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The Falconer extended his hand toward the girl, to keep her attention.


“By law, you belonged to Raverra the moment you were born with the mage mark. I don’t know how you managed to hide for so long, but it’s over now. Come with me.”


The balefire roared at him in a blue-white wave.


“Plague take you!” The girl raised her fist in defiance. “If Raverra wants my fire, she can have it. Let the city burn!”
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To Dad,
for always believing I could do it,
and to Mom,
for showing me how to get it done.
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Chapter One


Here, my lady? Are you sure?”


As the narrow prow of my boat nudged the stone steps at the canal’s edge, I wished I’d walked, or at least hired a craft rather than using my own. The oarsman was bound to report to La Contessa that her daughter had disembarked at a grimy little quay in a dubious corner of the Tallows, the poorest district of the city of Raverra.


By the time my mother heard anything, however, I’d already have the book.


“Yes, thank you. Right here.”


The oarsman made no comment as he steadied his craft, but his eyebrows conveyed deep skepticism.


I’d worn a country gentleman’s coat and breeches, to avoid standing out from my seedy surroundings. I was glad not to risk skirts trailing in the murky water as I clambered out of the boat. Trash bobbed in the canal, and the tang in the air was not exclusively salt.


“Shall I wait for you here, my lady?”


“No, that’s all right.” The less my mother knew of my errand, the better.


She had not precisely forbidden me to visit the pawnbroker who claimed to have a copy of Muscati’s Principles of Artifice, but she’d made her opinion of such excursions clear. And no one casually disobeyed La Contessa Lissandra Cornaro. Her word resonated with power in every walled garden and forgotten plaza in Raverra.


Still, there was nothing casual about a Muscati. Only twelve known copies of his books existed. If this was real, it would be the thirteenth.


As I strolled alongside the canal, my mother’s warnings seemed ridiculous. Sun-warmed facades flanked the green water, and workers unloaded produce from the mainland off boats moored at the canal’s edge. A bright, peaceful afternoon like this surely could hold no dangers.


But when my route veered away from the canal, plunging into a shadowy tunnel that burrowed straight through a building, I hesitated. It was far easier to imagine assassins or kidnappers lurking beyond that dim archway. It wouldn’t be the first time I’d faced either in my eighteen years as my mother’s heir.


The book, I reminded myself. Think of the book.


I passed through the throat of the tunnel, emerging into a street too narrow to ever see direct sunlight. Broken shutters and scarred brickwork closed around me. The few people I passed gave me startled, assessing glances.


I found the pawnbroker’s shop with relief, and hurried into a dim wilderness of dusty treasures. Jewelry and blown glass glittered on the shelves; furniture cluttered the floor, and paintings leaned against the walls. The proprietor bent over a conch shell wrapped with copper wire, a frown further creasing his already lined face. A few wisps of white over his ears were the last legacy of his hair.


I approached, glancing at the shell. “It’s broken.”


He scowled. “Is it? I should have known. He asked too little for a working one.”


“Half the beads are missing.” I pointed to a few orbs of colored glass still threaded on the wire. “You’d need an artificer to fix it if you wanted it to play music again.”


The pawnbroker looked up at me, and his eyes widened. “Lady Amalia Cornaro.” He bowed as best he could in the cramped shop.


I glanced around, but we were alone. “Please, no need for formality.”


“Forgive me. I didn’t recognize you in, ah, such attire.” He peered dubiously at my breeches. “Though I suppose that’s the fashion for young ladies these days.”


Breeches weren’t remotely in fashion for young ladies, but I didn’t bother correcting him. I was just grateful they were acceptable enough in my generation that I didn’t have to worry about causing a scandal or being mistaken for a courtesan.


“Do you have the book?” I reminded him. “Muscati’s Principles of Artifice, your note said.”


“Of course. I’d heard you were looking for it.” A certain gleam entered his eye with which I was all too familiar: Cornaro gold reflected back at me. “Wait a moment, and I’ll get it.”


He shuffled through a doorway to the rear of the shop.


I examined the shell. I knew enough from my studies of artifice to trace the patterns of wire and understand the spell that had captured the sound of a musical performance inside the shell’s rune-carved whorls. I could have fixed a broken wire, perhaps, but without the inborn talent of an artificer to infuse new beads with magical energy, the shell would stay silent.


The pawnbroker returned with a large leather-bound book. He laid it on the table beside the conch shell. “There you are, my lady.”


I flipped through the pages until I came to a diagram. Muscati’s combination of finicky precision in the wirework schematics and thick, blunt strokes for the runes was unmistakable. I let out a trembling breath. This was the real thing.


The pawnbroker’s long, delicate fingers covered the page. “Is all in order, then?”


“Yes, quite. Thank you.” I laid a gold ducat on the table. It vanished so quickly I almost doubted I’d put it there.


“Always a pleasure,” he murmured.


I tucked the book into my satchel and hurried out of the musty shop, almost skipping with excitement. I couldn’t wait to get home, retreat to my bedroom with a glass of wine, and dive into Muscati’s timeworn pages. My friend Domenic from the University of Ardence said that to read Muscati was to open a window on a new view of the universe as a mathematical equation to be solved.


Of course, he’d only read excerpts. The university library didn’t have an actual Muscati. I’d have to get Domenic here to visit so I could show him. Maybe I’d give the book to the university when I was done with it.


It was hard to make myself focus on picking turns in the maze-like streets rather than dreaming about runic alphabets, geometric diagrams, and coiling wirework. At least I was headed in the right general direction. One more bridge to cross, and then I’d be in polite, patrician territory, safe and sound; and no lecture of my mother’s could change the fact that I’d completed my errand without incident.


But a tense group of figures stood in the tiny plaza before the bridge, frozen in a standoff, every line of their bodies promising each other violence.


Like so many things in Raverra, this had become complicated.


Three broad-shouldered men formed a menacing arc around a scrawny young woman with sprawling dark curls. The girl stood rigidly defiant, like a stick thrust in the mud. I slowed to a halt, clutching my satchel tight against my side, Muscati’s edge digging into my ribs.


“One last chance.” A burly man in shirtsleeves advanced on the girl, fists like cannonballs ready at his sides. “Come nice and quiet to your master, or we’ll break your legs and drag you to him in a sack.”


“I’m my own master,” the girl retorted, her voice blunt as a boat hook. “And you can tell Orthys to take his indenture contract and stuff it up his bunghole.”


They hadn’t noticed me yet. I could work my way around to the next bridge, and get my book safely home. I took a step back, glancing around for someone to put a stop to this: an officer of the watch, a soldier, anyone but me.


There was no one. The street lay deserted. Everyone else in the Tallows knew enough to make themselves scarce.


“Have it your way,” the man growled. The ruffians closed in on their prey.


This was exactly the sort of situation in which a young lady of the august and noble house of Cornaro should not involve herself, and in which a person of any moral fortitude must.


Maybe I could startle them, like stray dogs. “You there! Stop!”


They turned to face me, their stares cold and flat. The air went dry in my throat.


“This is none of your business,” one in a scuffed leather doublet warned. A scar pulled at the corner of his mouth. I doubted it came from a cooking accident.


I had no protection besides the dagger in my belt. The name Cornaro might hold weight with these scoundrels, but they’d never believe I bore it. Not dressed like this.


My name meant nothing. The idea sent a wild thrill into my lungs, as if the air were alive.


The girl didn’t wait to see what I would do. She tried to bolt between two of the men. A tree branch of an arm caught her at the waist, scooping her up as if she were a child. Her feet swung in the air.


My satchel pulled at my shoulder, but I couldn’t run off and leave her now, Muscati or no Muscati. Drawing my dagger seemed a poor idea. The men were all armed, one with a flintlock pistol.


“Help!” I called.


The brutes seemed unimpressed. They kept their attention on the struggling girl as they wrenched her arms behind her.


“That’s it!” Rage swelled her voice. “This is your last warning!”


Last warning? What an odd thing to say. Unless …


Ice slid into my bone marrow.


The men laughed, but she glowered furiously at them. She wasn’t afraid. I could think of only one reason she wouldn’t be.


I flattened myself against a wall just before everything caught fire.


Her eyes kindled first, a hungry blue spark flaring in her pupils. Then flames ran down her arms in delicate lines, leaping into the pale, lovely petals of a deadly flower.


