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To my son the Librarian, for waiting until this book was done before deciding to come into the world



Introduction

There are some places that leave a mark on the soul. Fictional places, but that is why we read fantasy—it’s why I, and many others, write fantasy. To visit other worlds, that might echo reason, history and science but aren’t fettered by them. To touch the grass of another place, grown in an alien soil. To straighten up and look into the faces of those who live there. People like us, in that they live and need, love and hate and strive. People utterly unlike us, shaped by triumphs and disasters we can’t imagine, save through the pages of their exploits. Twisted by the poisons of spent magics. Elevated by aspirations beyond the reach of the mundane, waking world. To read a work of fantasy is to step beyond the bounds of known things and visit a place entirely other. To leap into the void and trust in the hands of the author to catch us, and transport us to somewhere magical.

Of all the reliable hands for such a venture, Aliette de Bodard’s are among the most skilled. Her range of creation, throughout the oeuvre of her writing, extends across the breadth of science-fiction and fantasy. A multifaceted intelligence, engineer and artist at once, multilingual, informed by multiple cultural perspectives, she has a unique voice within the speculative fiction canon, whether working at the level of short stories, novellas or novels. And yet, in all this galaxy of creation, against stiff competition, the Dominion of the Fallen books are my favourite of her works.

‘Worldbuilding’ has occasionally been a dirty word, in fantasy criticism. For me, it’s the chief reason to write or read fantasy. But fantasy fiction—notwithstanding that it is a literature of infinite potential—can still get in a rut. Kings, swords, knights, the unquestioned primacy of certain kinds of power structure. At the same time, these tropes endure because they chime within us. They place each new work in conversation with a literary history that runs through Tolkien to the Gothics, to the romances of the Middle Ages and back to early myth. The gift of fantasy is that it can hold up each of these elements to the light—dragons, wizards, devils, say—and turn them a new way, show another of their infinite faces. There’s always a different angle, so that the old stone becomes a lens, through which we can examine what we thought was true and accepted, and challenge it.

In these astonishing works, de Bodard takes us somewhere unique. A labyrinthine region of dark imagination unlike anything the genre has seen before. Simultaneously an alternative history and a wholly fantastical landscape. Fallen Paris, just one casualty of a great and eminently modern war. An imperial France in ruins, still clinging to the vestiges of its glory as they struggle to evade its grip. A war in Heaven and Hell played out on Earth. The aftermath of an apocalyptic conflict leaving a ruined landscape blighted by magic; dominated by bitter, feuding enclaves of magi, fiends and transplanted draconic courts.

It is, I think, the sheer complexity that makes these books so appealing. Not in the sense of a barrier to entry, because de Bodard eases us into the world of the Fallen with characteristic deftness. As the books progress, though—as even the first volume, House of Shattered Wings, unfolds itself for us—we learn, and then learn again, just how much there is in this world. The histories, the past associations, the rivalries and alliances, the clashes of culture and personality that have shaped this carious post-Parisian landscape. We, the timorous visitor to a place of poisoned rivers and broken walls, understand that we are trespassing. That even the characters we first identify with are lamentably ill-informed about what is going on, what the stakes are, where the threats are coming from. The world just builds around us, as though we clamber to higher and higher vantage points, yet the ruins of fallen Paris stretch out to the horizon on all sides, no matter how far we climb. And even the landmarks we have been shown can’t be relied on. The Machiavellian villain we’re taught to mistrust in one chapter becomes the sympathetic—if still rather sharp-edged—protagonist of the next. The vengeful monster stalking the shattered streets is the victim of a greater system of exploitation and colonialism. The hidden horrors of the Seine conceal an elegant and mannered mirror to the turbulent factions above. There are so many moving parts to the world de Bodard has created, but they interlock with a watchmaker’s precision. Each revelation is simultaneously a surprise, and also obvious in retrospect; a component of the wider landscape that has filled a gap we’ve previously felt about the edges of. Knowing that there must be something on the far side, but not how to find a way to it until now.

It is a harrowing place, though, this other Paris. We start in the gutter and the first thing we learn is that’s the most dangerous place to be. The city of the Fallen is a jungle, no safe streets save within one of the jealously-guarded enclaves whose factious relationships make up the social landscape of the city. Between them is only the urban wilderness where any lone operator is fair game. Except, when we see life within one of the Houses, safe is hardly the word to apply to it. The chief difference seems to be that the streets of Paris will devour you with tooth and claw; within the Houses they’ll use a knife and fork. As we follow the flagging fortunes of the titular House of Shattered Wings, we see that even the mighty live in fear, and the security of the Houses extends only as far as the personal power of the otherworldly beings that dominate them. There’s a standard question authors get asked: Which of your books would you like to live in. I love the Paris of the Fallen, but good lord I’d not last two minutes if I was transported there.

These books are perfect examples of the additional prizes to be gleaned from a a city narrative. Fantasy fiction traditionally gravitates to the rural and the mobile. A band of heroes travelling from one place to another towards the eventual goal of their quest. A luxury, because those heroes can leave their messes behind them. Keep moving forward and your consequences may never catch up with you! It’s a luxury that even the wealthiest powers of de Bodard’s Paris can’t afford, because when you live in a city, every error, every ruined friendship, every broken promise—none of it’s going away, and the landscape of today is built on all the compromises and mistakes of yesterday. A consistent theme throughout the books is the past coming back with teeth. Personal and ancestral crimes being revisited on the guilty and the innocent alike. Even as the soured magic of the war contaminates Paris, so does the fallout of each decision and failure. Building up in toxic, unseen pools until it breaks its bounds to bedevil the present.

That contamination is also a persistent thematic element of the city, and the books. Not just the war, but the history of colonial cruelty and ambition that led to it. Fantasy has a lot of decaying landscapes—there is something in a ruined and broken world that speaks disturbingly to the human soul. The world de Bodard conjures in this series is almost exquisitely broken. The ghost of Paris’s former gilded glory hangs over the tumbled contours of the city like a shroud, making us acutely aware of what we could have had, if only all those terrible decisions had not been made. It’s clear in the city above, where the pretensions to grandeur of the Houses contrast so sharply with the irretrievable wreck they preside over. It’s all the more evident beneath the waters, where the Dragon court clings to its intricate skeleton of ranks, rituals and traditions even as the flesh visibly rots off the bones. Everywhere is a tragedy of lost chances and thwarted potential. And yet, in such a poisoned soil, what flowers grow! I make these books sound very grim, and that’s not fair. There is a luminous, bright quality to life in these latter days of Fallen Paris, even if it’s just the setting sun touching the faded gilt, or an unhealthy fungal gleam within the dark.

Fantasy lives and dies by its worlds, but also its characters, and these books have given us some of the genre’s most memorable. And in particular, Asmodeus and Thuan, fantasy’s favourite power couple. Without mention of whom, no discussion of this series would be complete.

This is jumping ahead a little, admittedly, so spoiler warnings if you’ve not read House of Binding Thorns! Asmodeus is introduced in the first novel very much as an antagonist, head of the rival faction that seems the greatest threat hanging over the declining House of Shattered Wings. He’s scary, ruthless, a diabolical Moriarty of Paris’s ruins, an actual Demon King. Yet in the second book, he has his own problems and we begin to see him in a different light. Honourable by his own measure, deeply concerned with the survival of his House and his adherents, not a villain but perhaps an antihero, because none of these ‘good’ qualities blunt any of the sharp edges.

