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These violent delights have violent ends

And in their triumph die, like fire and powder,

Which as they kiss consume: the sweetest honey

Is loathsome in his own deliciousness

And in the taste confounds the appetite

~
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Romeo and Juliet, act II, scene vi

Author Note

What you hold in your hands is very technically a novel-length sequel to a short story. “Mistempered Weapons” appeared in the Summer 2022 of Kaleidotrope, and you can read it online before or after reading Burn Up in Victory. You can skip it entirely! I do mean for this book to stand on its own. But if you want to know ahead of time who Marco is, if you want an introduction to this magical city in which you will find yourself, you can find it online for free.

If you’ve read my other books and are surprised that I’ve written a romantasy, yes, me too! If you are a romantasy reader and this is how you are coming to my books, welcome! I’ve done my best with these characters and their relationships. My intent for this book was for it to be fantasy first, romance second. But then again, the working file’s title was “duelist enemies to lovers.”

Content warnings for Burn Up in Victory include:

Psychological abuse

Parental abuse

Sword violence

Blood and injury



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One

[image: ]




Serafina of House Galeazzo

~~~
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There is a society dinner, and I'm descending the stair when my mother says with swift and casual venom, “Wear something you can fight in, you ridiculous girl.” I stop, skirts in motion a moment longer. Of course, everything has changed. She’s in stays and skirts, veteran and victor of many a dinner-duel, but I am not my mother. And while I have all manner of practice clothes, I do not have clothing suitable for fighting in should the mood at dinner turn, and I stand stricken, staring at her in my surprise. “Your brother was a close enough fit,” she says, turning away from me with a dismissive clack of her fan. This is the first she’s mentioned him in weeks. The horses and coach wait outside already, and my father as well, certainly. “Change now, don’t keep us waiting on you long.”

I gather my skirts and flee back up the way I came and down the hall. I don’t want to fight at dinner tonight. I don’t want to wear my brother’s clothes. My mother isn’t wrong; Marco and I were of similar builds, he a bit taller and broader in the shoulder. His boots would be far too big, but I have some that are perhaps too plain but would do. Nobody will be looking at my boots. Everybody will be looking at my boots.

Entering his rooms is like entering a tomb. I’m certain the servants have still come in here to clean, it isn’t dusty or stale, but the doors have remained closed, the curtains drawn, the bed made, his remaining belongings undisturbed. I come up short in the doorway, but I’m crying and don’t want anybody to see, servants or no, but especially not my mother.

There on the polished dresser, his remaining brushes, his cologne, the gaps where he removed items starkly empty. Of course he packed. He packed and he selected horses and a carriage and departed as though he’d told everybody, succeeding through the sheer casual brazenness of the act. I wish he’d taken me with him. That he left me is a wound I’m not sure will ever heal.

I open one wardrobe and then the next, shying away from the gaps where he took things away, my thoughts abuzz. I can scarce remember how I would be expected to dress for this dinner, in these clothes, and finally my hand happens upon a heavier jacket with nicer buttons, formal but not too fancy. Like armor, my mind babbles, and I take it and a pair of more formal breeches and then I can’t stand the still air any longer and I flee to my rooms, banging the door shut behind me, and almost turning a heel in my silly shoes that are ill-suited for duels.

I’d dismissed my maid already, of course, and clumsily shed my dress, and bodice into a puddle of embroidered silk onto the floor, misbutton and then fix a shirt over my stays, step into the breeches. My jewelry will be either too much or invisible with the coat and I scratch myself in my haste at opening my necklace clasp and stop a moment, shaking, look at my pale face in the mirror. We are going to dinner to a family we have visited many times before. There will be few, if any, strangers at this event. I will not have to make explanations to anybody, for surely everybody will already know. I press a finger briefly to my smarting skin and look at it; no blood.

I finish buckling my sword belts as I descend the stair a second time. My father waits impatiently on the front step; he always hands my mother and I into the carriage. He rakes me over with his gaze but doesn’t comment, and a moment later we are on our way.

Our parents’ favorite, my brother Marco always told me that he would shield me from the worst of society. He wanted me able to live comfortably, to explore my interests and abilities without the same pressure that he faced, be it my disappointing spark of magic, or my rudimentary skill with swordplay that a parade of tutors have been able to elevate only so far. When he could, he would practice my lessons with me, run through my dueling drills with me. He was always a better, or more patient, instructor than the ones in our parents’ employ. Though not a star duelist, not an in-demand bachelor, Marco had the distinction of being the friend of many. He got along with nearly everybody in our social circles, he got along with the members of the theater companies; I think he even had some friends in the City guard.

Then one evening, Marco didn’t come home. Not unusual; the curfew does not apply to our class. Not even the first time. But when he did finally return the next afternoon, he was disheveled and withdrawn, and would give me no explanation. And three days later he was gone. He isn’t in our city anymore, isn’t within reasonable bounds of pursuit. I say pursuit because he didn’t leave alone, he left with indentured members of two different theater companies. It’s been quite the scandal and not something that I even fully understand, because I did let him shield me, perhaps too much. Had he not, I might have been in the streets with him of an evening, and know the people he knew and drank with and fought with, friendly and un. I wouldn’t have been so surprised to be brotherless.

That’s the only promise anybody has ever made to me, and with its breaking, I don’t know how I am supposed to proceed.

I can’t look at my mother anymore. Her spark hasn't grown so strong that I must avert my eyes, though that day will come soon enough if my own spark isn't successfully stoked. But to be divested of her only son, her favorite child, she is a burning brand even so, icy and in flames all at the same time, unbearable to spend any time with. I don’t know how to speak to her at length, and haven’t had to, between Marco and my tutors. When we must attend events together, or as a family, and there are many events, our conversation is frequently limited to her reminding me to stand up straight, to look at people when they speak to me. Sideways glances to see if I’m using the proper utensils at a dinner. When I make a mistake, because I often have, she’d look to Marco or my father to correct me.

My father is more distant, though less cold, somehow. He seems baffled by my presence, as though he doesn’t remember having had a daughter, and his attention has tended towards indulgence rather than severity. When my swordsmanship has been lacking, he’s gotten me better weapons and auditioned another tutor, rather than punishments I’m sure my mother would rather exact. I don’t know if they were different when Marco was a child, and if this is a facet of their own gain in power, or if this is simply how the family has always been.