The men lurched back from her, swearing, but it was too late. Smoke already rose from their clothing. Before they finished sucking in their first terrified breaths, blue flames sprang up in sudden, bold glory over every inch of them, burying every scar and blemish in light. For one moment, they were beautiful.


Then they let out the screams they had gathered. I cringed, covering my own mouth. The pain in them was inhuman. The terrible, oily reek of burning human meat hit me, and I gagged.


The men staggered for the canal, writhing in the embrace of the flames. I threw up my arm to ward my face from the heat, blocking the sight. Heavy splashes swallowed their screams.


In the sudden silence, I lowered my arm.


Fire leaped up past the girl’s shoulders now. A pure, cold anger graced her features. It wasn’t the look of a woman who was done.


Oh, Hells.


She raised her arms exultantly, and flames sprang up from the canal itself, bitter and wicked. They spread across the water as if on a layer of oil, licking at the belly of the bridge. On the far side of the canal, bystanders drawn by the commotion cried out in alarm.


“Enough!” My voice tore out of my throat higher than usual. “You’ve won! For mercy’s sake, put it out!”


But the girl’s eyes were fire, and flames ran down her hair. If she understood me, she made no sign of it. The blue fire gnawed at the stones around her feet. Hunger unsatisfied, it expanded as if the flagstones were grass.


I recognized it at last: balefire. I’d read of it in Orsenne’s Fall of Celantis.


Grace of Mercy preserve us all. That stuff would burn anything— water, metal, stone. It could light up the city like a dry corncrib. I hugged my book to my chest.


“You have to stop this!” I pleaded.


“She can’t,” a strained voice said. “She’s lost control.”


I turned to find a tall, lean young man at my shoulder, staring at the burning girl with understandable apprehension. His wavy black hair brushed the collar of the uniform I wanted to see most in the world at the moment: the scarlet-and-gold doublet of the Falconers. The very company that existed to control magic so things like this wouldn’t happen.


“Thank the Graces you’re here! Can you stop her?”


“No.” He drew in a deep, unsteady breath. “But you can, if you have the courage.”


“What?” It was more madness, piled on top of the horror of the balefire. “But I’m not a Falconer!”


“That’s why you can do it.” Something delicate gleamed in his offering hand. “Do you think you can slip this onto her wrist?”


It was a complex weave of gold wire and scarlet beads, designed to tighten with a tug. I recognized the pattern from a woodcut in one of my books: a Falconer’s jess. Named after the tethers used in falconry, it could place a seal on magic.


“She’s on fire,” I objected.


“I know. I won’t deny it’s dangerous.” His intent green eyes clouded. “I can’t do it myself; I’m already linked to another. I wouldn’t ask if it weren’t an emergency. The more lives the balefire consumes, the more it spreads. It could swallow all of Raverra.”


I hesitated. The jess sagged in his hand. “Never mind. I shouldn’t have—”


“I’ll do it.” I snatched the bracelet from him before I could think twice.


“Thank you.” He flashed me an oddly wistful smile. “I’ll distract her while you get close. Wits and courage. You can do it.”


The Falconer sprinted toward the spreading flames, leaving the jess dangling from my hand like an unanswered question.


He circled to the canal’s edge, calling to get the girl’s attention. “You! Warlock!”


She turned toward him. Flame trailed behind her like a queen’s mantua. The spreading edges crawled up the brick walls of the nearest house in blazing tendrils.


The Falconer’s voice rang out above the clamor of the growing crowd across the canal. “In the name of His Serenity the Doge, I claim you for the Falcons of Raverra!”


That certainly got her attention. The flames bent in his direction as if in a strong wind.


“I don’t belong to you, either!” Her voice was wild as a hissing bonfire. “You can’t claim me. I’ll see you burn first!”


Now she was going to kill him, too. Unless I stopped her.


My heart fluttering like an anxious dowager’s handkerchief, I struggled to calm down and think. Maybe she wouldn’t attack if I didn’t rush at her. I tucked my precious satchel under my coat and hustled toward the bridge as if I hoped to scurry past her and escape. It wasn’t hard to pretend. Some in the crowd on the far side beckoned me to safety.


My legs trembled with the urge to heed them and dash across. I couldn’t bear the thought of Muscati’s pages withering to ashes.


I tightened my grip on the jess.


The Falconer extended his hand toward the girl to keep her attention. “By law, you belonged to Raverra the moment you were born with the mage mark. I don’t know how you managed to hide for so long, but it’s over now. Come with me.”


The balefire roared at him in a blue-white wave.


“Plague take you!” The girl raised her fist in defiance. “If Raverra wants my fire, she can have it. Let the city burn!”


I lunged across the remaining distance between us, leaping over snaking lines of flame. Eyes squeezed half shut against the heat, I flung out an arm and looped the jess over her upraised fist.


The effect was immediate. The flames flickered out as if a cold blast of wind had snuffed them. The Falconer still recoiled, his arms upraised to protect his face, his fine uniform doublet smoking.


The girl swayed, the fire flickering out in her eyes. The golden jess settled around her bone-thin wrist.


She collapsed to the flagstones.


Pain seared my hand. I hissed through my teeth as I snatched it to my chest. That brief moment of contact had burned my skin and scorched my boots and coat. My satchel, thank the Graces, seemed fine.


Across the bridge, the gathering of onlookers cheered, then began to break up. The show was over, and nobody wanted to go near a fire warlock, even an unconscious one.


I couldn’t blame them. No sign remained of ruffians in the canal, though the burned smell lingered horribly in the air. Charred black scars streaked the sides of the buildings flanking me.


The Falconer approached, grinning with relief. “Well done! I’m impressed. Are you all right?”


It hit me in a giddy rush that it was over. I had saved— if not all of Raverra, at least a block or two of it— by myself, with my own hands. Not with my mother’s name, or with my mother’s wealth, but on my own.


Too dangerous to go to a pawnbroker’s shop? Ha! I’d taken out a fire warlock. I smiled at him, tucking my burned hand into my sleeve. “I’m fine. I’m glad I could help.”


“Lieutenant Marcello Verdi, at your service.” He bowed. “What is your name, brave young lady?”


“Amalia Cornaro.”


“Well, welcome to the doge’s Falconers, Miss …” He stopped. The smile fell off his face, and the color drained from his bronze skin. “Cornaro.” He swallowed. “Not … you aren’t related to La Contessa Lissandra Cornaro, surely?”


My elation curdled in my stomach. “She’s my mother.”


“Hells,” the lieutenant whispered. “What have I done?”




Chapter Two


My mother wasn’t even here, and still she dominated the conversation. I bent over the unconscious girl, both out of concern and to hide my frustration.


“Will she be all right?” I asked.


“She’s fine, my lady. Warlocks often collapse from exhaustion after loosing their power.” The new stiffness in Verdi’s voice smarted like salt on my burns. I shouldn’t have told him my name.


He knelt, reaching for the girl’s wrist. At first I thought he meant to check her pulse, but his fingers instead traced the delicate weave of the bracelet.


The jess was the most complex wirework artifice I’d ever seen. The intricate braid of the wire and position of the blood-red beads formed a language dictating the terms of the spell. It was too elaborate for me to follow.


Some of the golden wires had blurred and melted at the knot that bound the strands together. That shouldn’t have been possible; jesses were supposed to be nearly impervious to physical harm. But balefire was a powerful magical force.


“It’s fused,” Verdi breathed. “I don’t think it will come off.”


I lifted my eyes and found his green ones. The worry in them was frank and unguarded, in a way I never saw in the drawing-room circles of the Raverran elite.


“Why would you want it to come off?” I asked.


“Because, my lady, you are the one who put it on her.”


“Please, call me Amalia.”


“I’m sorry, Lady Amalia. I should never have involved you in this.” He shook his head. “We’re trained to recruit civilian volunteers to put on the jesses in unexpected emergencies like this, but I’ve never heard of anyone accidentally enlisting a noble before.”


“You didn’t involve me. I chose to help. I did it myself.” Crouching in the street with my face inches from his suddenly felt awkward. I straightened, cradling my burned hand. The growing pain of it intruded into everything, like an unwelcome guest.


“And you were magnificent. I’m the one who bungled things.” Verdi rose, too, rubbing his head. “I’m not sure what happens now. I need to get our new Falcon to the Mews before she wakes up. The law says she can’t be out in the city without her Falconer, but …” He let out a nervous laugh. “You are her Falconer.”


