. “What did you learn?” His tone was wary, guarded, but not yet concerned. Let’s see if I can change that.


“I learned,” I said, my voice going deep and deadly serious, “that you’re new at this.”


Caulin froze.


“Your authority was always secret before,” I murmured. “You never had the power to sign anything, to write orders and writs, to put your seal on documents. You never learned how to protect yourself.”


I heard the faintest, briefest hiss of air, as if Caulin had sucked his breath in through his teeth.


“It must have seemed so harmless,” I went on, with false sympathy. “That document would only be out in the world for a few days, and then you could destroy it. Even if you somehow failed to retrieve it, what harm could it do? You’d already have frightened the Assembly into seeing mages as a threat. You’d have what you wanted.”


“And what do you want, Lady Amalia?” Caulin asked, grating the words out.


“What do I want?” I let my anger come through at last. “I want you to do your job and protect the Serene Empire, Lord Caulin. You let the Council believe your little scheme was Ruven’s plot, distracting us from whatever he’s truly planning. You had better find out what that is and stop him, Lord Caulin, or the blood he spills will be on your hands.”


Caulin’s mask dipped in a wary nod. “I assure you I have been doing my utmost to uncover his plans, and I will continue to do so. If that’s all—”


“One more thing,” I interrupted him. “If you try anything underhanded like this again—if you do anything to threaten me, my friends, those nice mages you attempted to hire, or the Empire you are sworn to uphold—I will let the whole Assembly know you were willing to poison them to win political points. And I’ll show them your writ to prove it.”


“Give me the writ, and I’ll abide by those terms,” Caulin said evenly.


“Oh, no. My mother raised me better than that.” I shook my head. “I’m keeping the writ, Lord Caulin. Let it serve as a reminder of a warning you should have taken to heart before this.”


“And that is?”


I met his eyes through the holes in his mask. “I told you it wasn’t my mother you should be afraid of.”
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At my mother’s advice, I allowed Lord Caulin the grace of telling the doge and the Council that his information about Ruven hiring Raverran alchemists was wrong rather than exposing his scheme to them.


“The doge knows the truth of the matter regardless,” La Contessa assured me. “But if you allow Caulin to retain his dignity, he’ll have more to lose, and you’ll have greater leverage over him.” She seemed quite pleased to hear that I had obtained my first blackmail material on a Council member at the young age of nineteen; if I didn’t know better, I’d almost think her eyes went somewhat misty.


We were left, however, with one inescapable problem: with Caulin’s tip proven false, we had no leads on Ruven’s true plans.


Terika’s blood test had uncovered a couple of poisoned clerks among a Callamornish general’s staff, but no victims of Ruven’s potion yet in Raverra, or so Ciardha informed me during my breakfast briefing. Such morning news between sips of warm chocolate had replaced my customary dinners with my mother more often than not of late, as the grim business of preparing for war frequently kept La Contessa at the Imperial Palace overnight.


“The Council may have questions for you about what exactly Lord Ignazio told you before he died.” Ciardha laid another paper on top of the pile of intelligence reports and social invitations beside my plate of warm fluffy rolls and almond pastry: a schedule that thoroughly vivisected my day in Ciardha’s tidy handwriting. “I’ve reserved two hours in case they call for you during their meeting this afternoon.”


“I need to work on building up support for my Falcon reforms today,” I fretted, crushing pastry crumbs between my fingers. “I wanted to speak with Lord Bertali about trading support for his tariff reductions—which I was going to vote for anyway, but he doesn’t need to know that. And to persuade the Duchess of Calsida that her city will benefit if Raverra doesn’t sweep up all its mage-marked. If I’m sitting around awaiting the pleasure of the Council—”


Ciardha tapped the schedule with one elegant finger. “I’ve arranged your meetings for this evening, Lady. We haven’t forgotten.”


“Ah. Of course. Thank you.”


I actually looked at the schedule, this time, feeling foolish. The low golden light streaming through the breakfast room windows caught tiny shadows in every irregularity of the vellum. I drew in a breath to ask whether we’d gotten any useful information from the controlled Callamornish clerks.


But Ciardha lifted a finger, her head tilted to listen, suddenly alert and poised as a cat who hears a mouse in the wainscoting.


“Excuse me, Lady,” she murmured. She flowed to the side of one of the breakfast room’s tall windows, which let out onto a balcony overlooking the canal. Gauzy curtains obscured the balcony itself; if there was anything out there, I couldn’t see it.


She paused a moment, still as a stalking heron. I barely dared breathe.


Then she moved, with lightning speed and fluid grace. Before my eyes could even sort out what had happened, the window was open and she was out on the balcony, the gleaming point of a dagger held beneath the chin of a lean young man who lifted his hands in surprised surrender, an incongruous laugh lighting his familiar face.


Black feathers stirred at his shoulders, and the piercing yellow rings of his mage mark met my eyes through the gap in the blowing curtains. “Hello, Lady Amalia,” he said. “I hope I haven’t come at an inconvenient time.”