The city doesn’t have rulers, exactly, or a council, exactly. The city has powerful families, and a magical academy, the theater companies, and the guard, though the working of the guard in absence of a distinct ruler eludes me. My lack of understanding just means that it isn’t my place to understand; I am a part of a powerful family, and expected, indeed directed, to gain in my own personal power. Without Marco here, I now will have to partake of these social circles and these honor duels in a way that I’ve been able to escape for all this time. Now I am the face of my family, at this social level, and I am expected to find my seat at these tables.

It isn’t as though all of these families are strangers to me, and my family is close with several of them. When we were all much younger, many of us children played together, but the weight of magic and responsibility grew ever stronger as our short years have added up, and while I still correspond with twin girls, Allegra and Andante, from one family and a boy from another, I am still now at a disadvantage. Marco once said that there was a certain bond you form with a person, when you’ve made each other bleed, or when you’ve fought back to back in a rarer larger skirmish. I have no such bonds, I’ve never fought a real duel, just practice ones, just lesson ones. I’ve worn my swords whenever leaving the house for years now, as we all have and all do, and have never once needed to draw one. When I think it’s a matter of time, I simply mean that it’s the next time that I go out. I’m resigned to it,and maybe I’m frightened as well. It’s hard to make sense of it all.

Duels are as serious as you make them. They can be to lightest touch, or first blood, they can be for a perceived insult or for a bet or something greater. There are longstanding grudges, I know, some people who duel fiercely and often, and what of it? Terrible wounds can be healed quickly by an apothecary or witch woman or a companion with sufficient spark. To the death is both as near and as distant as those capabilities.

Duels are also not limited to class. Marco and others dueled with members of the stage companies almost as often as they dueled with each other. I met Marco’s friend Katarina once, after we’d watched her perform from our family box in that theater. She was superficially friendly with me, because of their friendship, I think. I also thought that Marco might be in love with her, but it was hard to tell; I’d seen him look at only a few people with that sort of light in his eyes. I found no way to ask, and now I cannot ask.

Even when I try to send him a message, turning my letter into a bird to seek him out, I get no response. I assume the birds find him, but no birds find me in turn, and I’m left with no news of my brother, self-exiled but also now exiled in earnest.
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Chapter Two
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Lorenzo of House Valier

My temper has been a foul one for weeks, and though I’m sure plenty would prefer I stayed home from society dinners, I instead attend with a grim determination. I will not lose my standings due to a friend’s foolishness, and people don’t dare speak of Marco in my presence. We were like brothers, and to lose him so abruptly, and with no explanation or apology, is inexcusable. As mine is not the fault, I will not remain in my house, in my rooms, mourning his loss.

As my parents would also prefer I maintain my public face, they make no comment. My mother was the one who gave me the news, of the departure of Marco of House Galeazzo, from our fair city. There were letters sent about by the theater companies, wroth at losing their property, and they were inclined to accuse Marco of this theft, though so obliquely that I don’t think either of his parents have yet taken one of the companies to the street for this perceived insult, which is both a surprise but clearly a calculation. I’m sure that will eventually come to a boil, and I should very much like to witness it. They did dearly love their son. They have said, publicly and private, to by all means send all the guard necessary, but should harm come to their son, there would be more than hell to pay.

House Galeazzo is late tonight, but what is late? There is no point in arriving early. The only people who do that are hosts, as it would be too ridiculous for them to leave their own home in order to arrive once guests have begun to mingle. I don’t even look to the door when they arrive, in my cups already, though instead of suppressing my anger, the drink is stoking it. I could use my spark to remain sober, but see no point.

Dora sits to my left, chattering with Tristan about people’s clothes, and Luca is on my right, also drinking but far more slowly than I. There are others here and others coming, though Marco’s place at the table remains, accidentally or no. I should have a servant remove the chair, and I look around for one when something catches my eye. I’m halfway to my feet when I hear Dora say,

“Oh, it’s the sister, of course.” For what I saw, and recognized, was one of Marco’s coats that he would wear to just such an occasion, and in my furious but wine-dulled state, I thought he had returned without fanfare. I thought to slap him, and then embrace him, and then duel him for the joy and the relief and what he had put us all through, before dragging him to the table to continue where we had left off. “I did wonder if we would see her tonight.”

“Why?” I snap, and Dora narrows her eyes at me.

“House Galeazzo has but two children,” she says, as though she needs to remind me. She should not have had to, I should have considered the sister, even if Serafina and I have spent little time together. Marco is older than I, and I older than her, just enough to make her utterly disinteresting to me. Further, because she took her dueling lessons out of duty and performed with neither charm nor vigor. She has always been a set piece who sometimes took Marco’s attention with her childishness, which meant he took my time worrying about her future. Her spark was less even than his, and he squandered his. He said he saw what it did to his parents, our parents, and while I didn’t understand him, I thought there was time for him to change his mind. He was not concerned that he would have to provide for Serafina; he was willing. He was concerned with her happiness, and I could not understand why.

She comes cringing in her mother’s shadow, her hair dressed in a way that does not match the rest of her attire, even I can tell that at a glance. Her brother’s overlarge coat, a shirt that is too plain, her throat bare. I hate the sight of her, I hate that it is she who remains, and takes up air in the room. Why couldn’t it have been her? But she would have had to take interest in society beyond her walls in order for it to have been her. And so she is what we are left with.

“Her swords are well-appointed,” Luca offers after a few moments of silence. He can sense my mood, but knows not what to do with it.

“It would embarrass her family if they weren’t,” Armand says. “All of that beautiful steel.” His tone has a wandering note to it, and I wonder what he imbibed in before the party, or if it’s his spark acting up. Armand does, infrequently, have visions past or present. Sometimes very clear, sometimes interpretable. His tutors have been little help with regards to informing control, and so in an effort to avoid dealing with it, he will sometimes visit an apothecary or witch woman for some tincture or other to, as he has put it, smear away the edges of things. Just as I can sober myself up, I can sober him with my spark, but I haven’t yet done so without him asking.

Though control is very important to me, I’m not above also visiting an apothecary or witch woman for the same reason; there are times that there is no merit in being present in the world as it is. Maybe after tonight, I’ll pay such a visit, for a tiny oblivion.

Dora gets up and straightens out her swords and her skirts. “You lot are impossible,” she says.