It’s an interesting—still open—question whether Thuan ever blunts those edges. We meet the Dragon noble in that second book as well, as Asmodeus’s dealings bring him into contact with the court beneath the Seine. There is a marriage, and it could very easily have been purely of convenience. Yet something sparks, between these two utterly different personalities. Thuan is well-meaning, polite, retiring; Asmodeus is a monster made of knives and murder. They are incredibly sweet together. It’s like watching Thuan juggling sawblades, and somehow he never gets cut—though the same can’t be said of the rest of the world. No wonder de Bodard takes us on a range of detours starring the two of them, working around the main novels of the series. They are an absolute delight, because their relationship feels like it really shouldn’t work for more than two minutes at a time, and at the same time it absolutely does. Asmodeus’s rather prickly version of domestic bliss, Thuan’s constant, doting exasperation. Even in the blasted wreckage of Fallen Paris a little joy can still bloom.

The Dominion of the Fallen books manage that circle-squaring unique to fantasy: presenting something utterly different, that still gives the reader everything that they want from a narrative. The human connection, the identifiable characters, the drama, the highs the lows; yet at the same time each comes to us with a unique flavour and scent, countless facets as meticulously cut as a gemstone.

—Adrian Tchaikovsky, 2026



ONE


Death Over Fear


In the House of Hawthorn, all the days blurred and merged into one another, like teardrops sliding down a pane of glass. Madeleine couldn’t tell when she’d last slept, when she’d last eaten—though everything tasted of ashes and grit, as if the debris from the streets had been mixed with the fine food served on porcelain plates—couldn’t tell when she had last woken, tossing and turning and screaming, reaching for a safety that wasn’t there anymore.


And she couldn’t tell, exactly, when she had last had angel essence, but she didn’t need to. It was an emptiness within her, a feeling that someone had torn out a chunk of her heart and hadn’t bothered to kill her afterward. It was … the presence in her mind like a tree of thorns, the inescapable knowledge that he was with her no matter what she did—that he had found her, dragged her there, that he would never let her go.


Asmodeus.


Madeleine stared at her hands, and found them shaking.


“You have to do better,” Iaris said. Her smooth, ageless face was creased in a frown; the white of her doctor’s coat in sharp contrast to the olive tones of her skin.


The door was, as always, locked, the windows barred, with only a pale, sickly light coming through. At least this time Madeleine wasn’t strapped in the chair, but Iaris would do it again if she thought it was useful.


Everything seemed unbearably real, unbearably sharp: the red flowers on the wallpaper, the embroidered trees and birds on the bedcover, and the faint smell wafting from Iaris, bergamot and orange blossom and some exotic wood.


His scent.


Her hands were shaking again.


In front of Iaris, on the mahogany desk that stood between them, was a container filled with a fine light-colored dust: angel essence. Madeleine had hardly paid attention to it during the first part of the interview, but now she could barely see anything else—could feel the power, trapped and roiling in that small space—could almost taste it, the warmth of a storm sliding into her belly, the magic that would fill her to bursting, that would make her feel safe again… .


“Lord Asmodeus retrieved you from House Silverspires,” Iaris was saying. “Twice.” Her frown was disapproving again. “It wasn’t so you could waste your life away.”


Madeleine tried to speak, found only ashes on her tongue. She tried again, dragged words from some unbearably faraway place. “I didn’t ask to come with him.”


Asmodeus had linked Madeleine back to the House—without her consent, of course; he’d never stop for anything so trivial as that. He’d taken her back, made her his possession again, and imprisoned her here, to mold her to his wishes. To make her his tool, his weapon, and there was no place in his grand plans for an addiction to essence.


Iaris’s face didn’t move. “What you want is irrelevant. You’re here. You’re a dependent of Hawthorn. Not an angel essence junkie.” She was human; Madeleine was sure. In spite of her name, in spite of the smooth skin of her face and hands: she didn’t have the light, effortless way of moving of Fallen, their innate elegance, sliding through the fabric of the world like sharpened blades. But somewhere in her youth, she’d been too close to a Fallen, too long, and some of their agelessness had rubbed off on her, creating that odd, unsettling effect.


Madeleine didn’t remember Iaris. But then, she’d paid so little attention to other people before she’d run away from the House.


“You will clean up,” Iaris said. “Otherwise you’re so much useless chaff, Madeleine. And no one in this House has time for the useless.”


“I know,” she said. She could imagine they did not, that Asmodeus had little time for anyone who did not do as he wished. She didn’t need the threat, didn’t need to feel the fear again: the threat-laden conversation they’d had shortly after he’d dragged her back, the touch of his hand on the scars of her calves, the knife resting, oddly still, against the skin of the back of her hand, drawing just enough blood… .


“Now, there is no substitute for angel essence,” Iaris was saying. “We’ve weaned you off the drug. Whether you get strong again, whether you eat, whether you sleep, whether you relapse, is all up to you.”


Madeleine wanted to relapse. She wanted, so badly, to reach out for the container with the essence—to lose herself in it, to forget where she was, why she was there. And yes, it would gnaw away at her lungs again, would kill her centimeter by slow centimeter, fill her breath with blood, but it was still better than whatever awaited her inside the House. Still better than belonging to Asmodeus.


It took all she had to hold herself still. Because they would never give her that container. Because it was a test, as everything else had been; something Iaris could write in her report, a little chart of how well behaved Madeleine was, day after day. Of how close she was to being normal, functional, if either of those words still had a definition that made sense.


“You have to learn,” Iaris said, softly, “what makes you reach for essence. You have to recognize what kindles your need.”


“I don’t need to learn,” Madeleine said, wearily. “I know.”


Iaris raised an eyebrow. At last, she put down the paper she was holding, and looked at Madeleine as if seeing her for the first time. “Let’s say you do know. Most addicts don’t. They just want their next fix, the next rush of power, caring little what it costs. But, assuming you do, Madeleine, knowing is not enough.”


Madeleine—aware, all the while, of the link to the House in the back of her mind, of Asmodeus’s presence chafing against the least of her thoughts—said, softly, “I don’t want to be cured.”


“You would prefer to kill yourself slowly?”


She’d wanted to die. She wanted to say this, but the words wouldn’t leave her throat. A death of her own choosing; a slow slide into oblivion, to a place where fear, and where old memories, didn’t matter.


Iaris said, almost gently, “You’re the House’s now. And things have changed in the past twenty years.”


They had. Another head of House, the purges almost a distant memory; the floors pristine waxed parquet, every trace of blood expunged, all the dead forgotten. But not Elphon.


She didn’t need to close her eyes to hear his screams; to see, again, the spray of blood as the swords slid home into his chest, and to see him again, walking behind Asmodeus as if nothing had happened. As if he had not died, and risen again through a magic Madeleine couldn’t claim to understand.


“You’re safe here,” Iaris’s voice said, floating to her out of the darkness. “The House takes care of its own, Madeleine.”


Iaris didn’t understand. She couldn’t understand. She hadn’t stood in the drawing room watching Frédéric and Kayden and Elphon and all the other gardeners be cut down. She wasn’t the one who had crawled through the streets of Paris, the cobblestones slick with her own blood, every movement awakening fresh pain in her calves, in her broken ribs, every agonizing gesture underlined with the same fear that he would find her, that his thugs would finish what they had started.


Twenty years. She’d escaped, had gained twenty years of freedom away from Hawthorn, but twenty years were as nothing to a Fallen. Of course Asmodeus had come for her, taken her back to the House.


“You’re safe here.”


She wasn’t. She had never been. Here was everything she had been running away from, and she was back again, locked in a room and awaiting the pleasure of the Fallen who had made her life a living hell. There was no safety anywhere.


The smell of angel essence was unbearable now; the familiar promise of power. She reached for it without realizing she did so, feeling the warmth of it in her hand, the weight of the container. It didn’t make any false promises, didn’t tell any lies, would merely slide into her lungs with the ease of long habit, and the power of Fallen magic would fill her from end to end, banishing the darkness—


“Madeleine!”


Hands, trying to pry hers from the essence. She batted them away, struggled to raise the container to her mouth all the same. A trickle of power like honey down her throat—a sense of rising relief as it took hold—and then pain flaring up in her fingers and her palm, and she was on her knees, nursing a hand and wrist that felt torn apart, the warmth in her belly receding, ebbing away to leave only the sharp, sickening presence of the House in her mind.