“But I can’t be.” Now I understood his alarm. “None of the great families of the Assembly can be Falconers. My mother—”


“I know; believe me, my lady.” Verdi grimaced. “I’m not sure who will have my head first: La Contessa, my commanding officer, or the doge himself. But you put the jess on her, so you’re the only one who can bind and release her power. With the jess damaged, nothing can change that now.”


A bracelet couldn’t have made such a huge decision for me. Not even the doge dictated the fate of a Cornaro. The only one who could do that was … I swallowed. “Someone’s going to have to tell my mother.”


Verdi saluted me.


“Oh, no,” I protested. “I can’t.”


“Better she hear it from you than from the doge.” His brows drew together. “Normally I’d take you both straight to the Mews with me, but I don’t dare interfere with La Contessa.”


“I’m afraid we already have.” Though I wasn’t displeased to have acted outside the scope of her approval. I was more concerned about breaking Falconer regulations and Raverran law.


“I’m sorry, my lady.” Verdi bowed. “This is all my fault. And I don’t want to make it worse by leaving you now. But if I don’t get our new recruit to the Mews before she wakes up, even the Grace of Luck won’t be able to save this mess.”


He hesitated over the unconscious Falcon a moment, then scooped her up, settling her on his back with a wince at his singed shoulders. One skinny arm hung limply in the air.


Disquiet filled me at the sight. I’d meant to help her, not capture her. But the Falcons were kept in luxury. It must be an improvement over whatever lot in life had left her dressed in rags and running from scoundrels.


“Are you certain she’ll be all right?”


“We’ll take good care of her,” Verdi said. “She’s not a prisoner.”


The jess gleamed on her wrist, and I wasn’t so sure.


“My apologies, my lady.” Verdi attempted another bow, then curtailed it as the girl started to slide off his back. “I must go. I’ll report to your palace once I get her settled, to speak further about this. Or at least, someone will, and I hope it’s me. Because if not, that probably means I’m in a great deal of trouble.”
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A great deal of trouble. The words lingered like the scent of smoke on my coat as I climbed the marble stairs to my mother’s study. My hand throbbed on the cool banister. Dark oil portraits of great Cornaros of the past watched me from the walls, with my mother’s shrewd eyes.


I tucked my book behind a silver urn in the hallway, to give myself a better chance of glossing over exactly where I’d been. I considered going to my room to change, but La Contessa placed more value on timely information than on appropriate dress. I had no excuse to put this conversation off.


Still, I stood for a few minutes outside her study door. I stared at the gilt-carved doorframe, picking out the same familiar shapes I’d found as a child, while I practiced my opening line under my breath.


Finally, I knocked.


“Enter,” she commanded from within.


I opened the door. Warm sunlight caught on the baroque moldings and bright frescoes of my mother’s study. A huge map of the Serene Empire of Raverra hung on one wall, and a bookcase ran up the full fifteen feet to the ceiling on another.


My mother sat at her writing desk, her back to me, quill moving as she worked. I loved that writing desk. It was full of secret drawers and cubbies, and my mother had asked me to help her test it when I was a child, offering me sweets for each hidden compartment I could find. Her auburn hair cascaded artfully over rich emerald-velvet shoulders. When the doge himself might call for her at any time, or the Council of Nine convene for an emergency meeting, La Contessa believed in always looking her best.


I cleared my throat. “I saved Raverra from burning today.”


“That would explain why you smell like an unswept chimney.” She kept writing, without a glance in my direction.


“Yes.” I shuffled my soot-stained boots. “There was an out-of-control fire warlock, and I … I helped. A Falconer gave me a jess, and I got it on her.”


The scratching of the quill stopped. My mother turned, slowly. She wore her business face, beautiful and unreadable, with penetrating eyes.


“You put a jess on a rogue warlock.” Her voice was flat as a slab of marble.


“Yes.” My mouth stretched, from sheer nerves. I shouldn’t smile; I twisted it to a grimace instead. “It, ah, seems it won’t come off.”


The moment lengthened. My mother didn’t move. Finally, the pen in her hand twitched, the feather quivering, as if she stuck a decisive period at the end of her thoughts.


“I knew you’d gone shopping in the Tallows,” she said. “I didn’t realize you brought me back a Falcon.”


She already knew where I’d been. Of course.


I twisted my good hand in the strap of my satchel, but said nothing. My mother once told me that when you didn’t know where you stood, you should keep your mouth shut and listen.


“Amalia, do you know why I let you run around Raverra without an escort?”


I hesitated, then shook my head.


“Why I let you study magical science in Ardence, or allow you to go out dressed like a country squire’s seventh daughter, or pretend I don’t notice when you visit pawnshops in unsavory areas?”


“No, Mamma.”


“To see what you do, given freedom to make your own choices.” Her words cut the air like a thrown knife. “And to see what you learn. Because I hoped this independence indicated a spark of intelligence or ambition that might serve our family well, and that you might prove yourself worthy to be my heir.”


I had thought, perhaps, it was because she wanted me to be happy. “I did learn things.”


“Hmm.” La Contessa tapped her quill against the edge of her desk. “You have certainly taken bold action. For that, I must commend you.”


“Thank you, Mamma.” She was probably being ironic, but better to be safe.


“The question is what will happen now. The law is clear: you cannot be a Falconer. Yet you are. Do you realize what this means?”


I swallowed. “I’m causing headaches for everyone?”


“You miss the crucial point, child. It means we are the only family in the Assembly to have control of a Falcon.”


I blinked. I hadn’t considered that angle at all. The hundreds of patrician families that made up the Assembly, the great legislative council of Raverra, constantly maneuvered for advantage against each other. Strong magic was a privilege reserved for the state, an edge that could disrupt the delicate balance of Raverran power. “I can’t imagine the doge would allow—”


“You are my heir,” La Contessa cut in. “The doge does not control you. I do.”


My eyebrow shot up in annoyance. “With all respect, if that were entirely true, we wouldn’t be having this discussion.”


My mother laughed. She had a lovely, warm laugh, which still set the hearts of courtiers and kings aflutter. “Very well then, child. You are a Cornaro. No one controls you. But be careful; the doge will not appreciate that fact. Especially with things as they are now in Ardence.”


That didn’t sound good. “Is something wrong in Ardence?” Domenic and my other Ardentine friends hadn’t mentioned any trouble in their last letters, though I hadn’t heard anything from them within the past few weeks. Nor had my mother’s cousin, the doge’s envoy to Ardence, said anything at our family dinner a month ago. But La Contessa was on the Council of Nine, and personally oversaw Raverran intelligence; she’d know about trouble before its perpetrators did.


“Nothing serious yet. The young duke is testing his limits. You should pay more attention to the world around you, Amalia.”


Her gaze traveled over my clothes, and my empty satchel, before arresting at my hand.


“What happened to you?” she demanded, rising from her desk.


I tucked my hand into my coat. “She was on fire, Mamma.”


She crossed the room and lifted my hand out of hiding, tenderly. I tried not to wince.


“I’m fine.”


“You will be,” my mother agreed. “But that must hurt. We’ll have it seen to.”


She brushed loose hair from my face, bringing locks up as if to style it. By the look in her eyes, it was a hopeless effort. She let my hair drop, smiling at me almost sadly.


“Remember, Amalia. You are my heir. That comes before any other responsibilities life may thrust upon you, including those of a Falconer. Stick to that, above all else, no matter what he tries to get you to agree to.”


“He?”


“The doge, of course.”


The doge. Of course. Sometimes my mother and I seemed to be having two unrelated conversations.


She gave my singed clothes another glance, frowning. “Go get dressed, girl. And don’t forget your elixir.”


“I never forget my elixir.”


“Evidently, given you’re still alive.” My mother leaned forward and planted a quick kiss on my forehead. The scent of her perfume, as delicate and complex as one of her intrigues, enfolded me. “I’d like to keep you that way. Be careful, child.”


“Of course, Mamma.”


“Now, go change. It’s going to be a long day.”
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When my mother told me to get dressed, I knew she meant in attire more suitable for the heir to one of the Council of Nine— the secretive body that, together with the doge, wielded the true power in Raverra. The Assembly made the laws, certainly; but the Council controlled the military, intelligence, and diplomatic services, and had final say in all matters of justice, foreign policy, and the security of the Empire. All nine members had once been elected from the Assembly, but over the centuries, the Empire’s most powerful families had permanently claimed four of the seats, making them hereditary. I’d been confirmed as my mother’s successor before I was born.