“What are you doing?” I ask.

“I’m going to say hello. She isn’t a stranger.” She pauses a moment, perhaps gauging whether to request that I accompany her, and then goes off on her own rather than have to deal with the nuance of my refusal. Tristan shakes her head and sips from her glass.

“It’s foolishness, but nothing will come of it,” she says to me. “Look at the girl.”

“I’ve seen her, yes.”

“How now, Renzo, what has you so snappish?” Ottavia croons, returning to the table from I know not where. She and Sterling disappear regularly on such evenings, for indeterminate amounts of time. Sterling hasn’t made it across the room, but rather has become ensnared in conversation with a member of theater management; I don’t know, at a glance, the Company. Luca points, and Ottavia clasps her hands in delight. “Oh! Fresh blood.”

“She isn’t new or interesting,” I say.

“Perhaps not, but she seems interesting enough to have you in quite the mood,” she teases. “You obviously can’t stand the sight of her now, how will you hide that?”

“I cannot imagine that I will have to,” I say flatly. “She’s already been introduced.”

“I suppose,” she says, flitting off again to Sterling and threading her arm through theirs. In a break in the conversation, they bend their head to her, look across the room, and then they excuse themselves.

“You know what will come of this,” Luca says.

“Teodora is too kind for everybody’s good,” I growl because yes, I do. I don’t need Armand’s crooked spark to know.

“I guess you’ll have an excuse to duel her then. It has been some time since you and Teodora crossed swords.” Luca isn’t serious, from his smirk. But I could use this an excuse, yes. I’m unlikely to, but any of us have dueled for smaller slights. In my silence, he refills my cup. I think to push it away, pick it up instead.

“Perhaps I will.”

Luca laughs. “Perhaps you should. It would be eminently more interesting than your doldrums.”

“So sorry that I’ve been boring you, my dear Luca, how might I make it up to you? Shall we go to your favorite bawdy house after this?” But my barb is not as sharp as it may have been.

“Perhaps we shall. Do you think Armand would accompany us?” Armand looks over at the mention of his name, but he has been focused elsewhere, on the silent play occurring across the room.

Lady Galeazzo receives Dora’s greetings with her signature icy grace, inclining her head the proper amount in response to Dora’s curtsey, and Lord Galeazzo kisses her hand, all proper for a known friend of their fugitive son, no stranger to their family. She then catches up both of Serafina’s hands and after a moment embraces her; Dora’s back is to me, but she must be speaking, because Serafina’s eyes flick to me over her shoulder in that moment and she frowns fretfully. They part, Dora still holding one of Serafina’s hands, and that’s when Sterling and Ottavia add themselves to the group.

“She should have left well enough alone,” I mutter.

Luca laughs. “She could not, of course. It’s all a part of the game, dear Renzo. And look, here they come. Best arrange your demeanor now, while you’ve still got the time to.”

“My demeanor needs no arrangement. I will not meet her with a false face.”

“Honorable.” Luca finishes his cup.

“Keep following this path, Luca, and it is you I will be crossing swords with before long,” I say, and then they are upon us, Dora smiling serenely.

“You don’t mind, do you, Lorenzo? I simply could not relegate her to such boring company as her parents’ table for the evening, when we are right here, and all old friends.”

“Hello, Lorenzo,” Serafina says cautiously, quietly. Her eyes are searching my face, but I don’t know what question she’s asking, nor what answer she seeks.
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Chapter Three
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Serafina of House Galeazzo

Lorenzo is anything but happy to see me, and has no capacity to be welcoming, despite Teodora’s velvet force. I’m sure I will be thankful for her once I get my footing, perhaps I’ll even be thankful for her tonight, but I in fact wish she’d just ignored my presence and allowed me to dutifully and unobtrusively accompany my parents. But it would have been impossible, and though a childish part of me is inclined to be petulant, I know she has the right of it.

But Lorenzo is staring at me with bare-faced hatred, and his friends who had remained at the table, Armand and Luca, seem either bored or drunk or both. Marco always said that, while distinctly not alike in thoughts, or spark, or demeanor, neither are the firebrand that Lorenzo is. People all band together in little dueling circles like this, and Lorenzo is the clear leader, even if no discussion has ever been had. Maybe it is like how the city has no ruler. Just the Guard, the Houses and the Companies. Whoever holds the power has the power. I have never wanted such a thing.

Teodora’s hand is on my arm so lightly as she continues to smile. Ottavia, on the other side of me, is practically thrumming with excitement, while Sterling, who I take to be her paramour, regards her indulgently. We are only all just of a marriageable age, or within a few years of, and from what Allegra and Andante tell me, there is fun to be had before any true vows are made. Marco would never, of course, relate any such tales to me. I can only imagine what went on amongst him and the theater company people, as he gave me no clues. Would Lorenzo know? Perhaps not, if he is as shocked and furious as he seems.

“We have quite the full table already,” Lorenzo says, addressing Dora.

“She can have her brother's place,” she says lightly, too lightly, as his face darkens further.

“She hasn't earned her brother's place.” He looks to me again, dismissively.  “And we know what company Marco preferred to keep, that rutting Canted Stage bitch instead of society where he belonged.” Ottavia gasps with her whole chest, and I would guess from her name that she’s from quite the large family, so our smaller-family styled squabbles entrance her. But I can’t dwell on that, can’t hesitate, not if I’m to be taking part in this society. Not if I must find my power amongst these people.

I drawn in a slow breath and call up a ghost of a smirk; I’ve seen enough of them to enable my ready mimicry, my one real talent, spark-driven or otherwise. “Did you love my brother?” I ask slowly, pointedly.

From the look on Dora’s face, she was going to duel me tonight in order to get my first out of the way, but as soon as the words pass my lips, that’s impossible, Lorenzo already is unbuttoning his coat, his face flushed in anger. Dora steps forward with her hands up peaceably. She dare not touch him, I think wildly, she won’t give him the chance to throw her off and worsen the situation.

“Renzo she can’t possibly have meant it that way. Look at her, she doesn’t even have gloves with her.” She’s right, in my haste to change and be out to the carriage, I did not retrieve a pair of dueling gloves.

“She can borrow a pair.”

“She could apologize,”  Armand says nonchalantly, and Lorenzo turns his bright eyes to me.

“Do you?”

I have no time at all to weigh my options. If I apologize, honor dictates he must accept. But he’s looking for any reason to bare steel, and if not now, than when else might we repeat this same moment, again and again, teetering on the brink of disaster? I take another breath that is far more level than I feel, and raise my chin. “I do not.”

Dora lets out a sigh like a laugh. “Oh you’ll fit right in, if we all live through the night. Come over here. Luca, get him in order.”

“We don’t need to go anywhere,” I say. I feel as though my resolve will only hold so long as Lorenzo and I are facing each other. If I turn away, I will run away home, and never be able to show my face again. I fumble in my, Marco’s, pockets and come up with a handkerchief that I wrap around my right palm, as I've seen done by duelists far more sanguine than I. As I saw Marco’s friend Katarina do, once. I think he must have loved her. Why am I thinking of that now? What else could I ever think of. “No amount of delay will change this outcome.”