She was hauled to her feet, roughly. Iaris stood, holding the container, angry.


“I told him this was a waste of time,” Iaris said. She clenched her hand, grimaced as if something hurt. Had Madeleine harmed her? She couldn’t remember what had happened in the tussle for the essence. “Once a junkie, always a junkie. No one has ever shaken an essence addiction.”


Madeleine hung, limp, between the orderlies that held her. She tried to remember what it had felt like, to be free of fear, to soar, even for the briefest of moments. But everything smelled of citruses and bergamot, and all she could feel was the nausea, rising to swallow her whole, and there was nothing to bring up but bile, its taste drowning the distant fire of angel essence.


“This experiment is terminated,” Iaris said, with grim satisfaction. “He’ll have to find some other use for you.”


No. She knew, all too well, what only other use Asmodeus could have for her; what only other use there was, for the weak, for the useless, the disobedient. No no no. She tried to speak, to get words out from the emptiness in her. But nothing came.


* * *


They strapped her to the bed before they left, tightening everything so much she could hardly breathe. Iaris’s petty satisfaction, for it wasn’t as if the room, with its furniture bolted to the floor, held anything that Madeleine could have used to hurt herself.


As Madeleine lay staring at the ceiling, braced against the sound of footsteps in the corridor, closing her eyes and trying not to think what might happen now, everything seemed to blur and recede into some faraway land. The flowers on the wallpaper became featureless shapes, the dim light from the window darkened into night, and the ghosts of the past rose to watch her with their empty eyes.


The gardeners: Elphon, with his hands covering the wound in his chest; Frédéric and Pierrette, their homespun shirts drenched with blood. Oris, her shy apprentice in Silverspires, with his arms marred by snakebites.


And the last one, who had not belonged to Hawthorn, who would never belong there.


Isabelle.


On the Fallen’s chest were the two bloody holes that had killed her, but her eyes were the same—that brittle innocence that had gone too soon, that bright and feverish gaze of one not meant for this world.


Madeleine. Her voice was the keening of the wind, and she swayed and faded, as if a mere breath would have been enough to dispel her.


She didn’t say anything else, but she didn’t need to. She’d come back so that Madeleine could live, could save House Silverspires; to give her hope, a thing so small and so fragile it was doomed to be crushed.


Madeleine.


“I can’t,” Madeleine whispered to the emptiness of the room, and turned her face away from the blurred vision, praying to a God she only distantly believed in to forget her, too.


* * *


She must have slept—must have slid, unaware, into the yawning darkness—but she couldn’t tell when the ghosts became dreams, or if they had been real at all. When she woke up, struggling to take deep breaths, the straps digging into her skin, her arms and legs deadened, day had crept into the room again, and it was empty.


Faint birdsong came from outside: Hawthorn’s famed gardens, almost intact despite the war that had devastated Paris. The quiet gurgle of a fountain in the background—a statement of power that, in an age of polluted rivers and corrosive air, the House could afford to waste running water on an ornament—and, farther out, the giggles of children racing after each other in another, alien world.


Were children truly happy, in the House? Asmodeus was Fallen: he would never father anything on anyone, would never care for anything or anyone. She’d been happy as a child; but that had been in Uphir’s time; before the coup that had raised Asmodeus to be head of House. Before the fear.


There was no warning, no footsteps or creaking of the waxed parquet. But the door opened.


She knew it was him before she saw him, when the smell of bergamot and orange blossom wafted into the room. She would have fled, if she could do more than futilely struggle against the tightened straps.


He was light on his feet. She heard his footsteps only when he neared the bed—a brief touch that made her want to scream, and the straps were undone, one by one—her lungs burning as they filled up with the air they’d been denied. She pulled herself up, trying to massage some feeling into arms and legs that had long gone dead, and he sat on the side of the four-poster bed, close enough to touch.


“Madeleine.” He smiled, showing the sharp teeth of predators. “Take your time.”


His face was smooth, ageless like that of all Fallen, his gray eyes shining with magic, his movements effortlessly graceful. He had square horn-rimmed glasses, his particular affectation: like all former angels, he had perfect eyesight. His hands were fine, elegant, with the long fingers of a pianist, though he played no instrument beyond the ecstasy and pain of others.


“Asmodeus.” His name tasted like ashes in Madeleine’s mouth. And, because in spite of everything, she still clung to what life she had, she added: “My lord.”


“Respect? How charmingly adequate.” He smiled again, as if he knew exactly how respectful she was. And why would he not? She’d never been a good liar. “Iaris came to see me. She was … angry.”


Madeleine didn’t dare speak.


“Mostly because you hurt her pride, I suspect,” Asmodeus said. He patted the bed by his side, as if he expected her to sit there, but she didn’t move, and he didn’t make any comment. “And because—let’s be honest—she never believed you would come through.”


“And you did?” She couldn’t hold back the words. They were unwise, especially said to someone used to unthinking obedience.


“Mortals can be surprising, more so than Fallen. You strive against so much in your brief lifetimes. I try not to make hasty judgments.”


She stared at her hands again. They were steady, though everything within her was screaming that she should run.


As if she’d ever get far.


“Iaris is right in one respect, though,” Asmodeus said. “There is little we can do with you at the moment.” He stretched the fingers of his right hand, one by one, as if considering a particularly troublesome problem.


Her. She was the problem. He would take her into the cells, and finish what he had started long ago, break her as he’d broken those who rose against him. He would—


“You never left, Madeleine, did you? Always crawling away from the wreck of the House, never leaving the shadow of the past.” He reached out, and laid a hand on her ribs, the ribs his thugs had broken, twenty years ago—fingernails, as sharp as knives, resting on her chest, above her madly beating heart. “You live and breathe fear, and there is no room for anything else.”


“How—” She took in a deep, shuddering breath.


“You forget. Fear is a weapon, and I’m … intimately familiar with its use.” Asmodeus’s tone was sharp, amused. “So I’m going to offer you a choice.


“Look at me. How much do you fear me, Madeleine?”


She looked up into his eyes, because he would make her look up if she didn’t. His gaze was gray, mild, uninterested, but there was fire in its depths, the flames that had engulfed him when he’d Fallen from Heaven, the heart of a monster who cared only about inflicting pain on others.


He’d come into her room one evening, blowing the acrid smell of orange blossom into her face—magic, his magic, pinning her to the chair in which she sat—the knife glinting in his hands as he’d explained, smiling all the while, the consequences if she tried to escape the House again … the cold touch of the blade on her arm, flaring into sharp pain as it parted her flesh … a deeper, harrowing pain as his spell slowly, excruciatingly squeezed her damaged lungs, a searing fire that made her convulse, except she couldn’t move against his restraints, couldn’t even draw breath to cry out… .


Her hands shook, her palms greasy, sweaty. She struggled to voice something that wouldn’t be a scream. “You know.”


“Do I?” He was silent, for a while. “We should have had this conversation earlier, but never mind. Things were a little hectic. I stand by my own, Madeleine. It’s how the House works. It’s the only way it can work. If you swear and keep fealty to me, if you do your best not to relapse, then I will protect you no matter what happens. All that fear—I will bring it to other people instead. Those who seek to harm you.”


It didn’t help. She tried to say something, to convey that being under his protection was as frightening as being hunted by him; but then she thought better of it. It would not change anything if she spoke up, and she’d never been one for pointless, suicidal bravery. “You said I had a choice.”


“Indeed,” Asmodeus said. He straightened his glasses on his nose. His gaze rested, for a while, beyond her. “You’re my dependent, but you feel no loyalty to me. Quite the contrary. And I, in turn, have little use for you, as things are. If you choose to remain broken beyond anyone’s capacity to heal, if you show no goodwill and pledge no loyalty”—he shrugged—“then I will release you.”