Why governing the Serene Empire should preclude comfortable trousers, however, I couldn’t say. I dutifully pulled a gown from my wardrobe and laid it across the bed; but the corset laced up the back, and I was the only one in the room. So I wound up sprawled on my stomach next to it, reading my new book.


Muscati made artifice seem so simple. Use runes to dictate a new property for an object, or bind it to new rules with wirework, and conduct magical energy through the pattern to empower it. Studying his breathtakingly intricate schematics, I hovered each time on the edge of epiphany not just about the particular magic they invoked but about the natural laws they employed or circumvented.


As I read, the sky outside darkened. The luminaries in their wall sconces came on, glowing with a soft echo of the light captured by the solar artifice circle on the roof. The new Falcon must be awake by now— this stranger who could never again leave the cloistered Mews without me at her side.


I cradled my aching hand. She had to be a fire warlock, of all things, the rarest and deadliest of mages. Fire warlocks left charred and smoking holes in the pages of history: cities laid in ruin, battlefields of ash and bone.


But nothing had disturbed the serenity of the Empire in fifty years, since the Three Years’ War. Under the Serene Accords, its client states governed themselves peacefully enough. They gave Raverra trade privileges and Falcons in return for military protection, as well as infrastructure such as good roads, aqueducts, the Imperial Post, and the courier-lamp network. Raverra mostly left its tributaries alone, its Serene Envoys murmuring an occasional well-heeded word in the ears of their leaders, be they kings, dukes, or consuls. No foreign power had had the strength or will to threaten the Empire since it defeated the mad Witch Lords of Vaskandar in the Three Years’ War, in the time of my grandparents. Without an enemy, there was no need to unleash the power of a warlock. My Falcon might stay hooded for the rest of her life.


Hooded, and trapped in the Mews, her life bounded by a line as stark as one of Muscati’s circles.


A familiar, peremptory double rap on my door warned me in time to stuff Principles of Artifice under my pillow before my mother swept into the room. Her attendant, Ciardha, paced behind her, holding a small chest. Ciardha was no mere servant, but a scion of a prominent Ostan merchant family with a discerning eye and a sharp mind, to whom my mother entrusted her most important tasks.


“Good Graces, you haven’t even started yet.” La Contessa’s eyes swept the bed. I forced myself not to glance at my pillow, hoping my book didn’t show. “Were you reading again?”


“I was thinking about fire warlocks.” It wasn’t a lie.


Ciardha, without fuss, took up my burned hand and started smoothing salve on it. I stood at stiff attention.


My mother gave the gown I’d laid out an appalled look. “You can’t receive the doge in that, child. What were you thinking? You could wear that dress to the market, perhaps. Ciardha, when you’re done with her hand, help Amalia get ready.”


“Of course, Contessa,” Ciardha murmured.


My mouth went dry. “I’m seeing the doge? Today?”


“Didn’t I tell you as much? Did you think I was joking? His message came through the courier lamps while you were in here failing to get dressed. He commanded your presence at the Imperial Palace.” She flung open my wardrobe and scanned my gowns. “I managed to buy us some time by pleading your burns, and he’s agreed to come here instead. So, Ciardha, make sure that hand looks dreadfully serious.”


“Of course, Contessa.” Ciardha took a roll of bandages out of her chest and went to work, her nimble fingers moving skillfully.


A powerful urge possessed me to snatch my hand back, run out of the room, and find somewhere to hide. “The doge is coming here? When?”


“Calm down, child. It’s not as if he hasn’t been here before. I’ve bought us an hour or two. Forty people will try to talk to him on his way out of the palace; they always do. I have a servant on the roof with a spyglass watching the Imperial Canal for his boat, so we’ll have a few minutes’ warning before he arrives. The peacock-blue silk, I should think, Ciardha. Make sure she puts on appropriate jewels, and do something about her hair, too.”


“Of course, Contessa.” Ciardha spun a gauzy cocoon around my hand.


“I can’t move my fingers.”


“Of course, Lady.” There was a smile in Ciardha’s voice, though her face stayed serious. “You are far too grievously injured to do any such thing.”


La Contessa squeezed my shoulders. “Listen, Amalia. I’ll stay with you if I can, but the doge will ask to speak with you alone. You have to hold your own against him. Do you understand?”


“Yes, Mamma—” I stopped myself. “Wait. No, Mamma. What does he want? Why is he coming to talk to me?”


“Your little adventure today has put high stakes on the table. The control of the Serene Empire’s only fire warlock. The unchallenged authority of the doge over the Falcons. The disposition of the heir to one of the most powerful families in Raverra. Of course he wants to talk to you.”


All Muscati’s words I’d drunk in ignorant bliss while I was supposed to be preparing sat uneasy in my stomach. “Is it really that important, what happened today?”


“You will be on the Council of Nine someday, Amalia. You had best get used to the idea that everything you do is important.”


“What should I say to the doge?” Pain shot through my hand as I tried to clench it. Ciardha tsked at me.


“Get me the Falcon, if you can,” my mother said. “But most importantly, do not let him establish dominion over you. You are no mere Falconer under his command. If you allow him to control you now, when you take my seat in the Council of Nine, you will be his tool.”


“What do you want a fire warlock for, anyway?”


“I don’t want a fire warlock. I want it to be known we have one.” She brushed a stray wisp of hair from my brow. “The doge understands. You will, too.”


“Done,” Ciardha announced. I regarded my bandaged hand in despair. I had to receive the doge like this?


My mother patted my arm, giving me the smile that won the country of Callamorne for the Raverran Empire. “You’ll do fine, child. Just remember who you are.”


Who I was, or who she wished me to be? My throat tightened. “I’m not good at these games. Not like you are, Mamma.”


“Then don’t play. Figure out what you are good at, and make that the game.”


And she swept out, with all the majesty of a swan taking off, leaving Ciardha’s capable hands to get me into the peacock-blue gown. I hardly had to do a thing, save turn when told, or brace myself while Ciardha put a knee in my back to tighten my corset.


“I wish you could talk to the doge for me, Ciardha,” I said when I could breathe again. “You’re good at everything.”


“You will do fine, Lady,” Ciardha assured me with utmost confidence, her fingers now moving adeptly through my hair.


“How can you be sure?”


“Because La Contessa said you would. La Contessa is never wrong.”


A cry rose up in the household, one servant calling to another. He’s coming!


They had spotted the doge’s gull-winged boat on the Imperial Canal. I had best hope Ciardha was right.




Chapter Three


The most powerful man in the world stood barely taller than I did, not counting the ducal crown. Niro da Morante was young for a doge; it was a lifetime post, and the Assembly rarely elected anyone with an undue allowance of lifetime remaining. His hair still showed dark between broad streaks of gray. But his deep-set eyes gleamed with a relentless intelligence, and he had a presence about him that had nothing to do with the richness of his robes— or even the fact that he commanded an empire spanning most of the continent of Eruvia.


As I curtsied to him, those dark eyes drank in every piece of knowledge he could glean from my appearance. It was hard to forget, even here in the grand salon of my own house, that here was a man whose word held the power of war and peace, prosperity and ruin, life and death.


This must be how other people felt talking to my mother.


My petticoats swept the marble floor as I finished the curtsy. My mother uttered words of greeting, and I made appropriate noises. Servants swirled around like dancers, offering him wine and refreshments, which he waved away. The hall stretched too large around us, built to host masquerade balls and the occasional state ceremony. I spent little time in this room, with its frescoes showing the accomplishments of Cornaro doges and its gilded molding overwrought almost to the point of hysteria. It was meant to impress guests, not to live in.


When the doge settled into the chair we offered him, it was with an air of dissatisfaction— not with our hospitality, or even with me, but with the entire situation.


“I wish to speak to my new Falconer alone,” he said.


The servants discreetly withdrew from the room. My mother smiled, all grace and poise. “Surely there is nothing you would say to my daughter I could not hear as well.”


I couldn’t help but notice the emphasis they both placed on my.


The doge raised an eyebrow. “Is she a child, to hide behind her mother’s skirts?”


Stung, I opened my mouth, but a sharp jab at my shoulder stopped me. My mother’s hand lay there, casual and relaxed; but she’d reversed a ring so the stone pressed into my skin in warning.


“Amalia is fully capable of standing on her own,” she said, with more confidence than the collected history of our prior conversations would suggest. “But what could you have to discuss that must be kept private from her mother, and your old friend?”