“Look at that courage, Renzo,” Armand observes, and Lorenzo throws his shed coat at him with a silent snarl before turning to me as he clears his sword from its sheath.

“Draw your sword.” He doesn’t even bother with his main gauche, so neither do I, glad to be spared the complication. Once my sword is in my hand, though, he laughs. “I did not realize that I could have kept my coat on,” he says, stepping to me.

I have a distant sense from the postures of those around us and still sitting at the table that Lorenzo should have waited for some signs from our seconds, some further formality, before crossing blades. Do I even have a second? Teodora, I suppose.

He doesn't disarm me with his first stroke, a surprise to both of us, and I do not know how he normally fights, but he keeps close, his breath on my cheek, sliding his blade down mine so that the cross guards clatter together, and that is when he gives a twist and there's a sharp pain in my wrist and my sword falls to the floor.

That should be that, I think, relieved, but he’s still in motion and I have time to think that we did not set terms either and then he’s hooked my ankle from beneath me and I’m flat on my back on the floor next to my sword and his swordpoint is in the hollow of my throat where my heart hammers frantically and even as somebody, Dora but maybe also Luca, says “Lorenzo, enough! That’s enough!” he gives a little flick and cuts me just under the chin. Not a true wound; an insult. It doesn’t feel like anything immediately, just the passage of steel, and then it itches and then it stings, tears coming unbidden to my eyes as hands help me to my feet, return my sword to me. I keep my face down, blinking away tears, but a rough hand seizes my chin and Lorenzo forces me to face him.

“You do not speak to me in that manner,” he says slowly, deliberately, no less furious than before our duel, if it can be called that. “You do not ask me about your brother. You do not talk about your brother. Do you understand?” He squeezes harder for a moment, and I hate the small mewl of pain that comes out of me, but I can’t help it.

“Has your honor been satisfied?” I ask, no other words will come to me, my fear rearing up as stupid courage, and he both lets me go and pushes me away in the same motion. I stumble back with the release and catch myself, shrugging away the hands that try to help. He stalks to Armand, retrieving his coat, shrugging back into it as he accepts an offered cup from Luca with still-bloody fingers. “My lord, your hand,” I say, a tremble on the edge of my vision but my voice clear, and he cuts his eyes back to me. I unwrap the useless handkerchief from my hand, as though dueling gloves would have prevented my humiliation any more adroitly, and I hold it out to him.

There is a shift, in the immediate group, and in the spectators that I am now aware of. Of course nearby tables took notice, if not the entire hall. I feel ice in my stomach at what my mother might say to me in the carriage home. But I am still looking at Lorenzo, and he is still looking at me, blood running down my chin and now my neck, and my proffered handkerchief. He may have won the duel, but still I have stymied him in an unanticipated manner. To refuse would make him look like a petulant child.

It does nothing to soften his heart towards me, but changes the social balance ever so slightly in my favor, that I can take such a defeat with such immediate grace. I can see no face but his now, in this moment, but I can see him making these calculations. He sets his cup down, deliberately, looks at his hand as if he hadn’t noticed my blood there. “You have my thanks,” he says. He doesn’t just take the handkerchief, he takes my hand and bows elaborately over it. “See how House Galeazzo comports itself,” he says to those in immediate earshot, and I flush with embarrassment. He isn’t proud of me, or acting out of admiration, it is simply part of the game. But it does prove that I somehow, despite everything, made the proper play.

He cleans his fingers with my handkerchief and casts it crumpled on the table. I accept a cup of wine that Dora presses upon me, allow her to guide me to the contentious empty chair. “He’s a brute,” she says conversationally. “He should never—”

“It was destined to happen sooner or later. Perhaps now that we’ve gotten it over with, things can progress more smoothly.” I can’t bring myself to laugh, and I’m not even certain I have proper footing at the moment, every emotion I might feel frozen away from me somewhere like in a fairy story.
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Chapter Four
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Lorenzo of House Valier

At the close of this evening, my mother makes it a point to come and retrieve me, and so I must see her to our family carriage on my arm. Often, I neither arrive to a dinner with my parents, nor go home with them either, instead spending the time before and after with Luca or Armand or sometimes Sterling, or a pack of us, at a tavern or a market. Or the theater, when it was Marco. My father does not ride home with us, and I do not ask after his business. If it was something I am privy to, I would be informed.

“I see you reconnected with Serafina tonight,” she says in a mild tone, partway through our journey. Though her voice lacks reproach, the reminder renders me a sullen boy. I made sure I was sober before we left the dinner, at least I am not a drunken fool while carrying on this conversation.

“She thinks to take part in society at this late date. I gave her a suitable welcome.”

“I do wonder.” I look at her, but she’s gazing out the carriage window. “I have not yet had to meddle in your affairs.”

“Yes, Mother.”

“Serafina’s brother perhaps did her a disservice by shielding her in the first place.”

“Perhaps.” She knows Marco well, or did. So many of us thought that we did. I knew he was always dissatisfied with the clawing scrabble for power, and always maybe a little too soft hearted, and that is what led him to have so many friends in so many echelons of the city. It’s what led him to leave the city. “She will have to learn swiftly, or she will fail just as fast.”

“Which do you consider tonight to be, for her?”

“Pardon?”

“For Serafina. Did she fail tonight or did she learn tonight?” My mother looks at me now, wry amusement on her face. I have, at times, wished that I had the harsher-hewn warhawk that is Lady Galeazzo, as clearly she was wasted on Marco and now on Serafina, but my mother is no less steel-spined, just more pleasant of demeanor, which makes it far easier for her to take one off guard.

“She learned,” I say grudgingly.

“Good. I trust you will remember the friendship between our houses, and allow that to inform your future dealings with her.”

“Yes, Mother.” I should not have been so quick to the swords tonight. I should have anticipated her presence, in the absence of her brother. As Dora said, House Galeazzo had but two children. I could not have anticipated the effect that seeing her would have on me, in Marco’s clothes, her eyes so like his. Did you love my brother, she asked. Yes, damn you, damn him, I loved your brother. I loved your brother and it wasn’t enough for him. I loved your brother and he loved Katarina, a plague on that bitch and her cousin, both of whom I knew more about than ever I asked, due to Marco’s admiration. I saw more plays in the last three years than I had ever before in my entire life, because of him. Because of her.

“I should hope that she spends more time with her dueling master in the future, however, as she did not comport herself well in that regard.”

I snort. “I’m sure Dora will have a hand in that as well. You know how fond she is of a project.”