The way in which he said it made it clear she wasn’t going to walk out of Hawthorn, not on her own two feet. “How—”


“It matters to you?” His voice was sharp. “Surely death is its own goal, and its own reward. I will choose the manner of it. You might as well be of some use, after all, even if it’s only for a few hours of my own enjoyment.”


Death. The release she’d sought, all those years. But on his terms. “That’s unfair,” she said, before she could think. “No one chooses death over fear. No one—”


“No one? Be honest, Madeleine.”


She could, indeed, endure pain, could endure many things if oblivion was the end of the path. But he would be the one who killed her in the end. He would bring her everything she had run away from; make every single fear, every nightmare, she’d ever had come true in the hours—stretched forever—before he finally deigned to grant her death.


It was no choice, and he knew it. It was the fear of what he might do, over the sick certainty of what he would definitely do.


Asmodeus rose, straightening the lapels of his dark gray swallowtail jacket. “You may think on it. I’ll have food brought to you, should you see fit to eat.” Faint disapproval in his tone; that was new. Or perhaps she’d just never noticed it.


“Wait,” Madeleine said.


He stopped, halfway to the door. “Yes?”


“If”—she swallowed, trying to banish the taste of soured citrus in her throat—“if I choose loyalty—will I get out of this room?”


His smile was boyish, almost free of any sense of threat. Almost. “The House is busy. If you so choose, of course you will get out. In fact …” He paused, as if pondering whether to say more. “I will have work for you.”


She said, because she had to, “You don’t even know if I will keep my word.”


Asmodeus turned to look at her, his head cocked sideways like a bird of prey. “You’re a terrible liar, and an entirely too principled person. Of course you will keep your word. And if you don’t”—he shrugged, again—“there is always the other option.” He must have known, then, what she was going to answer. It was obvious. But then, as he had said, she was transparent; an open book that he, and others, had always read with ease.


“I—” It was no choice. There was no choice. And, in the end, she clung, so dearly, to the little she had. Angel essence was one thing, its heady rush making everything bearable, obscuring the inevitable ending. But to knowingly, willingly, walk into Hawthorn’s cells with him … “I will pledge my loyalty to you.”


* * *


After they were done, Asmodeus went out of the room for a brief moment, and came back with the people who must have been waiting in the corridor for Madeleine’s answer.


One of the two bodyguards behind him carried a tray of food that she set on the table, and then both of them withdrew, which left the other two people who had come in with Asmodeus.


One was a mortal woman, with some of that same smoothness to her face that Iaris had, except her exposure to Fallen magic must have been less, because her dark hair had sprinkles of gray, and her hands showed the first spots of age. She appeared a little younger than Madeleine, but must have been older in reality.


The other one Madeleine already knew. Or had known, once. Elphon had been her Fallen friend in the gardens of Hawthorn, and had died the night Asmodeus seized power from Uphir. And, somehow, he had been raised from the dead by Asmodeus, and now walked the earth as if nothing were amiss, oblivious to his past life and the connection between them. His loyalty to Asmodeus was absolute.


Her new minders, no doubt: she was certain she wouldn’t leave this room without supervision.


Asmodeus gestured for the others to sit. They did, one in each upholstered chair, leaving Madeleine at the end of the four-poster bed. Elphon handed her the tray, which she balanced on her knees. The aroma of the food wafted up to her: some kind of vegetable soup.


“Eat,” Asmodeus said.


She didn’t feel hungry. She took Iaris’s medicine before the soup, the white pill a day that kept her cough from returning, even though nothing would ever heal her wasted lungs, or give her more than a few years longer. The soup was scalding hot, and it made little difference. It was bland, much as if it had been boiled for too long.


They all waited for her to finish, in silence. When she stole a glance upward, she saw that neither Elphon nor the woman looked particularly at ease.


“You know Elphon,” Asmodeus said. He wasn’t sitting; he was lounging against the wall by the door, with the sated air of a predator, which he affected at nearly all times. Fallen were rarely harmless, but no one who saw him would ever underestimate what he was capable of. “And this is Clothilde. She’s one of the House’s magicians, and a member of the Court of Birth.”


The intricate hierarchies of Hawthorn had never meant much to Madeleine. She set her spoon by the side of the empty bowl, and waited for the rest.


“I have a project,” Asmodeus said. “Outside the House. One which requires a delegation.”


Another House, then. She grimaced. “I don’t understand why you’d send me.”


“Not for diplomacy. We both know how abysmal you are at that,” Asmodeus said. “That will be Clothilde and Elphon’s work. You’re part of this as … Let’s say I need your skills. And your knowledge.”


Alchemy, her former work? But Hawthorn had an alchemist, Sare, who would be more intimately familiar with the peculiarities and intricacies of making elixirs and charged containers from Hawthorn’s live Fallen, or the remnants of its dead ones. It had to be about House Silverspires—her former House, the one that had cast her out. But that made no sense, either: Silverspires had been Hawthorn’s enemy, but the events of seven months ago had left them bloodless and in ruins, barely capable of being a power in postwar Paris, much less a threat.


“I don’t understand,” she said.


“I need alchemy,” Asmodeus said. “Among other things.”


“Sare—”


“Sare is House alchemist. She has other work. And what I expect is rather basic: nothing that requires her expertise or skill. I’m sending a delegation of magicians, and I need someone to recharge their artifacts when the magic runs out.”


Rather basic. Madeleine forced herself not to flinch at the casual dismissal: he was entirely right. Filling containers with angel magic was something she could have done in her sleep. “You said there were other things.”


“Yes,” Asmodeus said. His hand moved, gracefully, as if he were sketching something in the air; and, in answer, an image gradually coalesced between him and her.


It was the face of an Annamite woman: mostly human, and mostly resembling the old-fashioned pictures of the imperial court Madeleine had seen in the library of House Silverspires—thinned eyebrows over harsh eyes, a crown of black cloth with golden figures and beaded tassels, worn tight over the head, except that patches of the skin of her face had worn off, revealing the iridescence of scales, and that the nubs of deerlike antlers protruded through the crown.


It wasn’t a face that Madeleine would ever forget, no matter how much essence she got high on.


“Ngoc Bich,” she whispered.


“You are familiar with her, then. And yes: my affairs,” Asmodeus said, slowly, softly, “are with the kingdom under the Seine.”


The Annamite kingdom. The dragon kingdom.


“How do you know—?” Madeleine asked, and then fell silent. The dragon kingdom—the underwater power that lurked under the Seine, lashing out and killing Fallen and humans alike—was reclusive, its existence a secret. Isabelle had known, but Isabelle had a link to Philippe, who in turn was Annamite, and presumably better informed about a territory held by Annamite creatures.


“How do I know it even exists?” Asmodeus shrugged, an expansive gesture that seemed, for a moment, to drag ghostly black wings into existence. “We have long had an agreement with them, even in Uphir’s day. And the time for their secrecy is ending. That means they are vulnerable.”


Clothilde nodded. Her gaze, throughout, had not left Asmodeus. “You have Ghislaine down there already.”


“As an envoy, yes. To smooth things out,” Asmodeus said. “To gain allies and support, and win them around to the possibilities we’re offering. But we have to make a formal offer, and that can’t come from her.”


Clothilde didn’t look surprised. She’d probably been briefed ahead of time, unlike Madeleine. And she had at least a vague idea what was going on. “The terms haven’t changed,” she said: a question, a confirmation.


“No,” Asmodeus said. “I see no reason for them to change. But you’ll take Madeleine with you. She’s been there before.”


Madeleine had been there exactly once, with Isabelle, in a past that might as well be another lifetime: when Isabelle was still alive, when House Silverspires was still under threat and not a field of ruins. “And I’m not going to be told what this is about?” Madeleine said, more sharply than she’d intended, before she remembered whom she was speaking to.