The corner of the doge’s mouth quirked. “Nothing. But you know as well as I, Lissandra, that if you are in the room, it will be a conversation between you and me, not with your estimable daughter.”


There was a silence. The ring still dug into my shoulder.


La Contessa laughed, and dropped the doge an ironic curtsy. “Very well, Niro. I can’t deny you’re right. I’ll leave you two unchaperoned, then.”


My mother’s velvet skirts swished. The salon doors opened and closed. I was alone with the doge.


He gestured me to sit, his eyes lingering on my overbandaged hand.


I settled onto the edge of a chair, as best as I could in my corset; between the plunging waist and stiff stays, it seemed designed for ladies who never sat down. Layers of gathered silk and petticoats rustled and bunched beneath me. This was why I preferred a jacket and breeches.


The doge raised his brows. “Well, Lady Amalia. You have chosen an … untraditional method to become one of my Falconers.”


Every word he chose staked a careful position on a playing board I couldn’t see, counting points I couldn’t reckon. My gauze-wrapped palm grew damp.


“Your Serenity, I assure you I had no intention of doing any such thing. My only aim was to protect Raverra from balefire.”


“Regardless. You and your Falcon pose quite a pretty problem.” He spread an empty hand as if to show me. “Normally, we bring Falcons into the Mews as children. And Falconers live in the Mews as well, undergoing several years of training before they link to a carefully chosen Falcon, at which point they forgo all other responsibilities, oaths, and titles. If they are of a patrician family, they lose the right to sit in the Assembly.”


My mother would never stand for that. “But of course, that is impossible in this case.” I kept my tone light but unwavering. “As I am the Cornaro heir.”


The doge gazed at me thoughtfully. Across the room, a clock ticked. Dozens of painted dignitaries watched me from the frescoed ceiling.


“Do you know,” he said at last, “why the ruling families of Raverra are forbidden to be Falconers?”


“To avoid giving one family too much power.”


“Yes. But that’s not the only reason.” He leaned forward. Deep in his dark eyes came a gleam, like sunken gold. “Do you understand, Amalia Cornaro, the paradox of force?”


I hesitated. “I’m not certain to what you’re referring, Your Serenity.”


“The naval and magical power of Raverra is unparalleled. None doubt it is the foundation of the Empire, along with our great wealth. And yet we haven’t needed to use force to secure our position in decades. It is precisely because all know we are capable of exercising unstoppable military power that we do not need to do so. It is by the implicit threat of war we secure the peace of Eruvia.”


“True power wields a light touch, because a light touch suffices,” I quoted my mother.


“Usually.” His eyes narrowed. “But what happens, Lady Amalia, when someone attempts to call our bluff?”


“But … the power of the Serene Empire isn’t a bluff.”


“No. No, it is not.” Satisfaction in his voice, he leaned back in his chair. “As Celantis learned, three hundred years ago. You know the story, I presume?”


“Of course.” It was a story Eruvia had found hard to forget, as the Serene Empire of Raverra continued to grow from the few coastal cities of its cradle. “Raverra and the island of Celantis were at war. When the doge moved the fleet and the Falcons into position to attack Celantis, he offered them one last chance for peace, but the king of Celantis sent back the emissary’s head as his reply. So the doge shot one more message over the city walls on an arrow: You may think your kingdom powerful, that it can destroy one man. But with one man, I will destroy your kingdom. And he”— I swallowed— “he unleashed his fire warlock.”


“That’s right.” There was no humor in Niro da Morante’s smile. “The balefire swept the city, in three days and nights of terror. For each victim the flames claimed, they grew stronger, feeding on the lives of the fallen. After a hundred deaths, and a thousand, nothing could stop the blaze, not even the warlock himself. Only the word of the Falconer could end it.”


I nodded mutely, my lips pressed tight.


“But by the doge’s order, the Falconer withheld that word, until the king of Celantis was dead at the hands of his own people and the generals came out to surrender and beg for mercy.”


That Falconer had watched Celantis burn, knowing he could stop it at any time with one word. But he chose not to speak that word, out of loyalty to his doge. Did that silence cause him pain? Did he wake from nightmares every day for the rest of his life, hearing the screams, smelling the burning flesh?


“Since then, few indeed have dared refuse Raverra, the Serene City.” The doge steepled his fingers. “Thus, we have not needed to burn any more kingdoms. So you see the role a fire warlock plays in maintaining the serenity of the Empire.”


“Yes.” He’d circled back to my Falcon. He must be closing a trap. My heart beat twice for every tick of the clock. “Knowing we have a fire warlock makes it far less likely anyone will start hostilities with us in the first place.”


“And you also see why I cannot afford any doubt that if I call for you to unleash your Falcon’s fire, you will do as I command without hesitation.”


There it was. I stared, caught. A cynical smile pulled at the corner of his mouth. You see? it said. It’s not so easy.


“Your Serenity,” I said slowly, “should the security of Raverra require me to unleash my Falcon, I will do so.”


“No matter what the target?”


“I will defend Raverra if it is threatened.”


“Hmm.” His eyes flicked across my face as if he were reading a page. “You agree, then, to follow my orders?”


I clenched my bandaged hand until pain flared in it like a red sunrise. I couldn’t say yes, but I couldn’t say no. I hoped he didn’t see on my face how I wished my mother were in the room to answer for me.


“I cannot imagine, Your Serenity,” I said at last, “you would ever ask me to release my Falcon save for the security of Raverra.”


The doge laughed, thin lines fanning beside his eyes. “Well said.” He stood; I followed suit. “Very well, then. I suppose that will have to do for now.”


It seemed the game was over. But I had no idea if I’d won or lost.


“You will require at least some training,” he said. “We can’t have you accidentally saying the release word and burning down the Mews.”


Release word? Now I was afraid to say anything at all. The doge saw it, and laughed again.


“Report to the Mews at your convenience tomorrow morning, and we will make sure that doesn’t happen.”


“Your Serenity, with due respect, I cannot move into the Mews.”


“Perhaps you cannot. But you can pay a brief visit there, to receive some simple training.”


That seemed reasonable enough. “Yes, Your Serenity.”


“Until we meet again, Amalia Cornaro.”
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I stood alone in the grand salon as they escorted the doge to his boat with proper honor and pleasantries. My legs trembled as if I’d ridden twenty miles.


Before he’d been gone long enough for me to consider sitting down, my mother glided into the room.


“That will do,” she told me without preamble. “You didn’t lose us any ground, and that’s what matters.”


“You were listening? You eavesdropped on our conversation!”


“My dear child, of course I listened. Your great-grandfather didn’t go to all the trouble of building secret spying chambers into this palace so his heirs could respect the privacy of others. Now, we need to determine our next move.”


Our next move. My mother had never included me in her machinations. I wasn’t sure whether to be proud or afraid. Probably afraid.


“Mamma … What about the Falcon?”


“It shouldn’t compromise our control over the Falcon for you to take some lessons at the Mews. Just don’t let them order you about or give you a military rank.”


“That’s not what I meant.” I struggled to put into words a worry that had been growing in my mind like a gnawing caterpillar. “No matter what happens, this girl and I are linked for the rest of our lives. She can’t leave the Mews without me.”


“True,” my mother agreed. “It’s an awkward situation.”


“If she doesn’t like me, it could be very awkward.”


“Then,” she said, “make her like you.”
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Make her like you. For my mother, no doubt it was that easy. But I was not, as I had proven on numerous occasions, my mother.


To be sure, most people I knew acted as if they liked me. The Cornaro name drew throngs of admirers at each genteel party my mother pulled me from my books to attend. But even with my scholar friends from the Imperial Library or the University of Raverra, there was a certain unctuous note to their smiles as we bent over books together, an oil of flattery and fear lubricating their words. I’d had to travel to Ardence, where not everyone realized I was that Amalia Cornaro, before anyone would point out flaws in my artifice designs or argue with me over the causes of the Three Years’ War.


I didn’t know how to tell if someone liked me, let alone encourage them to do so if they were not already thus inclined.


La Contessa often brought a gift the first time she paid someone a visit. I’d lay a wager the ragged, starving-thin girl from the Tallows hadn’t gotten many presents in her life. So on my way to the Mews, my valiant oarsman battled the morning market traffic to secure me a spot to disembark and visit a jewelry booth. I bought the first trinket that caught my attention, a pretty amber necklace. A bespectacled woman wrapped it in silk for me with careful fingers.