“She is indeed.” My mother’s tone, and face, are of restrained amusement, but something else is there. Other than giving me the news, she has never spoken to me again about Marco. Perhaps she’s weighing whether to do so now.  Instead, she reaches out and cups my cheek for a moment, something she hasn’t done since I was small, before turning to look out the carriage window again.
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Chapter Five
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Serafina of House Galeazzo

Our carriage ride home is silent, for which I am thankful. At home, my father hands us out, and I hasten inside, thinking only that I want to flee to my rooms and remain there for perhaps the rest of my life. My hand is on the bannister, my boot on the first step, and my mother’s cold voice rings out. “To the practice room, Serafina.”

“Mother,” I start, turning to her in appeal, but there is no swaying her from her intentions, and I swallow my heart and go to the practice room as I am bidden. She walks just too closely behind me, her heels ringing on the floors.

“It has cleary been too long since you’ve properly drilled,” she says in clipped tones. “I shall be letting your fencing master go tomorrow, and take up your tutelage until we find suitable replacement. Where are your gloves?”

“There are some here,” I say, hoping that is true. It feels like I can’t raise my voice above a whisper. I go to one of the cabinets and pull it open; there are padded practice coats here, and masks, and yes, gloves. I pull on a pair, fumbling, hasty. I do not want to fight my mother. I do not want my mother to tutor me. I want to be anywhere but this room.

“Now. Come and show me a guard. Single sword, like when you faced Lorenzo.” Her mouth twists just a bit when she says this last bit. I knew already that my showing was dreadful, this lesson will do nothing to change my skill, and will not change what happened at dinner.

I cross the practice floor to face my mother and draw my sword. She hasn’t removed her cloak or coat, and so I don’t either. There are mirrors hung along one wall, and there’s a perfectly round bloodstain on my shirt front, like a misplaced flower. “I don’t—”

“Any guard, Serafina. Any single blade guard.”

My arms seem to have no strength in them, and I struggle to raise my sword, watching the copies of myself in the mirrors cock their elbows awkwardly, decide that isn’t correct, try to adjust, blade wavering in the air, catching the light from the lanterns my mother lit with a gesture when we walked into the space. She gives an impatient huff and I don’t even see how she disarms me, my sword clattering to the floor from my nerveless fingers. I look down at it; I cannot look at her.

“Pick it up,” she says. I think I did not realize until tonight that my mother hates me. I don’t know if she has always hated me, but tonight, at least, she hates me.

My breath hitching, I stoop to pick up my sword. I remember a different guard, low, that one is supposed to be able to readily attack, and guard, from. I arrange my foot forward, and make another attempt. Again, my sword falls to the floor, and this time she slaps me as well, her open, bare hand cracking on my cheek. I fall back a step, and she slaps me again when I raise my hand to my stinging face.

“Again.”

“Mother, I—” My throat closes before she can cut me off.

“You will pick up your sword.” Somehow, I do. Things do not improve.

I immediately lose any sense of how long it goes on. She slaps me only hard enough to hurt, not to bruise, not to bleed, except once when one of her rings catches my lip. It is either hours, or just enough time for my father to close out the last of the day's affairs, for he's the one who stops her.

“My lady, I should think that's enough for today,” he says from a great distance. My mother is a marble statue; I am winded, flushed, too hot and icy cold all at the same time.

“We left her to weed for far too long.”

“Maybe so. But that cannot be remedied tonight.” The glance he spares me is neither warm nor cold, but dispassionate, as if I am an unfamiliar diversion, which I suppose is true. “To your rooms, daughter,” he says, not unkindly

“Yes, my lord,” I gasp out, as best as I am able, and stumble away from my mother, remembering to sheath my sword before taking flight from both their presence, lest I earn further immediate corrections.

So unsettled am I that I almost cannot find my rooms. I am not entirely in my head, choking on sobs so that the servants do not hear, my hand pressed to my bloody lip, my still stinging chin. How am I to do this? How? I thought that I would always have my brother, always be able to remain with my books and my daydreams.

When I finally do reach my chambers and fumble through the door, I close it with my back against it and slide to the floor with my face in my knees and cry until I cannot breathe, cannot think. What will become of me? Better that Lorenzo had killed me at dinner to spare everybody the misery of my continued failure. Instead, it will happen again. And again.

I don't know how sleep is able to find me, but it does so when I am still sitting miserably on the floor, still dressed, still tear-and-sweat sodden.

I’m awakened at dawn, or just before, when my maid Agnes tries to open my door and finds me still blocking it. “My lady!” she cries, dismayed. She’s older than me, she may even be married, I’ve never asked. It’s difficult, to know how to speak to servants, how much to ask them, when to leave things silent. “Your mother sent me, I am so sorry to disturb you.”

“My mother?” I ask numbly, clambering awkwardly to my feet.

“She desires your presence in the practice room within an hour,” she says, slipping in and closing the door and then, after a moment, resolutely barring it. “We shall see if you’re in any state to do so, within an hour.”

“I would not cross my mother in her mood,” I say despondently, but I allow her to pull Marco’s coat from my shoulders and down my arms, and then guide me to a chair, where she removes my boots.

“Whether or not you have intentionally does not alter your lady mother’s perception of being crossed,” she says carefully, going to stoke my little stove so she can warm water. Such was my misery last night that I paid it no mind, doing myself no favors. When have I ever done myself any favors. I shiver now in the morning chill.

Agnes washes my hands first and then my face and neck, the water in the basin turning pink. She is frowning but doesn’t ask me any questions. My upset is plain, and there is little, or nothing, she can do in order to solve anything for me. All she can do is clean away the blood and see to my small hurts, frowning over my lip but exclaiming quietly over the wound on my chin.

“It’s nothing,” I say, shrugging her off with unwarranted impatience and getting up to shed my shirt, perhaps permanently stained now. Maybe I should have it washed, and then ply my needle and make the stain an actual flower, to remind me. As if I shall ever forget, for I shall certainly have a scar. But to embellish the shirt so, and then wear it to subsequent social events, is the kind of message my mother would approve of. Reclaiming my public embarrassment and turning it in to a lesson, hopefully one that isn’t repeated. But then, that is why my mother would see me so early of a morning. For further lessons. “She said she was letting my fencing master go, has—”

“He has already departed, yes,” Agnes says, at my wardrobe and selecting practice clothing. “Do you have any other hurts?” she asks carefully.

“I would say my pride, if I had any remaining to be hurt,” I say in an attempt at levity, and am reward with a worried frown instead of a tolerant smile. “Agnes, there’s nothing for it. My mother is to be obeyed. This is what my brother kept me from for all these years.” We do not talk about Marco in this house, not anymore, and her eyes dart to the door as though his name will summon my wrathful mother. The door, and hall outside, remain undisturbed.