Asmodeus raised an eyebrow, but appeared more amused than angry, as if watching a fish out of water thrash on land. “House Hawthorn will offer a formal alliance to the dragon kingdom. One sealed in the traditional manner. It has all gone somewhat out of fashion, but my perception was that Princess Ngoc Bich and her officials were still fairly traditional.”


A formal alliance. Madeleine stared at him. He couldn’t mean. He couldn’t possibly mean—


And, when she did not speak, he did it for her. “Clothilde is carrying an offer of marriage to the kingdom. My marriage.”




TWO


The Affairs of Dragons


Thuan’s days in House Hawthorn were mostly routine, though the real purpose of his presence in the House was anything but. He looked young, much younger than he truly was: a teenager to most Westerners, and as such, his days were split between attending the classes dispensed by the Court of Birth, and doing odd jobs whenever the Court of Hearth needed an extra hand.


For the current week, he was seconded to the House’s infirmary, which he found overwhelmed, with entirely too many patients battling anything from pneumonia to foul-smelling wounds. He carried bandages and syringes, and mirrors filled with angel magic, to the three doctors on duty, trying to avoid Iaris’s bad mood, and found himself, finally, in the nurses’ room, sharing a quick meal of sandwiches and verbena brew.


It was, like the kingdom, a much diminished place. Once, the room they were in would have had tiles with vivid patterns, and elegant furniture. Now the grout had yellowed, the tiles faded and cracked, and the table and chairs were old, dusty, creaking ominously as they leaned back into them. Too often patched, the lines of repairs clearly visible in bright light; of which there was so little in Paris.


“Sorry,” Géraldine said, with a shrug, fingering her crucifix. “There are better days.”


Her younger companion—Nadine, Iaris’s daughter and Thuan’s tutor in class—snorted. “With the old dragon on duty?”


Thuan tried not to wince, or react otherwise, at the mention of “dragon.” There was no way Nadine or anyone else could know that he was more than he pretended to be. He had come into the House half a year ago, a waif rescued from the streets through the kindness of Sare, the House’s alchemist; he was, to all intents and purposes, working his way into the House; hoping, like everyone else in the class, to be chosen to become a full dependent of Hawthorn.


Some nights, he offered a brief prayer to his long-dead ancestors that he would find what he was looking for before the allegiance ceremony ever happened. His disguise would fool many people—many Fallen, even—but the power swirling within him would never allow him to pledge allegiance to a House.


Not to mention, of course, that his aunt would kill him if things ever got to that point. Or, worse, resort to sarcasm.


“You do love her,” Géraldine said. She poured tea for Thuan, and Ahmed, the other nurse in the room.


Nadine rolled her eyes upward. “Mother? Only when she’s not breathing down my neck.” She inhaled the aroma of her cup, and sighed. “She’s been very busy.”


Ahmed grimaced. “That time of year. Bad enough when it’s the common cold, but this year we seem to be collecting pneumonia and dysentery.”


“There’s a difficult birth in Ward One keeping Iaris busy as well,” Géraldine said. “Magicians’ babies are always the tricky ones. Though last I checked, she’d admitted defeat and sent to the Court of Birth for a powerful Fallen. This one is clearly going to need to be helped along.” She made a face. “Not to mention the cholera.”


“The old woman in Ward Three?” Ahmed asked. “You don’t think—”


“I don’t know. But Iaris is worried,” Géraldine said. “It’d probably be best if you didn’t go there,” she added, for Thuan’s benefit.


Thuan shrugged. It was a water-based disease and, as such, had about as much chance of hurting him as the common cold. But they couldn’t know that; their concern was genuine. Which would, if he thought too long about it, make him feel bad about the deception he was currently involved in; about being here for the kingdom’s interest, and certainly not the House’s. “Thanks.” How was he going to bring the conversation around to the subject that interested him without raising suspicion?


“You heard the news?” Géraldine was already putting on her nurse’s coat. Breaks were short, and she’d been there before Thuan had arrived.


“Which one?” Nadine asked, draining her cup. She threw a glance at the grandfather clock ticking away the hours in the corner of the small room.


“Iaris has terminated the experiment with Madeleine.”


Nadine snorted. “She only tried because Lord Asmodeus asked. She can’t refuse him anything.”


“No one can,” Géraldine said.


“You know what I mean,” Nadine said.


Géraldine looked at her, sharply, and didn’t answer. “Time’s up,” she said to Ahmed. And, to Thuan, a touch more kindly: “You still have a few minutes left. Finish your food. You look entirely too scrawny to be healthy.”


“What did you mean?” Thuan asked Nadine, after they had both left. He knew her relationship with Iaris was fraught, but not why.


Nadine sighed. She leaned against the table, nursing the empty cup in her hand. “Mother was with him from the start, before the coup that deposed Lord Uphir. She … likes him.” Her tone suggested that she didn’t see why.


“And you don’t.” Thuan readjusted his topknot, pinning stray hairs back into place. He should have cut his hair before coming to Hawthorn—few Annamites in Paris wore their hair long, these days—but it suited him, and it would be such a hassle to regrow when he was back in the kingdom. He hadn’t quite been able to overwhelm his vanity on the matter.


“Lord Asmodeus is powerful. He keeps the House safe. That’s all I need to know,” Nadine said.


Thuan had set aside the cup of verbena, which he didn’t care for unless it came with enough sugar to cover the taste. You’re jealous, he thought. They’re closer; closer than you are to your mother. It wasn’t what Nadine would want to hear. “He’s not a very likable person,” he said. He’d never actually met Asmodeus, only seen him from afar—but the head of House Hawthorn didn’t sound like the kind of person you wanted to take along on a crazy escapade into inns and houses of pleasure.


Nadine snorted, again. “You don’t say.” And, finally: “Mother wants to impress him. She wants his approval, like a child. Or a puppy. And she doesn’t understand he doesn’t care about her. She’s just one more dependent to him, one more person he owns.”


“She’ll come round.”


“When she hasn’t in the thirty years I’ve known her?” Nadine set her cup on the table. “Unlikely.”


“You’re on edge,” Thuan said. And so, now that he thought about it, were the other nurses. “Why? It’s not the cholera or whatever else they’ve got brewing in the wards.”


“Well, the cholera would be bad enough,” Nadine said. “Since there’s not much we can do to cure it.” She shook her head. “It’s nothing.”


It wasn’t. Thuan had to be careful: he was navigating a labyrinth more complicated than addressing the Secret Institute, back in the kingdom. At least in the kingdom he knew what was going on, who followed whom and why. Here …


A fish out of water, he thought, not without irony.


“You can’t understand,” Nadine said. “You’d have to have grown up here.”


“Nadine, I’m going to become part of this House in less than a year’s time. I can’t remain ignorant forever.” It was a lie, but there was no way he was going to tell her the truth. Not if he wanted to come out of this alive and whole. “Try me.”


Nadine sighed. He thought she was going to say something about his being Annamite—his not belonging here, in the ruins of Paris, as if he hadn’t been around for longer than she’d been alive—but instead she went on, staring at the clock. “It’s Madeleine. And Clothilde, possibly.”


Clothilde was one of the House’s magicians, moving in circles so far above Thuan she might as well have been a star in the heavens. Madeleine he had never heard of until a few minutes ago. “What of them?”


“He’s taking an interest. I told you, you wouldn’t understand. Lord Asmodeus is the head of the House, but he’s only a member of one court. The Court of House.” The one that dealt with outside business and the relationships with other Houses. “And he’s mostly left everything else alone. Until now. Perhaps because Samariel is dead, and he’s lonely without his lover.” Her voice was skeptical. “But he’s been closeted with Clothilde, and insisting that Madeleine had to clean up her addiction to angel essence to become a full dependent of the House. Something is happening. Something big.”


Angel essence. And something big. Thuan didn’t like that, not at all. “Surely only for the good of the House.”