Back in my golden-prowed boat, I wondered what she was like, this woman I was bound to for the rest of my life. Spirited, certainly. Clever, perhaps, to have hidden the mage mark for so long. The sort of person I’d want as a friend, if I hadn’t destroyed all chance of that the minute I slid the jess onto her wrist.


The sort of friend my mother would never approve, if she weren’t a Falcon.


My boat escaped the exuberantly congested Imperial Canal and navigated the short distance across the green waters of the lagoon to Raptor’s Isle, nudging up against the visitors’ dock between rows of sleek military cutters. The gray walls of the Mews loomed above, forbidding despite delicate stonework and pointed arches. Protective artifice runes ringed every door and window, sealing them against assassins and arrows. Armed guards with muskets and sabers watched me. No one came forward to hand me out of the boat. Thank goodness I’d worn boots and breeches again today, though the embroidered brocade bore as little resemblance to what I’d worn in the Tallows as a peacock’s plumage did to a sparrow’s.


Just as I started to become uncomfortable under the assessing stare of the guards, the bronze doors flew open. Lieutenant Verdi strode out to meet me, a relieved smile on his face.


I stared. A black eye shone gloriously purple from beneath his wavy bangs.


“Lady Amalia Cornaro.” He bowed. The guards, hearing my name, stood straighter. “I’m so glad you came.”


He did sound glad. Too glad, with an edge of desperation. “Is something amiss?”


Verdi grimaced. “Come in, my lady, and I’ll explain.”


I had never been inside the Mews before, though I’d seen its fortresslike walls and irregular scattering of towers across the water all my life. I’d always imagined it to be a moody, brooding place full of mad sorcerers, and was disappointed when Verdi led me through the outer fortifications into a lovely garden.


Flowering trees and shrubs created nooks and private spaces. A young man sprawled under a tree reading a book; on an open, grassy lawn, a handful of shrieking children kicked a ball around. Golden bracelets glinted on their wrists. Only a pair of uniformed officers, pistols at their hips, reminded me that this was a military stronghold; they crossed the garden briskly, heading for the gate.


I drew closer to Verdi as my guide in this forbidden place. I caught a soldierly whiff of leather, gunpowder, and steel from him. It was nothing like the wine-and-rosewater miasma that wafted off the dandies at court.


“How is she?” I asked, pulling my mind firmly back to the matter at hand. “My Falcon?”


Verdi touched the edge of the bruise around his eye. “She’s … not transitioning well.”


“I can’t say I’m surprised.”


The corner of his mouth quirked in acknowledgment. It was a little thing, but the informality sprouted a seedling of hope in my chest.


We passed a pair of girls who sat chattering by a fountain. One wore a jess, and one didn’t— Falcon and Falconer, I supposed. Lieutenant Verdi nodded to them, and they waved back. After he passed, they burst into stifled giggles, but he didn’t notice. I wished I could linger behind and find out whether it was because of the bruise, or if they thought he was handsome. But I’d always been terrible at that sort of conversation.


“We’ve treated her with respect, and set her up in comfort in her own room.” Verdi gestured to one of the many-windowed brick buildings surrounding the rambling garden. “But it doesn’t matter. You were there yesterday; you can guess how it is.”


“She hates being shut in here.”


I’d heard of peasants trying to fake the mage mark in their children so the whole family could move into the Mews. But I supposed one would feel a bit differently about it if one were knocked out and dragged here.


“She considers us enemies.” Verdi sighed. “Especially me. I’m hoping you may have more luck with her.”


“Me? I’m the one who caught her.”


“But you stood up for her first. That must count for something.”


I remembered the gleam of the jess on her limp arm. “I doubt it.”


Verdi stopped and turned to me, his brows drawn together. “My lady, please. I know you owe me nothing. But Colonel Vasante, the commander of the Falcons, has charged me with salvaging this mess I’ve created. I’m doing my best, but Falcon and Falconer are a pair. A team. I need your help.”


“It’s not your fault. You didn’t put the jess on her.” Quenching the warlock’s fire and unintentionally claiming her for the Falcons was a rare thing I’d done on my own, as Amalia, not as the Cornaro heir. I couldn’t turn away from it and let the consequences fall on Verdi and my Falcon alone. “I’ll do what I can.”


“Thank you, my lady.” He put his hand over his heart and bowed; I glimpsed the hollow of his throat down the collar of his doublet. “I’ll pray to the Graces it’s enough.”


The autumn air seemed warmer as we continued past rosebushes and an herb garden to one of the brick dormitories. Verdi led me through the unlocked door and up an oak-paneled staircase.


“One way or another, we have to introduce you two,” Verdi said as we reached the second floor. “If she seems too, ah, aggressive, we can cut it short.”


I clutched my silk-wrapped package. “Is there anything I need to know before I meet her?”


“I wish I could tell you anything about her, but she won’t talk about herself or her past. We don’t even know enough to contact her friends and family to let them know what happened to her.”


I had a bleak suspicion there might not be anyone to tell. “That’s unfortunate.”


“One important note. Whatever you do, don’t say ‘Exsolvo.’ ”


“Ex—”


He whirled. I caught a white flash of eyes, and his hand clamped over my mouth. I teetered on the edge of the topmost stair, tasting the salt on his palm, the word caught on my tongue.


He steadied me, his strong hand warm against my back. Then he quickly released me. His face was chalk pale.


“I’m sorry, my lady. But you must not say that word, not even out here. Not halfway across the world. That’s the release word.”


I laid a bracing hand on the wall, my heart stumbling. The taste of his skin lingered on my tongue. It took a moment to sift through mingled indignation and embarrassment to grasp the meaning of his words.


“Oh!” I remembered the doge’s grim joke about burning down the Mews. Two syllables more, and it would have lost its humor. “So, if I say that, she gets her magic back?”


“Yes. And in her current mood, she wouldn’t hesitate to use it.”


I swallowed. “What’s the word to seal it again?”


“Revincio,” he replied. “That one you can say all you want.”


“Revincio,” I repeated.


“You’ve got it. Don’t forget that one.” He winced. “And I apologize again for being so familiar, my lady.”


I waved his words off. “Don’t. I’d far rather get grabbed than set the castle on fire or fall down the stairs.”


“A lady of sense. Still, I’d appreciate if you didn’t mention it to the colonel.”


“I’ve already forgotten it.”


It was a flat-out lie. The print of his touch still warmed my back.


As he led me down a long hallway, he didn’t seem quite sure what to do with his hands, and his eyes kept drifting sideways to catch glimpses of me. If I’d noticed him glancing at me, I must be looking at him, too. I peeled my gaze off the clean lines of his face and stared resolutely at the portraits of long-dead Falcons on the walls.


He stopped at last at a sturdy oak door. “Here we are.” He eyed the handle as if it might transform into a viper at any second. “Are you ready?”


I took a deep breath. “Probably not. But I’m willing to try.”


“Brave lady.” He flashed me a grin, showing dimples I hadn’t noticed before. “But I already knew that.”


I warmed inexplicably at the words.


Verdi squared his shoulders and knocked on the door.


“Go away,” a rough voice called in response. “I warned you, if you come in here again, I’ll give you a matching pair.”


He gave me a you see how she is shrug. “Perhaps another time, my lady,” he said.


“It’s all right.” If I didn’t do this now, I’d lose my courage. “Excuse me,” I called out. “I’m Amalia Cornaro, your new Falconer. I was hoping to meet you.”


There was a pause. Then she replied, “Come in, then. I suppose I’d better see your face, so I can hate it better.”


“My lady, you don’t have to do this,” Verdi murmured. “If I send you home with a black eye, I’ll never forgive myself.”


“I don’t bruise easily,” I assured him.


I opened the door.




Chapter Four


The room would have been quite pleasant if it didn’t look as if animals had been nesting in it. The wardrobe stood open, with everything from petticoats to corsets strewn across the furniture and floor. Plates streaked with sauce and half-full glasses stood on tables, chairs, and windowsills, and lay spilled and broken on the rug. Warlocks needed to eat a lot to fuel their magic, but I still didn’t see how one skinny girl could have consumed so much in less than a full day. To complete the disaster, every drawer and chest had been flung open and dumped on the bed. Ink and cosmetics stained the fine coverlet.