“You’ll forgive me for saying,” she says, her voice very quiet now, furtive. “But he should have taken you with him.”

It’s several shocked moments before I’m able to speak, and spare, hot tears fall as she helps me to dress. “Yes, he should have,” I finally say, and she gives me a cold, damp handkerchief to prevent my red face from further antagonizing my mother.
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Chapter Six
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Lorenzo of House Valier

It is noon when Dora comes calling, and I am quietly impressed at her restraint; I expected her to darken my doorstep far earlier. I am in the library when the servant announces her, and she comes bulling in directly after. I give a short laugh at her presumptuousness, that I would agree to see her. But I have never refused her, or she has never accepted a refusal.

“Teodora, what a pleasant surprise,” I say, schooling my tone into one of elaborate welcome.

“Don’t play games with me, Renzo,” she says, unusually snappish but once Dora has decided to protect somebody, this attitude and bearing is to be expected. “How could you?”

“I’m sure I don’t know what you mean,” I say, sitting in one of the armchairs by the window, gesturing her to the other. We ought to have bowed and curtsied and given actual greetings, but we know each other too well for such public niceties in private.

“You entirely know that I’m speaking of Marco’s sister,” she says, standing over me with her arms crossed. She’s wearing her swords, of course, but she also has a fan in her right hand, and she taps it on her left elbow. It’s a fan I haven’t seen before, she must have visited the morning markets. “You didn’t have to treat Serafina so.”

I shrug slightly. “There would have been no benefit to her, had I coddled her.”

“Don’t act like you were doing her a favor.” I shrug again. “Your best friend’s sister.”

“You would do well to stop speaking of him, or—” She clatters her fan at me, and I could almost laugh except my anger has already roused.

“Or what? You won’t beat me so handily as you did her. Tell me, did you practice on infants that morning, to achieve the properly careless attitude?”

I reget having sat down so soon, but to stand would be giving her ground. “She is no infant, and she had the same opportunities we all did, plus the benefit of her supposedly doting brother. It is hardly my fault that she was so plainly unable to handle herself.” I am not in the wrong, even though I knew this was the side Dora would take. It’s almost interesting just how upset she is on Serafina’s behalf. “Her inexperience will get her killed.”

Dora closes her mouth on what she’d been about to say, and cocks her head, and says in a lower, slower voice, “Renzo, I swear to you now, if you—”

“I didn’t say I was going to kill her, Dora, you are being entirely too dramatic. But she has entered society now, properly, when before she was a part in name only. There are risks, and not everybody will be so kind as I was. And yes I said kind, I had every opportunity to do worse.”

“You’re a brute who broke every rule of decency. You observed no rules, you set no terms, you just wanted to hurt her and humiliate her.”

“Yes. But not kill her.”

Dora stares at me a moment, then huffs out a frustrated breath and drops into the chair across from me. “What am I to do with you?”

“I thought we’d put that behind us,” I say mildly, and she scowls.

“If you want to bring up things that we swore we’d never discuss again...” she says, and I hold up a surrendering hand.

“I’m sorry, my lady, forgive me. We’ve spent so much time together, as friends and otherwise, sometimes I don’t take care with your feelings, and simply allow my displeasure to run roughshod. I did not mean to open anything between us that we had already put to bed.” She looks mollified as I speak, then colors a little and raps my wrist with her fan when I say the last bit.

“Bedding you was a time of my life that I enjoyed while it lasted, I’d say we both did, but we will not be repeating,” she says.

“I am well aware of that, my lady,” I say, averting my eyes in false penance. We did, indeed, both enjoy that time of our lives, two summers ago. But we were not so well matched that a marriage could or should come of it, and thus we also amicably ceased those relations. But as she knows how to manipulate the vagaries of my moods, so I know hers, and it does well to remind her.

“Renzo, stop.” Any further will be too far, and the playful fan tapping will turn into a more serious baring of steel. Had this discussion happened at dinner last night, we would have had to fight. With no witnesses, we can let the antagonism fade on its own. “We need to accept her. We would have anyway, should...other parties still be here. And now it is expected of us. Who else will she join? Our families are all too entwined, yours and hers especially, for her to have to find her way with casual acquaintances in other circles.”

“You aren’t incorrect,” I say, grudgingly. Last night’s dinner went late into the night, as those events are wont to do, and Dora must have been up early in order to have done her marketing this morning and be here now. “Perhaps I was too unprepared last night.”

She raises an eyebrow. “Are you making excuses to me, rather than to the wounded party?”

“You must admit, that bit with the handkerchief was very clever on her part. Not a full recovery, but admirable.” Which is not to say I personally admired the gesture, but it was an unexpected gesture, when I thought she was otherwise going to freeze and remain frozen.

“It was a small brilliance, and I am very proud of her for it. I am going to her house next, in fact, as I expect she spent much of the morning abed to lick her wounds, spiritual and physical.”

“If she’s able to lick that wound, then her spark has done something very unusual indeed.” We laugh together, which I can admit to myself feels nice, in spite of my mood. I have not spent enough time laughing, of late. “You were right to come to me with this, Dora. I will make effort to bear myself better in the future, so that I do not disappoint you quite so deeply again.”

“Thank you. It is all that I ask.”

“But here, I am failing as a host now. Can I offer you anything? Have you eaten?”

“I have not, but I hope to take Serafina out to the tea shop by the fountain square.” There are many fountain squares, but not many with tea shops by them, and I nod. “From there, perhaps to my tailor. We shall see her mood, and mine.”

“Your tailor.”

“Yes, she needs appropriate things of her own, she simply cannot keep coming out in her brother’s clothing, and I imagine cannot yet fight well in her accustomed gowns. We shall work on that as well, in time, but she is already overwhelmed, I don’t want to drive her into hiding.”

I could happily never see her again, I think. “No, of course not,” I say.

She smiles fondly. “You almost sounded like you mean it. You’re such a good liar, my dear Renzo, it’s so easy to forget with your angelic face.”

“Come now, Dora,” I say, moving my head away when she reaches to stroke my cheek. “I know how to behave.”

“Mmm, and the best way to make me believe that is to behave as though you know how to behave. I will bid you good day, though, and see you at the next dinner. The night after tomorrow, I believe?”

“Yes. Though tomorrow, I will be going to the tavern with Sterling and Ottavia.”

“And people will definitely think we are again an item, if I were to accompany you. But thank you, Tristan, Armand, and I are going to the theater, and I will be inviting Serafina along.”

I nod shortly, rising with her to see her to the door. “The night after tomorrow, then.”

“It was nice to hear you laugh again,” she says, clacking her fan again before breezing off. She did not say which theater, but it’s of no matter. I will not be visiting a theater any time soon, whether it is the Company of the Canted Stage or not.
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Chapter Seven