“You don’t understand!” The cups on the table rattled as Nadine pushed herself off. “The last time he took a genuine interest in internal House affairs … the gardens were dark with the ashes of funeral pyres, and the Seine ran red with blood.”


“The Seine has never been red with blood,” Thuan said, gently. The waters ran dark and deep, and blood would dissolve in the mess of spells and magical residue that had corrupted them after the war. Blood was, in truth, the least of the kingdom’s problems.


“You weren’t born then.” Nadine shook her head.


He didn’t correct her. “I’ve never seen any angel essence in this House.” He wasn’t about to let an opening go to waste.


“You’re too young. And it’s nasty stuff; trust me,” Nadine said. “After you’ve seen a few addicts coughing their lungs out, and I mean that literally, you’ll know to avoid it.”


A memory, abrupt and unforgiving: a darkened room where dragons in human shape lay, writhing and twisting—the acrid smell of Fallen magic, mingled with that of vomit, eyes rolled upward in a face too pale and too skeletal to be healthy, the antlers on either side of the head translucent, veined with purple. He’d reached out, and one of them had snapped in his hands, with a crack like shattered bones, except that no bone should have broken that smoothly, that easily. And it had lain in his hands, still warm to the touch, still obscenely pulsing with life that should, by rights, have left it entirely …


This, Second Aunt Ngoc Bich had said, is what we have to deal with, nephew. And you will find out where it’s coming from. Who supplies it, and why. And fast.


The kingdom was under siege: weakened by angel essence, hounded by House Hawthorn’s delegates. It wouldn’t hold out for long, and Thuan was key to finding what was going on. The House of Hawthorn, after all, had the most to gain from a diminished dragon kingdom, and it would make terrible sense if they were the ones trading in essence.


Except that, so far, he hadn’t made much progress at all. Some spy he made.


“I know about the effects of essence,” Thuan said, quietly.


Nadine opened her mouth to speak, and then closed it, her eyes wide with an emotion he couldn’t read. Too late, he realized it was surprise, tinged with the fear of having said too much; and he turned around, to meet the eyes of the man who stood in the doorway.


Not, not a man; a Fallen.


Thuan’s body bent into a graceful bow before he’d even realized what he was doing: the full, elegant thing reserved for being in the presence of the emperor or the empress, which his tutors back at court had despaired he would ever master.


The Fallen raised an eyebrow. “New to the House, I see. I’m the first to appreciate signs of obedience, but there is such a thing as too much.” He wore the colors of Hawthorn: a dark gray swallowtail jacket over matching trousers, and a silver tie at his throat, shining like a star before the fall. His gaze, behind the square horn-rimmed glasses, was impassive; but even though he held himself still, he radiated raw power. It streamed out of him like an exhalation, an electrifying effect that seemed to make everything in the room recede into insignificance. “Hello, Nadine,” he said, as she straightened up from her own bow. “Your mother doesn’t seem to be in her office.”


Nadine shrugged, feigning indifference. “She’s either in Ward One or in Ward Three. Difficult birth. Or cholera.” How could she stand there and look away from him? How was she not drawn to him like a moth to a flame? Thuan fought his own body to a standstill, ignoring the khi element that swirled within him—water, rising like the beginning of a storm. He didn’t want to get into a fight; couldn’t afford to get into a fight.


“I know she sent to the Court of Birth for help,” Asmodeus said, with a dark smile. He made a short, stabbing gesture with his hand. “Thank you. I’ll look for her there.”


When he left, it was as if someone had cut all the strings that kept Thuan upright. His eyes remained glued to the door; his body struggling to stand up again, every muscle threatening to betray him at the same time.


“Hey,” Nadine said. “Don’t faint on me, please.”


“How—”


Nadine shrugged. “You get used to it.” She stared at the bleached walls of the room without really seeing them. “Or pretend you do.”


Thuan could pretend many things, but not that. He breathed in, slowly, shakily. He didn’t smoke, and he didn’t think they were allowed to smoke in the infirmary in any case, but he was seriously tempted. It was either that or run after Asmodeus, to get just another glimpse of him, just another acknowledgment from those cool gray eyes …


What in the heavens was he thinking? He certainly couldn’t afford anything like that. Keep his head down, Ngoc Bich had said. Find what the House is up to. Find where the essence comes from. That was the brief.


A brief that he was thoroughly failing.


“Anyway, you’ve made quite an impression,” Nadine said. “Not bad for you.”


As if he wanted to be remembered by the Fallen whose House he was busy infiltrating.


“No, not bad,” Thuan said, still struggling to breathe.


Not merely bad. Potentially disastrous.




THREE


Delegations


On the night before they were due to leave for the dragon kingdom, someone knocked at the door of Madeleine’s room. “Come in,” Madeleine said. Not that it made any difference. She couldn’t open the locked door, and presumably whoever was knocking had the key.


She didn’t think it would be Asmodeus, who wouldn’t bother knocking when he could come straight in, and indeed it was not.


It was Clothilde, empty-handed and with gray circles under her eyes that made her appear oddly older. She wore a neatly cut swallowtail jacket and trousers like a uniform. The old parquet creaked under her feet as she moved into the room. “I thought we should have a little chat.”


“Go on,” Madeleine said, wearily. It wasn’t as if she could prevent her, or anyone, from dropping in.


Clothilde sat, not on the chair, but on the desk, her hands pressing down on the mahogany surface. “He’s told me it’s vital you don’t relapse.”


No need to ask who “he” was. “Or he’ll kill me, you mean?” Madeleine, never particularly diplomatic, wasn’t in the mood to make an effort.


Clothilde shrugged. She straightened the sleeves of her dark jacket. “We’re going to have a lot to do in the dragon kingdom. I can’t afford to keep a perpetual watch on you. Even though I will, since I have to.” Her smooth face was expressionless.


“And you have a miracle solution?” Madeleine felt drained, already, with that familiar emptiness, a hollowness to the world that preceded a flash of craving. “Iaris said—”


“I know what Iaris said. I also know she wasn’t trying very hard. And, for all her ill will, she’s still a doctor. She has some principles which hamper her.” Clothilde reached inside her jacket, and produced a container, which she flipped open. It was a mirror, its surface as dark and as roiling as a sea during the storm. “Fortunately for you, I don’t.”


Madeleine’s mouth was dry. “This isn’t—”


“Angel essence?” Clothilde shook her head. “No. You’re addicted to the high, the rush of power. This is merely angel breath, trapped in a mirror.”


She was all too familiar with it. As a former alchemist, preparing these had been part of her job: safeguarding Fallen flesh, making sure the magic inherent to all former angels wasn’t wasted; that fingernails and teeth and eyeballs, and sinew and skin and flesh, were salvaged, preserved so that power could be passed on to magicians or other Fallen for their spells.


“Yes,” Madeleine said. Didn’t Clothilde know she’d already tried? “It’s like warmth compared to a burning flame. Like ashes to a fire. It doesn’t do anything.” Angel essence wasn’t simply preserved Fallen magic. It was refined, distilled from the brittle bones of Fallen until it had the potency of a wildfire.


Clothilde’s face was unreadable. “Perhaps. If that doesn’t work … There’s something, somewhere, that will help you weather the crises. A pleasant smell, or a prayer, or the feel of a knife against your skin.”


“How would you know?”


“He was right,” Clothilde said. “You’re such a terrible diplomat. Do me a favor, and shut up while we’re down there? I need your knowledge, not an incident that jeopardizes everything.” She was silent, for a while. “I don’t know about angel essence. I’ve never been addicted to it, and I’m told it’s difficult to do much about that. Iaris doesn’t like you, but she doesn’t lie, either. If she says no one has ever shaken off an addiction … She probably doesn’t have much experience, but it’s suggestive.”


So she was doomed. Not that it came as much of a surprise. She’d have quite happily drugged herself into her grave, except that, because of Asmodeus’s threats, the price for that was now so terribly high. So, so terribly high.