Ciardha eased her dagger away from his throat. “You appear to have a visitor, Lady,” she announced.


I rose from my chair and offered him a bow, suppressing a flutter of mirth or something more in my chest. “Hello, Kathe.”




Chapter Five


In Raverra, we have a quaint custom of arriving at doors when paying visits,” I said.


Ciardha whisked the papers off the breakfast table before Kathe might see their contents. “I won’t be far if you need me, Lady,” she said as she withdrew, with a cool warning glance at my guest. I had no doubt I would find my morning appointments all efficiently rescheduled; with Ruven and his allies poised to attack at our borders, very little took precedence over our alliance with the Crow Lord of Let.


Kathe gazed around the breakfast room, taking in the artifice runes worked into the decorative molding around the tall windows, the fresco of the Nine Graces in their garden set in an oval medallion in the ceiling, and the luminaries in their gilded sconces, crystals dark now in the light of the winter sun. His black cloak with its feathered shoulders seemed jarringly out of place, and his simple gray leather tunic with its asymmetrical Vaskandran embroidery snaking like lightning down one edge was no better. He was a breath of winter setting a candle to gutter, a crow’s feather fluttering down onto a silken pillow, a black cat settling with a secret grin among jeweled clockwork mice.


Graces help me, he was beautiful.


“Doors are boring,” he said. “Though I should have remembered your bodyguard might not be amused.”


“Ciardha isn’t my bodyguard. She’s … my mother’s second in command, I suppose.”


Kathe lifted an eyebrow. “Shouldn’t that be you?”


I laughed. “I’m not qualified.” I gestured to a chair, but Kathe prowled around the room, poking curiously at the mantel clock and casting a rather disdainful glance at a potted plant. I supposed they didn’t have much need for either in the wild domains of Vaskandar.


I had no idea how to host a guest who wouldn’t sit down. Kathe had never visited my home before; in the past two months we’d written back and forth, but only seen each other once, meeting halfway in Callamorne.


“What brings you to the Serene City?” I asked, falling back on ritual pleasantry.


“You, of course. It would be terribly rude to neglect the woman I’m courting.”


His circuit of the room brought him to my side. This close, I could feel the barely checked power that shivered the air around him. He offered a hand, a question in his eyes.


I let him lift the backs of my fingers to his lips. He placed a slow, deliberate kiss on my knuckles; I held his gaze, focusing all my will on not flushing. With Kathe, I never wanted to relinquish a crumb of control, or Hells only knew where we’d end up.


A discreet cough sounded at the door, and Old Anzo entered the room, bearing a fresh tray of chocolate and pastries for me and my unexpected visitor. I snatched my hand back, avoiding the old man’s eyes. He’d worked for my mother since long before I was born, and for her father before that; I tried not to wonder what he must think of the family heir courting a Witch Lord.


Though to be fair, Old Anzo had probably seen things I couldn’t dream of, working for the Cornaro family for half a century. And indeed, he exuded nothing but professional calm as he laid out new dishes, gathered my old ones onto his tray, and left the room.


“Of course, I wouldn’t arrive without a gift,” Kathe said once Old Anzo was gone, his eyes gleaming. “And we all know information is the best present of all. Tell me what you have for me, and I’ll tell you what I’ve got for you.”


“What makes you think I have anything for you?” I asked, keeping my tone light and teasing despite the quickening of my pulse.


Kathe lifted an eyebrow. “You are a Cornaro, my lady. You always have cards in your hand.”


“Very well.” I took a sip of chocolate to buy myself time to organize my thoughts, which was difficult under Kathe’s watchful, yellow-ringed gaze. We’d been trading simple messages by letter, often carried by Kathe’s crows, but having him here in the flesh staring at me was an entirely different experience. “We’ve managed to infiltrate the court of the Lady of Thorns’ daughter, such as it is. She’s desperate, with the Lady of Lynxes carving off pieces of her domain and no confidence in Ruven’s continued alliance, and would take almost any bargain that will leave her with enough of a domain to survive. There’s advantage to be had there one way or another, as her neighbor.”


“Interesting.” Kathe tapped his chin. “Perhaps I can broker a peace deal between her and the Lady of Lynxes, and wind up with everyone owing me favors.”


“Do you have any information on Ruven?” I asked. “I’ve heard some intelligence that he might be planning a move against the Empire.” I tried to sound casual; with Kathe, it wouldn’t do to seem to want something too much. I doubted he could resist dangling it out of reach, no matter how sincere his promises to assist the Serene Empire in fighting Ruven.


“Heh. He’s likely planning several moves against the Empire. My crows can barely keep up with him.” He dragged a chair at a confidential angle to mine and settled in it with a swirl of dark feathers. “What do you want to hear about first? Subterfuge or war?”


“It’s not a war until he invades us.” I perched next to Kathe, entirely unable to relax in his presence, clutching my fresh cup of chocolate in both hands. “Which the doge is certain won’t happen until the spring, given that the border passes are buried deep in snow.”
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