In the center of the chaos stood the girl from yesterday, a wild cascade of unbrushed curls tumbling down her back. She wore a midnight-blue gown that must have been the finest of the dresses they gave her; it seemed shockingly out of place in the filthy room. She’d been admiring herself in an oval mirror. As I hesitated in the doorway, she glanced over her shoulder.


“So, you’re my jailer,” she sneered. “Lady Amalia Cornaro.”


I stepped into the room, placing my foot between a spilled wineglass and a tangled heap of stockings. “I fear you have me at a disadvantage. We were never properly introduced.”


The girl snorted, turning to face me. “ ‘I fear you have me at a disadvantage,’ ” she repeated. “Well, that’s nice. You can’t have all the advantages.”


Ignoring a stab of annoyance, I tried again. “So … what’s your name?”


“Zaira.”


I waited a moment for a surname before I realized none was coming.


“Well, Zaira, I’m hoping we can get along, since we have to work together for the rest of our lives.” I extended my silk-wrapped package. “I brought you a gift.”


Zaira lifted a contemptuous eyebrow. Without a word, she crossed the room, stepping on clothes and plates, and snatched the parcel out of my hand. This close, I could see the mage mark in her eyes: an extra ring around the pupil. Hers was black, and her irises were so dark it was easy to miss. So that was how she’d managed to hide it.


She tore away the yellow silk, casting it onto the floor, and barely glanced at the amber necklace before tossing it onto the bed.


“This wasn’t enough?” She shook the golden bracelet on her wrist. “You had to get me a collar, too?”


I caught a retort between my teeth and forced a polite smile instead, as if she’d said thank you.


“My lady,” Verdi broke in from behind me. “Perhaps it would be best to try another time.”


I’d forgotten he was there. I turned to find him hovering in the hallway. “Actually, could you give us a few moments alone, Lieutenant?”


“Are you sure?” He didn’t need to say a word of warning; his black eye spoke for him.


“Quite sure.”


“All right,” he agreed dubiously. As he closed the door behind me, he added, “Call if you need me. I’ll wait out here.”


The door clicked shut, leaving me alone with my Falcon.


Before Zaira could speak, I blurted, “I’m sorry.”


“You’re sorry?” Zaira’s brows lifted.


“I only meant to help you. Against those men.”


“Well, if you were trying to help me escape, you did a stinking-awful job.”


“This wasn’t what I wanted. I didn’t know I’d bind you to me. But I couldn’t let you burn down the city.”


“So now you’ve trapped me here for the rest of my life.” Zaira tugged at the jess. “Don’t expect me to thank you.”


“I don’t. But we’re both stuck with this situation, and I’d like to make the best of it.”


“That’s very well for you to say. You’re not the one locked up in here.”


I refrained from pointing out I hadn’t seen a single locked door inside the Mews. “Is it so bad? They’ve given you every luxury. The people I saw on the way in looked happy.”


“Of course they’re happy. They were raised here. They don’t know any better. And,” Zaira added, glaring, “they can leave.”


“You can, too. Just not alone.”


Zaira snorted. “I’m sure you’ll be happy to take me out with you anytime I want. You’ll drop everything and head right over to the Mews whenever I call. Three times a day if I like.”


I didn’t need my mother to tell me that could never happen. “Well …”


Zaira adopted a prancing, limp-wristed stance. “You’ll come get me for all your fancy parties. We’ll have tea with the doge each Thursday. And when your mamma retires and you’re on the Council of Nine, you’ll gladly spend hours with me every day, following me around while I do my shopping.”


“That’s not realistic, and you know it!” I snapped.


“No,” Zaira agreed, dropping the foppish act. “What’s realistic is maybe once a day you’ll pause and wonder how I’m doing, and a couple times a month you’ll take me out for a horrible, awkward afternoon in town. And I’ll have to act like I love it. Because when you’re starving, you’ll eat shit like it was a feast.”


“I … I hope not.” I yearned to make promises. To tell her I would come every day, and we could go wherever she wished. But I could feel my mother watching me, from all the way across the lagoon. Never make promises, La Contessa always said, unless you are certain you can keep them. And even then, if you can, make the promise in your mind only, to yourself. “I would like to do better by you than that.”


“Good intentions don’t buy bread.”


“Well, what do you want to do so badly that you’re desperate to get out of here?” I asked. “Forgive me, but you didn’t seem very happy where you were.”


Zaira looked away, anger in the line of her shoulders. Her gaze fell on the room’s single window— and through it, across the lagoon to the city.


“There’s an old man,” she muttered, grudgingly.


“Who? Your grandfather?”


“Hells, no.” Zaira brushed the idea off like dust. “If I have any family, they don’t care enough to let me know it, so they can rot. No, just an old ragpicker. I owe him.”


“You want to see him?” I tried to imagine visiting a ragpicker. And explaining to my mother afterward.


“No, idiot.” Zaira shook her head. “I told you, I owe him. I want to pay him back.”


“Well”— I struggled to force out the words— “I suppose, if that’s what you truly wish, then when Lieutenant Verdi gives his permission …”


Zaira made a gagging noise. “Stop, before you make yourself a liar.” She looked me up and down, as if assessing how little a cheap vase was worth. “You did try to stand up to Orthys’s lot for me. I don’t owe you anything, but in return for your good intentions, I’ll tell you mine.”


Zaira stepped in close, her voice dropping to a hiss. “Here’s what I intend, Lady Jailer: the minute you release me, the very second you drop this stupid binding, I am going to burn my way out of here. And if anyone gets in my way, I’ll burn down the whole cursed Mews if I have to. Do you understand?”


“You make yourself quite clear, yes.”


“Good.” Zaira smiled. “Then call your watchdog. I think we’re through.”
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Verdi sighed. “I suppose it was too much to hope she’d warm to you.”


“It’s hard to imagine her warming to anyone, unless you count setting them on fire.”


I sat on a bench in the Mews garden. Lieutenant Verdi perched on the head of a stone lion, a rueful smile on his lips. Honeyfruit bushes surrounded us, teasing the air with their delicious scent. The muffled calls of a formation drill in another courtyard belied the peace of the scene.


“I’m sorry for wasting your time, my lady.”


“She didn’t give me a chance.” I ripped a leaf from an inoffensive bush. “The worst part is, she has a point. Zaira’s going to be trapped here most of the time in a way other Falcons aren’t, whose Falconers have no duties but to follow them around and keep them safe. And it’ll get worse when I ascend to the Council of Nine.”


Verdi spread his palm and examined it, as if he might read instructions there. After a moment he said, with exquisite care, “You could try living in the Mews. For a few days a week, at least. We really aren’t such terrible company.”


I shook my head. “It’s not possible. The quality of the company isn’t the issue, I assure you. I can’t do anything that places me under your colonel’s command, even symbolically. Which includes living in the Mews.”


His hands flexed on his knees. “So you’re telling me you can’t do anything to so much as imply you take your duty as a Falconer as seriously as your duty as your mother’s heir.”


“Yes.”


“I see.” His shoulders tightened with frustration. For a moment I thought he would shout at me. But then he let out a long sigh, anger descending into disappointment. “That makes matters difficult, my lady.”


I’d rather he’d shouted. The taste of guilt soured my mouth. “I’m sorry.”


“If a Falconer can’t live in the Mews and accompany their Falcon, the whole system falls apart. The serenity of the Empire depends on the loyalty of the Falcons, and we can’t win their loyalty without giving them freedom.” He lifted rueful eyes to my own. “I may have already gotten an earful from Colonel Vasante about what an impossible situation it is militarily that you’re across the lagoon from your Falcon. For Zaira personally, it’s a prison sentence.”


“I don’t want to do that to her.” I started shredding my leaf. “If the jess binds Zaira’s magic, she’s not a threat, is she? Those with magic too weak to bear the mage mark don’t have to stay in the Mews. They can live their lives however they want. With the jess on, Zaira has less power than they do. Couldn’t you set her free, Lieutenant?”


“Please, my lady, call me Marcello.”


“Marcello, then.” My face warmed. It was the legacy of my barely remembered Callamornish father; I blushed far more easily than a pure Raverran would, with their darker, olive-bronze skin.


“And I wish we could just let her go, but it’s not that easy.” His tone became somber. “What do you think would happen if she wandered the city alone, without you there to unbind her power if she needed to defend herself?”