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Serafina of House Galeazzo

When the servant comes to the practice room with Teodora’s calling card on a tray, I could have wept with relief. My mother frowns at the interruption, holding her hand out for the tray, and the servant pauses midstep. “It is for your daughter, my lady,” they say carefully.

My mother inclines her head, visibly surprise. “Oh indeed?”

“Yes, my lady.”

“Proceed, then.”

They come to me, and I indelicately arm sweat from my forehead and take the card. This morning’s practice has gone on for hours, with my mother calling positions to me that I must snap to without hesitation. This is not the first time I have done such drills, of course, but none of my tutors were so harsh as my mother. When Marco ran me through my paces like this, it was a game, and we laughed often. I have never laughed with my mother.

“Teodora of House Alvise,” I read aloud for my mother’s benefit, as I’m also thinking to myself how out of fashion my own calling cards are, and how I must have more made. Even as I’m thinking, who do you call upon, silly girl, but the presumption that I have renewed my joining of this society suggests that yes, I will need new calling cards.

A rare look of surprise crosses my mother’s face. “She is a good friend to have,” she says after an eternal moment, and even then I wait, still catching my breath. “Go and make yourself presentable. I will delay her until then.”

“Thank you, Mother,” I say, and also nod my thanks to the servant, who smiles sympathetically once my mother has turned her back. How is it I am so pitiable that even our servants feel their lot in life is better than mine? Or is it simply because I have tried always to be kind?

I don’t know where my maid has got to, but I strip and give myself a hasty sponge bath, then stand in front of my wardrobe. It is early afternoon, a gown would be reasonable. Split skirts might suffice. I waver, and choose a gown, wear the jewelry that matches it best. My hair takes some powdering and brushing to return to its usual dark sheen, and then I sweep it up in an easy enough style that still looks very elegant. I look at myself in the mirror for a few moments. Thanks to my maid’s ministrations, my lip did not swell from my mother’s attention last night. The cut from Lorenzo, Dora would already know. I’ve done well enough, I think, and go to meet her.

They are standing just apart in the room, Dora chatting brightly. From my mother’s posture, she invited that they sit and Dora declined, perhaps for this exact reason, to surprise her. “My dear Serafina,” she exclaims when she sees  me, as though we are the closest of friends, instead of near-strangers who only saw each other for the first time in months last night. She comes and takes my hand with her free one, and kisses me on the cheek, and says, “I was at the morning market and they had these darling fans and I got myself one and I got this one for you,” pressing the fan into my hand. “And then I thought, oh, that little tea shop by the fountain square has the best cakes in the afternoon, I should go and see if Serafina has yet roused herself from last night’s revels.”

“I have,” I say, because it is my turn to say something, and I examine the fan. “Thank you so much, it’s lovely.” It’s dark-blue lacquered wood, and when opened, the picture is of fish swimming in a pond.

“I do hope you don’t mind my stealing her away from you,” Dora says to my mother in a tone of conspirators. “I’ll have her home by supper.”

“That won’t be necessary,” my mother says, and I have a momentary sinking heart, that she won’t allow me to go. “Serafina may take as much time as she wishes today.”

“My thanks, Mother,” I say. I look at Dora, and thinking of my hastily-chosen clothing. “Will this be all right?” I ask, gesturing at my gown.

“Of course it is, you’re lovely. Do you have sword belts to match?”

“I do, I must change them out, though.” I hadn’t put on my swords for this, technically allowable but perhaps a slip. But my mother’s face doesn’t change, doesn’t reflect displeasure. “I’m so sorry to have you wait. Unless you’d like to see more of the house?”

“I hoped you’d ask,” she says, twinkling a smile. I turn, and she loops arms with me as though we’ve been friends since girlhood, and leave my mother to her devices. I’m afraid that Dora will say something about her the moment we’re out of the room, but she doen’t, and I lead her through the halls to my room, as she exclaims over art that we have, and light coming through windows.

In my rooms, I fumble with my different sword belts, and she takes them. “I think this one, with the tooling,” she says after a moment. Over her shoulder, I look at my bed that I did not sleep in, but of course Dora would not be able to tell that from my bed having been remade this morning. She does look at me a little more closely after a moment, though. “Oh dear, you do need to put something on your cut, though.” Her eyes search my dressing table, for I’m not certain what. Some salve or unguent or other, but of course I have none of those things. “I have some here,” she says, pulling a decorative tin from her little bag.

“Thank you,” I say. “I’m not used to what supplies I must have on hand.”

“You’ll learn,” she says with a little laugh. “Look up, so I can see.” Her touch is light, and the substance feels cold, and smells a bit like violets. “It may not leave a mark; Lorenzo is a brute, but keeps everything clean and polished.”

“I hope it does.”

Dora laughs. “Oh, we’re going to have ever so much fun. Put your swords on and get your purse, and we’ll be off.” I obey, both because I am accustomed to obeying and also because Dora has an infectious, enthusiastic energy about her that makes it very easy to go along with her, and also feel as though everything will be all right. I remember to put dueling gloves through my belt as well, as she has. This a lesson I am unlikely to forget so soon.

We don’t see any other members of the house, family or servant, as we go out the front. It’s a lovely day, in fact, mild temperature and sunny. I hadn’t known, inside the practice room, which has no windows. Just the mirrors.

“I’m so glad you came,” I say once we’re in the carriage.

“I’m so glad to hear you say so! While I couldn’t imagine you refusing my invitation, as I am so persuasive, I wasn’t confident you would be entirely pleased.”

“I am, though.”  I grasp for my words. “I’m pleased that you thought of me, and also I haven’t been going out at all, these last few weeks.”

“No, you’ve been in a sort of mourning, if you’ll excuse me for saying so.”

“How did you—” A foolish question. She was in my silent house not five minutes ago.

“As  you said last night. Others loved your brother.”  She smiles, tinged with sadness. “But we must be able to make our own choices, right? Also, I didn’t want to raise this question while we were still in the presence of your lady mother and risk upsetting her, but...” She trails off, meaning for me to lean in anticipatorily, and so I do.

“But what, Teodora?”

“But some of us are going to the theater tonight, and as you aren’t expected back at any particular time, I thought to invite you. Not any of the Companies involved with the recent unpleasantness,” she hastens to add, seeing my misgivings. “The Rose Garden Company.”

“Oh I do love the theater,” I say wistfully. She waits, hands hopefully clasped. “And as you say, my lady mother has said I am freed for the day and evening...”

“I hoped you would agree!” she says. “We can visit one of my favorite tailors after the tea shop, not because you aren’t wearing a beautiful gown, you are, but because everybody needs some pieces to refresh their wardrobe on occasion. You are entering a new phase of your life and accordingly need some new clothing for it. Mine would be quite too big for you, or I’d just loan you some pieces that would need tailoring anyway.”

“I give myself into your care, Dora,” I say, feeling almost giddy with the release. Out of the house, away from my mother, and Dora has evidently decided that I am worth time and mentorship. I have much to be thankful for.