Her hands felt cold; her stomach empty, in spite of the meal she’d forced herself to eat earlier. “I don’t understand what you’re trying to say.”


“That’s because you’re not listening.” Clothilde’s voice was only mildly harsh. “As I said, I don’t know about that addiction. But there are other things you need to weather. Other losses that feel as though your world has been torn apart. That nothing and no one will ever protect you from the worst of what the House has to offer. I understand that.”


Madeleine opened her mouth, and then thought better of that. She didn’t really understand, but it sounded like territory she had no right prying into.


Clothilde rolled up both sleeves of her jacket. Underneath, her arms were bare—pale, spotted skin that was starting to edge into that of an old woman, and a constellation of whitish scars, crisscrossing one another, as if she had been repeatedly whipped.


No, not whipped. The world shifted and spun again, reminding her, again and again, that nowhere was safe. That there was no refuge against fear.


“The feeling of a knife against your skin.” Clothilde’s voice was low, mocking. She rolled down her sleeves again, and stood up. “There has to be something that works, Madeleine. Think on it. I don’t want to be the one who passes your death sentence, but I have a mission. I have a duty to safeguard the House’s future, and if that doesn’t include you …” She shrugged. “I won’t weep.”


And then she was gone, leaving Madeleine alone, struggling to breathe. There has to be something.


She already knew, in her heart of hearts, that there wasn’t.


* * *


The delegation was larger than Madeleine had expected: in addition to the three of them, there were four bodyguards burdened by heavy luggage. They were gathering at the bottom of the stone steps of Hawthorn’s main building, supervised by a snappish and utterly unamused Clothilde. Elphon wasn’t there: Madeleine had caught a glimpse of him, closeted in last-minute talks with Asmodeus, and gladly turned away from them both.


Madeleine had expected to argue against the dress they would inevitably provide for her, but the clothes she’d found on rising were simple and functional: a gray shirt, a darker gray jacket, a set of trousers in the same shade, and a set of pins she’d used to tie her dark, graying hair into a makeshift bun. Only the wide shawl seemed out of place. Delicately embroidered with the hawthorn-and-crown arms of the House, it rested uneasily on her shoulders, and kept sliding off every time she shifted position.


On the other hand, it could be worse. She could have been dressed to match Clothilde: a long, flowing tunic with flowers picked out in golden thread, a matching shawl, and shoes so high-heeled it seemed a miracle she could keep upright instead of stumbling with every step.


Small mercies.


Clothilde, in spite of the clothes, moved as though something, or possibly everything, had personally offended her. She didn’t seem to pay attention to Madeleine, but her eyes would, from time to time, effortlessly find her no matter where Madeleine moved. Asmodeus had, no doubt, had a word with her.


Madeleine felt hollow, empty, already craving the touch of angel essence. But if she took any, then he would find out. He would …


I know about fear. You live and breathe it.


There has to be something.


She wasn’t even sure she could stay alive, to the end of this, but the alternative was worse.


Clothilde nodded at Elphon as he came out, and gestured for everyone to move. There was no farewell, no stirring speeches or anything grandiloquent. Instead, they merely walked through the gardens, to the waiting arms of the Seine.


The gardens of House Hawthorn were huge: the pride of the House, sprawling and verdant in an age of cracked pavements, blackened buildings, and noxious air. Legions of gardeners kept the hedges trimmed, the gravel immaculate; even though the trees were scrawny and wilted easily, and most of them didn’t actually bear flowers or fruit for long; and the gravel crunched underfoot, spotted with debris and fragments of bone. As they got closer to the river, the link to the House in Madeleine’s mind rose, a growing pressure against her thoughts, not an unpleasant feeling, merely something watchful. Another power lay within the river, and it wasn’t one that could be controlled or tamed by Fallen.


When she looked up, Elphon had joined her. She half expected him to smile, but of course he didn’t. Of course he didn’t remember her, and didn’t care. He was no longer a loyalist, no longer one of Uphir’s old supporters. Whatever Asmodeus had raised from the grave had no memories, and just loyalty to his master.


“Here,” Elphon said. “He wants you to have this.”


He held out an engraved wooden disk. Madeleine took it before she could think. It was warm under her touch, and all too familiar. She’d had a similar one, engraved with the arms of House Silverspires—except that, when her fingers touched the silhouette of the hawthorn tree, something seemed to leap from the disk into her hands, run up her arm and straight into her chest like lightning earthing itself into her heart. She shook her arm. It felt as if it had gone numb. “What is it?”


“Tracker disk,” Elphon said, with a shrug that was heartbreakingly familiar. “So we’ll know where you are.”


“They—” Madeleine took a deep breath. “They weren’t like that in House Silverspires.”


“This one is a bit special,” Elphon said. “Lord Asmodeus wanted to make sure he couldn’t lose you, not even in the dragon kingdom.”


Of course. As if she’d run away from him: if she were Houseless, where would she go? It wasn’t as if the dragons were any more welcoming.


“Don’t look so glum,” Elphon said. “Clothilde and I have one, too.”


“And the others?” Madeleine said.


Elphon grimaced. “No time. This was hastily put together.”


But not so hastily put together they’d forgotten about her. Madeleine bit back a curse, and continued walking, trying to ignore the growing pressure of the link to the House within her. At least it took her mind off the angel essence craving.


Ahead, Clothilde had stopped. They’d reached the edge of the gardens: the grass trailed off until it hit a low, cracked wall, and the stairs that went down to the river.


Someone was waiting for them there, by the low wall: an Annamite dressed in robes embroidered with the maws of monstrous animals, and a squared hat with two wings projecting out over each shoulder. She stood still and stiff, as if at attention. She was accompanied by attendants carrying three parasols and large red fans at the end of sticks. When she rose, they moved to hold the parasols over her. “My name is Thanh Phan. I am the grand chancellor of the Van Minh Palace, and a member of the Secret Institute,” she said, bowing. Her face was wrinkled and brown, an old woman’s, except for a patch of skin at her temple which was a pebbly gray, an odd, familiar color that Madeleine couldn’t quite place.


And then she moved, slightly, and something shifted. Her left arm became bulkier and larger, and her hand became a pincer, and Madeleine realized that the gray was that of a crab’s shell.


A very, very large crab, the kind that would cut you in half, given a chance. Her hand, instinctively, sought Elphon’s. But he had stepped away from her, was looking at the woman with bright, curious eyes.


“Thanh Phan,” Clothilde said, speculatively.


The woman looked at her, her face impassive. So much like Philippe, the Annamite who had been conscripted into Silverspires at one point. And, because she’d known Philippe, Madeleine could read the contempt in her eyes. “It will do,” the woman said.


Clothilde raised an eyebrow. “My name is Clothilde Desclozeaux. This is Elphon, and the woman at the back is Madeleine d’Aubin.”


“Come with me,” Thanh Phan said.


As they walked toward her, she bent toward Madeleine and said, “Madeleine d’Aubin. The princess has not forgotten you.”


Exactly the sort of reminder Madeleine could have done without. She forced herself to nod, and fortunately Thanh Phan appeared satisfied with this, and didn’t say anything further.


Madeleine had expected the limestone steps leading down to the quay. What she hadn’t expected was that they didn’t stop when they reached the river. They went on, after a brief landing on the cobblestones, becoming slick and worn and covered with algae, the stones pitted in multiple places. The light, too, changed, as they descended, from the pale one of a winter sun to something deeper and bluer, shadows lengthening under their feet, and a rising smell of brine, of incense and mold, that made Madeleine’s empty stomach turn.