“I’m guessing the answer you’re fishing for isn’t ‘She could live a normal life, happily ever after.’ ”


“She’s a warlock,” he said. “Even artificers and alchemists have to guard against kidnapping. There are murder attempts on our two storm warlocks every year. If we let Zaira go, she’d be dead or captured within the week. And if someone found a way to get the jess off, they might turn her fires on Raverra.”


“I thought the whole point of jesses was that you couldn’t get them off. At least, not without the Falconer’s permission and the Master Artificer’s help.” It was the key to the Serene Empire’s power. Hundreds of years ago, when all the other nations and city-states of Eruvia either hunted down the mage-marked or fell under their rule, Raverra’s invention of jesses offered an alternative. A way to hold the mage-marked accountable to the rule of law and keep them from being used against their own country by the unscrupulous, at the cost of their independence. The slim golden bracelets had remained one of the Empire’s most closely guarded assets ever since.


“No magic is absolute, as you saw when Zaira’s fires fused her jess shut. They’re supposed to be indestructible— I’ve never heard of jesses being so much as scratched before.” Marcello shook his head. “We can’t take the chance someone could find a way to remove or circumvent them. Not with a fire warlock.”


I twirled the mangled leaf stem between my sap-sticky fingers. All that remained was a ragged spray of veins. “It still seems wrong, to keep her against her will.”


“Maybe. Maybe it’s the lesser evil to keep the Falcons protected here, and not the good I wish it was.” He surged restlessly to his feet and began to pace. “You’ve hit on the core of every argument I have with the colonel. I believe the primary duty of the Falconers is to protect and care for the mage-marked. Or at least, that’s how I want it to be. But nothing I do, no amount of compassion I can bring to my work here, changes the fact that this is a military corps. These are soldiers.” A shriek of laughter rose up from elsewhere in the garden, and he winced. “Even the children.”


“And they have no choice.” That was the part that bothered me, like a splinter under my fingernail. “From the moment they’re born.”


“The mage-marked don’t have much chance to make choices, even if the Falconers never find them.”


Some heavy knowledge burdened his voice. I’d heard tales of all manner of tragedies happening to mages: murdered by superstitious folk, forced to use their powers in unsavory ways, or cast out in fear by their own families. Those without the mage mark could at least hide their abilities; and some did quite well in the open, starting magic shops or finding wealthy patrons. But the weaker magic of those without the mage mark was far less of a temptation or a threat. Perhaps one in a hundred people could manipulate magical energy at all; but without the mage mark, their capacity was limited and they lacked precise control. There was only so much they could do.


The mage-marked were a hundred times again more rare, and could channel far more power, handling it as easily as breathing, thanks to the additional magical dexterity and perception that came with the telltale ring in their eyes. They were human beings, people who loved and dreamed and feared the same as I did, with families and lives of their own. But their power was also a priceless resource, and some saw only that. I could only imagine the sort of awful stories Marcello had seen unfold in his years as a Falconer.


“Marcello.” I hesitated, rolling the question around in my mind to find a way to put it. “Have you ever unleashed your Falcon to … to do harm?”


“No,” he said quietly. “My Falcon is an artificer; she just makes things. So, no. I haven’t had to face that. But after five years in the Falconers, I’ve seen what magic can do. I gave the order to release a vivomancer, who bespelled a lion to kill three brigands in Osta. That was … messy. And I ordered a storm warlock to sink a pirate ship with all hands on deck.” He shook his head. “Magic doesn’t kill cleanly.”


I crumpled the mangled leaf. “I suppose it’s no different from when the Council of Nine passes a judgment of death. I should get used to the idea.”


“Maybe not. Maybe you should never get used to it.” He smiled sheepishly, as if I’d caught him doing something foolish. “The colonel thinks I’m soft. She says I’ll have to toughen up if I want to take over the Falcons someday.”


“And is that what you want?” I tried to picture him commanding the Empire’s most important military unit. I sat in on military councils a couple times a month, out of my mother’s hope I’d learn something; they were full of hard-eyed old men and women, jaded and cold. Marcello had too much warmth and expression in his clean, young face.


But he nodded, with firm resolve. “Yes. There’s no better place from which to champion the Falcons than the top. I’m already second in command of the Mews itself— which sounds like a more important job than it is; I’m mostly in charge of training, since the Mews has never seen combat. But I could do more if I were the colonel.” He smiled, and something moved in my chest at the pain in it. “Besides, for as long as I can remember my father and brother always insisted I’d be a disappointment. I can think of no better way to prove them wrong.”


“Really? Your own family?” The idea seemed foreign and threatening. “I disappoint my mother all the time, but because she expects more of me than I deliver, not less.”


He sank back down onto his lion head. Some old, bitter ache ghosted his eyes. “My brother is the golden child, the heir, born of the first, beloved wife, who died too young. My little sister and I are the unwanted afterthoughts born of the inconvenient second wife who ran off to join the theater and left us behind.”


“That’s cruel. To abandon her children like that.”


Marcello shrugged. “I don’t blame her. Much. My father can be a hard man to live with. There’s a reason I became a Falconer at fourteen. Well, more than one, but getting out of his house was part of it.”


I stared at him. A wistful gravity had drawn his brows down and sobered the lines of his face. Some quality about him had been nagging in the back of my mind since we met, like a piece of a song I’d forgotten. Something I never saw in my mother’s world of carefully chosen words and courtly glamour. I recognized it at last: vulnerability.


For a moment, I couldn’t think of any words that weren’t stupid, and busied myself fiddling with a loose thread on my jacket.


“Marcello,” I asked at last, “what will we do about Zaira?”


He let out a long breath. “We try again tomorrow. It’s the only thing we can do.”
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La Contessa pulled me aside in the foyer of our palace, less than a minute after I’d stepped out of my boat on returning home from the Mews.


“It didn’t go well, did it?” she said after one glance at my face.


“She’s not happy with me, Mamma.”


“I want to hear everything. But right now I have a few of the Council here, to discuss intelligence updates. Wait for me in the library; I’m sure you can amuse yourself there.”


“An intelligence meeting?” I frowned. It wasn’t the usual day, which meant something had happened to trigger one. “Does it have to do with my Falcon?”


“Perhaps. I hope not. Now, go to the library, and I’ll join you there afterward.”


“Yes, Mamma.”


She slipped back into the drawing room from which she’d emerged, as if swept once more into the center of intrigue by a powerful current. I turned dutifully toward the library, though after my ill-fated meeting with Zaira and my mother’s ominous pronouncement, I was more in a state of mind to brood than to read.


My mother’s voice floated after me, through the drawing room door: “Back to the matter of Ardence.”


I froze in midstep, as if she’d said my name. Ardence again. And a matter she hoped wouldn’t involve my Falcon.


It couldn’t be good for the city I’d called home for a year to draw such interest from the Council of Nine, whose attention was rarely healthy even when there was no chance of fire-warlock involvement. But before I could hear more, Anzo, one of our older servants, breezed through with a wine tray, casting me a sideways glance as I hesitated in the foyer. I had no legitimate reason to linger; if I was still here when he emerged from the drawing room, he’d shoo me gently but firmly off.


There was a listening post in the library, though. I hurried on my way.


The leather-and-old-pages smell of the library drained the tension out of my shoulders, and my favorite fainting couch beckoned me to sprawl with a good book and order a glass of sweet dessert wine and some biscuits. But instead of succumbing to the pull of my usual shelves of history, science, and magical theory, I made straight for a certain narrow bookcase in the wall the library shared with the drawing room. I hooked my fingers behind a carved vine in the decorative molding and eased open the secret door, careful not to yank too vigorously and spill the books as I’d done once as a child.


The narrow room between the walls held nothing more than a bench with a red velvet cushion, barely wide enough for my hips, and an artifice circle drawn on the wall. The runes and pattern of concentric circles amplified sound coming into the listening post, and reduced it going out.


I settled myself in and shut the door, plunging myself into darkness. The doge’s voice immediately surrounded me.


“— new duke has gone too far. Fractious nobles daydreaming about Ardentine independence is one thing, but if Duke Astor Bergandon himself has levied a tax on Raverran merchants, that’s in direct violation of the Serene Accords. I will not countenance such a brazen challenge to the agreement that forms the foundation of the Empire.”


I gripped the edge of my bench. That didn’t sound good. What was the duke of Ardence thinking? Raverra gave its vassal states almost complete liberty to govern themselves; but the Serene Accords, the pact that defined the fundamental relationship between Raverra and the tributary cities and countries of the Empire, were inviolate.
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