“It will all be much easier if you do so, yes,” she says, eyeing me critically. “But, to the tea house first, because I’m not certain you’ve broken your fast today, and then everything after that. Oh,  that small wound does bother me so. Lorenzo could have healed it himself, you know. I’ve already taken him to task this morning, though.”

“Have you?” I did not know that Lorenzo could heal with his spark, but I barely know what I can do with mine. “I wish you hadn’t.”

“You fear him taking his anger out on you further, which I’m certain is his inclination, but I think I may have stymied him at least a little.” She looks at my doubtful face and quirks her lips a little. “Renzo isn’t so bad, this is just the only real loss he’s ever suffered. He’ll be used to your presence soon enough, and then won over, I’m certain.”

“I wish I had your certainty,” I sigh.

“He hates you because you are not your brother. It isn’t anything to do with you.” She’s right, of course; I’ve known Lorenzo my entire life and before last night, he never directed a cross look or word towards me. But I am not my brother, nor will I ever be, and it is an impossible situation.

“Enough about Lorenzo,” I say with a resolution I don’t feel, but this has drawn a pall on the day already, and I should like to feel happy for once, I think. “Tell me, what are the best things to get at this teahouse? What is your tailor best at? I have so much catching up to do, and need to look to that, rather than dwelling in what I cannot change.”

Dora brightens, and for a little while at least, I’m able to live in the bright moment instead of worrying about the past or the future.
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Chapter Eight
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Lorenzo of House Valier

This tavern is as it always is; performer just this side of acceptable on the tiny stage, getting less acceptable as the night goes on and the ale flows into and out of his mug. Ottavia chattering about more people than I can ever keep track of, her siblings included. I don’t know how she has the time and inclination to get entwined with just so much gossip, and how Sterling stands it either. But they do, seem to be quite enchanted actually, and who am I to get in between a loving couple? They have been coupled off for quite some time now, and I can only assume a wedding announcement will be made within the year. It’s about time, for some of us, though once one is married, the temperament of our society’s late nights change, from the foot loose carousing and fighting in the streets that we do, to the more strictured meetings in houses, and political back and forth, sending letters like daggers before ever exchanging a cross word out loud.

But, the more we drink, the better the performer sounds, despite us knowing better. As we play cards and get deeper in our cups, we toss him the occasional coin. Apparently he knows Ottavia’s oldest sister, and so she breaks off to speak to him for a time between songs, and I watch Sterling watch her cross the room.

“Young love,” I say.

“You’ll feel it one day,” Sterling says with a smile. They’re probably the least hotheaded out of all of us, level Sterling to keep flighty Ottavia grounded. Not how Dora and I were sparks, always. Sterling really is above this all already, so far as their demeanor goes, and though their spark and skill aren't entirely masterful, they would do quite well in the next echelon. They have the patience for it.

“Presumably.” I finish my cup and consider. The tavern will be calling time soon, and then the options are wandering home or wandering a night market. I’m feeling too restless for home, I think. A pity that Armand stayed in tonight, and Luca; I think I shall be alone once the tavern closes. Maybe that’s best for my mood, and hours spent at a night market can feel like minutes. It’s no matter.

But Luca does present himself before the night is through, though, dragging a chair crookedly to join the table, picking up my cup and scowling to find it empty.

“Must I do everything?” He asks nobody in particular and goes to the bar, returning with a pitcher, and a cup for himself as well.

“How now, Luca?” I ask, watching him pour all our cups full.

“As you know, I've been seeing that painter,” he says with a sigh.

“Indeed.” I don't know how they met; either at a gallery or market.

“Well tonight she asked if I might become her patron, so she needn't concern herself with what little other work she's been doing.”

I shrug. “Bold perhaps, but not unreasonable.”

He drains his cup and pours again. “It's certainly done. But it's not her paintings that I see beauty in.”

“Oh, I see “ I watch him drink again. “Is that what you told her?”

“Damn it, yes, after much pressing! I can't have my name associated with what she daubs on a canvas, it would be an embarrassment.” He sets his ringing cup down, and Ottavia laughs.

“Oh no, Luca. You told her exactly that?”

“Once she harried me to distraction, yes I did. It was not my choice! I preferred things how they were “

“I'm sure you did,” I say. “Did she pelt you with your belongings as you made your exit to the street?”

“Here is where I was wise, I didn’t keep anything there,” Luca says, laughing. “Though she did bean me with a paint pot from her window, did it leave a mark?” He turns his head and I can just see a bright yellow streak in his dark hair.

“Like a ray of sunshine,” I say, touching the spot and showing him the still-wet paint on my fingers.

“I just love artists,” he says, partly lampooning himself and partly still genuine. “So passionate.”

“Oh quite,” I say dryly and Ottavia laughs.

“That’s right, Luca, you saw the violinist before this, and the playwright before that...”

“We don’t need to trot out all of my conquests here and now, I don’t think,” he says dolefully.

“Maybe see somebody of your own class, and you’ll have fewer injuries as a result,” Sterling says reasonably.

“I’m not entirely sure that is true. Given all of the swords, you see,” Luca says, his grin resurfacing. “Fewer surprise attacks, perhaps. Unless it’s Renzo I’m facing.”

“Dora already took me to task for that, and if you continue down this path, I’ll see you in the street,” I say.

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” Luca says. “Though also, perhaps that’s somebody who I should call upon...”

“Teodora?” I ask, entirely off guard.

“No, you dullard, Serafina.” He watches me warily a moment, perhaps expecting another thread, but I shrug.

“If you’d like. I wish you well with her mother, though.”

Luca regards me with raised eyebrows. “I was certain that would get more of a rise out of you.”

“I’ve already said she is of little consequence to me.” I dump the dregs of my cup on the table in front of me, trace some patterns in it so that my spark burns away the alcohol. I am no longer deriving pleasure, or even numbness, from it.

“So you say.” Luca, and the entire table, is still watching me, but I give them no sign that I am not telling the truth.

“You’ll be less excited by her soon enough,” I say with a sardonic smile. “She’s known but unfamiliar.”

“Oh, to be so worldly as Lorenzo,” Ottavia says. “We haven’t added a new member to our circle in years, and this is the interest you can muster?”

“We have known Serafina her entire life,” I say. My parents and Serafina’s share a friendship that they do not with Ottavia’s, or Luca’s, though. Perhaps that’s the difference.

“Mmm, yes, of course.” Ottavia is perhaps about to say more, but she breaks off and looks at Sterling, and then the tavernkeeper rings a bell and calls,

“Time, please!”

“Let’s get you home,” Sterling says to Ottavia. “We shall see you tomorrow?” they ask me, and Luca.

“Yes, tomorrow night,” I say, and Luca nods but looks dubious. He did just drink quite a lot in no time at all. “Yes, Luca.”
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