At the bottom were the same steps she remembered from her time with Isabelle: thousands of dark, dull fish scales that crunched underfoot. Everything wavered and bent out of shape at odd intervals, as if the entire world were washed by a veil of rain: they were underwater, but it didn’t seem to make any difference; they breathed as easily as if they had been back on the surface. The air was cool and cold, but something had changed. She remembered a serenity, a quietness that had set her teeth on edge, something that had sought to weave its way into her thoughts and into her dreams, soothing every trace of fear and every twinge of pain, like a hand smoothing the folds of a cloth. Now everything felt unbearably sharp, like shards of glass rubbing against her skin; the link to the House a burning flame in her mind.


God, how she hated the House.


An offer of marriage. My marriage. Asmodeus had lost his longtime lover, Samariel, a few months ago, but even then he’d hardly been affectionate. It was, to be sure, a diplomatic alliance, but to imagine him with an Annamite, with a dragon official … Her mind blanked out at the possibility. There was something else going on, some power play he’d be interested in, of course.


“You can’t possibly believe they will accept his offer,” she said to Elphon.


The Fallen she’d known, in the Hawthorn that was now dead, would have smiled. This one didn’t even change expressions. “Later,” he said.


They walked through hills dotted with paddies, where men and women in conical hats crouched. Was it truly rice they were harvesting, here? Madeleine threw a glance backward, and saw that they were now flanked by people in lacquered armor. “Elphon.”


“I saw.” He didn’t appear particularly nervous. But Thanh Phan heard her. “It’s for your own safety. Have no fear: we have no plans to anger Hawthorn today.” She sounded as though all she really needed was an excuse to do so, but no one batted an eyelid.


The city in the heart of the dragon kingdom was the same as Madeleine remembered it: huge, its gates slowly creaking open to let them through, its streets filled by a flow of people who stopped to watch their passage—men and women with fish scales, with lobsters’ pincers and crabs’ stalked eyes; carrying coral, and algae; and necklaces of pearls, all tinged with the oily shimmer that lay on the waters of the Seine, all corrupted and polluted by the fallout from the war.


What could Asmodeus want with dragons? There were no riches here. Power, perhaps? But they would never relinquish that to him. Some artifact, something of little meaning to them, but that Asmodeus would crave to the point of striking such a serious alliance? She couldn’t imagine anything that would be worth it for him.


Ahead of them loomed a gate with three arches, topped by a pavilion with a tiled roof; and behind, two rows of ancient statues framing a cobbled street that led to the palace itself: everything from elephants to horses to retainers, silently watching them as they drew forward.


Thanh Phan led them through, into a palace that had changed little from what Madeleine remembered: a maze of low buildings and vast courtyards, of lacquered pillars and glazed orange roofs, curving gracefully upward as if reaching toward the surface. Thanh Phan stopped, at last, in a courtyard where an octagonal pavilion overlooked a basin filled, not with water, but with a beautiful tracing of pebbles in shades of gray and blue, with the sharp pink of lotus flowers breaking its monotony.


“These will be your apartments,” she said, gesturing to the buildings opening onto the courtyard. “We have provided refreshments, and everything else you might expect. Should you need anything, ask.” Again, she didn’t sound happy. “You have an appointment with Princess Ngoc Bich, may she live ten thousand years, at the noon hour. I will come and collect you.”


Clothilde’s face didn’t move. She bowed, deeply and elegantly, moving with a smoothness more reminiscent of Fallen than mortals. “There was a previous envoy to this court.” And, when Thanh Phan didn’t reply: “Ghislaine Le Guell.”


The ambassador Asmodeus had sent to ease the way. What was wrong? Nothing had been mentioned within Madeleine’s hearing.


Thanh Phan inclined her head. “Yes,” she said.


“We would like to see her.”


“She isn’t my responsibility.” Thanh Phan’s face was serene, but Madeleine knew that expression: it wouldn’t budge, and it wouldn’t give anything it didn’t have to. “Should you want to see her, I assume you have ways and means of getting in touch with her. With angel magic?” She let the words trail away in the silence. “If that is all, I will be back shortly before the noon hour.”


After they’d left, Clothilde moved toward the largest of the buildings, and peered between two lacquered pillars. “That one has an antechamber, of sorts.”


It was a room with a table and four high-backed wooden chairs. At the end, a door led to a bedroom. The bed was high, the bedroom small, almost an alcove, and it all looked almost too small to accommodate a normal person. The other buildings were much on the same plan, except with slightly different furniture that looked drawn from other time periods, more roughly hewn, and not inlaid with mother-of-pearl.


The bodyguards started unpacking the contents of the luggage. Clothilde had claimed the largest room for herself, and was now spreading papers on the antechamber’s table, dislodging the basket of food that had been its centerpiece.


When Madeleine and Elphon came in, she was writing in the margins, her face creased in thought.


“Something is worrying you,” Elphon said.


Clothilde made a face, but didn’t answer. She finished annotating the current paper and turned it over.


“The audience with the princess?”


Madeleine pulled one of the chairs, wincing at the weight. They were engraved with an intricate network of sea creatures, everything from monstrous fish to long, snakelike creatures with manes and fangs, gobbling some kind of unidentifiable round fruit. The air was still tinged with that faint blue shadow. They could breathe, and move normally, but it was still hard to forget they were underwater.


Clothilde didn’t answer Elphon. She got through the last of the papers, and put down her pen. “I can deal with the princess. No, the thing on my mind is that we haven’t seen or heard from Ghislaine.”


“We’ve barely arrived. Give her time, surely?”


“You mistake me.” Clothilde pulled the same mirror infused with angel magic she’d shown Madeleine and stared at it, but made no move to inhale its contents. “No one has seen or heard from her in a while. It was in the mission brief.” She made a graceful gesture with her hands, an unsettling copy of the one Asmodeus had made in Madeleine’s room. A sketch of a face formed in the air: a woman of indeterminate age, with a striking combination of dark skin and pale, almost white blond hair. “As you can see, Ghislaine is quite distinctive. Hard to miss.” She moved her hand. The sketch blurred, became a finely detailed tattoo of a dragonfly perched on a water lily. “And she has this above her left wrist. If you should see her …”


“Ghislaine is hard to forget,” Elphon said, gravely.


Madeleine spoke up. It was almost reflex. “But it will also be hard for her to hide.”


“Indeed,” Clothilde said. “Unfortunately.” She righted the papers until they formed a neat pile once more. “Anyway. Officially, we’re here to discuss final terms. Unofficially, Lord Asmodeus is worried. Something has gone wrong.”


Official envoys disappearing was … not good. Not good at all. What could have happened to Ghislaine? Had she overreached? And if so, how?


They would receive no help. They were down here with just four bodyguards, in the middle of whatever it was that had twisted out of control. Madeleine bit back a curse. No wonder her link to the House was going crazy. It wasn’t quite immediate mortal danger, but it was the next best thing.


“Ghislaine will turn up,” Elphon said. His voice lacked confidence; and by Clothilde’s grimace, she didn’t believe that, either.




FOUR


The Shadow of Heaven


Philippe’s last patient of the day was Grandmother Khanh, a strong-willed old woman whose flat accommodated five different relatives and their children. All too commonplace, sadly: the Annamite community in la Goutte d’Or was a slum among slums, poor and destitute, surviving on scraps outside the House system.


Grandmother Khanh had caught what looked like a cold, but it was in fact pneumonia—when Philippe listened to the lungs, the noise of her breath was fast and nasty, and she kept shivering and shaking. Normally, there was nothing much that could be done for her. In the days after the Great Houses War—the cataclysm that had devastated Paris, reducing monuments to blackened rubble, turning the Seine dark with the dangerous residues of spells, and leaving booby traps that still hadn’t vanished, sixty years later—drugs were in short supply, monopolized by the Houses for their own.


However … Philippe sent, gently, carefully, a burst of khi fire into Grandmother Khanh’s lungs, drawing on the swirling khi currents outside the flat, the remnants of fiery war spells. He waited until it had gone deep within her, destroying the bacteria on its way in. “There. You should eat ginger,” he said, rising.
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