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Moonlight and the Magician

The Moonlight Curse, Book One

Evelynn Carver


To a younger me, who would be shocked and scandalized and love every second of this weird, queer little book


Chapter One

The only thing Brand hated more than the theater was the kind of people who attended it, and the Vicari family estate was currently swarming with actors and theatergoers alike. He was utterly and completely surrounded by the sort of people who liked to talk at you and be looked at rather than have a proper conversation, and it was taking all his willpower not to jump out the nearest window.

Instead, he took a deep breath and wove his way carefully through the buzzing crowd to the back of the ballroom to settle in to watch and wait, hoping his sour mood didn’t show clearly on his face. He relaxed his jaw and shoulders and smoothed his features into a placid, nonthreatening smile. He glanced around the room, taking in everything from the glittering mirrored ceiling tiles to the gilded flatware. One spoon from the set could probably be sold for a common fortune back home. He briefly considered pocketing one or a dozen but decided against it. He had bigger fish to fry tonight.

He watched the crowd, noting who was in attendance and who was absent. It was a bit like being inside a glittering, smothering hive. It smelled of strong perfume, sweat, and people with too much money. He suppressed a sneeze and clenched his teeth.

His annoyance was partially due to resentment, he knew. These were essentially well-paid liars, and while he did not draw a wage for a similar practice, it had kept him alive these past two years. Still, he would rather be caught red-handed in some scheme than sitting in an audience waiting for a bunch of fancy folk to flit about a stage. And yet, here he was, alive and well enough, though he could certainly use a sandwich.

Brand wasn’t here to watch the show, exactly, but he was here to watch the people. And there were plenty of people to watch. He was at the back of the large ballroom-turned-theater, and thanks to his substantial height, he could easily see over the heads of the teeming, mostly female attendees. He paid particular attention to the pair of stately women seated front and center, surrounded by servants and platters full of finger foods, tiny cakes, and wine glasses.

Marienne Bromende, the aging duchess of the Grand Duchy of Felidereaux, with her daughter, retinue, and many servants, had come to the Vicari barony for the first time in nearly ten years for this special performance by the famed Vicari siblings—a trio of exceptionally talented young fire elementalists. The performance would, purportedly, showcase the family’s magical prowess as thanks for her continued royal patronage.

At least, that was the official reason. Brand knew the real reason. Everyone did, if gossip among the common quarter held any scrap of truth (and it often did). The real, actual reason the duchess was parading her twice-bonded-and-bailed daughter around the countryside? The real reason she had traveled outside her prim and proper circle in the royal palace for the first time in over two decades?

Pure, undiluted desperation.

The duchess was on a manhunt. After two failed marriages, her daughter had yet to produce a child. There was quite a wealth of hearsay as to the reason for that predicament, some rumors more ridiculous than others, but Brand suspected a very simple explanation. In his experience, the virility of Feliderean men had certainly left something to be desired. Needless to say, the future of the continuation of the duchy’s royal line was in a bucketload of trouble.

Therefore, the noble families of Felidereaux were pulling out all the stops to put every one of their eligible young men on display for this very purpose, including the young, talented, and supposedly very eligible bachelor, Valentino Vicari.

This theater performance was a thinly veiled exhibition of availability—a marketplace set up to sell a single man. An auction block with an orchestra. Brand found it equal parts hilarious and uniquely upsetting. Yet, he was here on a manhunt of his own too.

The crowd of fluttering nobles and harried servants going in and out of the house all evening had made it easy to slip in relatively unnoticed. A couple of slicked palms, a borrowed uniform, a couple of well-placed nods and practiced grins, and he was inside the estate. He ducked into an alcove at the side of the cavernous room, just out of sight of the bored-looking guards placed at the doorway.

Night had begun to fall as the remaining guests were herded into the ballroom, where rows upon rows of chairs lined the length of the hall in front of a magnificent stage. Brand watched sullenly as the audience gathered and took their seats. His stomach rumbled. He sincerely hoped this nonsense was worth missing his meager dinner packed away safely back at the stables. He had just filched a handful of canapés from one of the passing trays when the music began.

The candles around the room went out one by one, and a spotlight blazed to life, magic already on display without a single performer on stage. The crowd thrummed in excitement and then fell into a hurried silence, shushing and urgent whispers coming to an end as the music swelled.

Brand sighed, leaning against the wall and settling in. He sincerely doubted any silly magic show, any man, was worth this much flurry and foolishness, but he had come all this way so he might as well get comfortable. When the star performer stepped into the light, Brand’s skepticism faded like dust in a downpour.

Valentino Vicari was not tall, but he promoted every intention of being otherwise. Perhaps it was the benefit of the raised stage platform, but his legs seemed impossibly long, with a curve of muscle at the calf and thigh that could be seen even from the back of the room. His expression was the most startling though. Instead of presenting a smile to his audience, he glared a universal challenge at them as if from on high. His light, sharp eyes, pouting mouth, and narrow brows gave him a decidedly hateful expression set at odds with a face so startlingly, terrifyingly beautiful it could only be magic at work.

Brand shook his head and blinked rapidly. He’d heard tales of the Vicari glamour but had assumed it was exaggerated. He sniffed the air, trying to catch the scent of it. The magic here was warm and heady, like well-spiced red wine, and it made him a little light-headed. He sneezed and was shushed by a nearby patron.

Vicari turned to bow to the crowd, left and then right and center, granting them a generous view of all of his angles. Someone in the crowd shrieked in excitement and was joined by a cacophony of squeals and shouts. Brand had to fight the very real and sudden urge to join in with a whistle.

Vicari stood up from his final bow with a flourish and flashed the audience a smile like a knife as the spotlight fell. The air rushed back into Brand’s lungs. Holy mother above. Had he really been holding his breath?

The music swelled, and two women, one short and plump and one tall and slender, joined Vicari on the stage and gave similar bows. Allegra and Vienna, the other Vicari siblings, Brand supposed. They were both lovely as well, especially the shorter one. The audience applauded dutifully for them but didn’t burst into shrieks and cheers until the curtains pulled apart to reveal a backdrop of glittering mirrors and red silk rope, Valentino Vicari perfectly silhouetted among them.

After that, Brand could do nothing but stand perfectly still and watch, transfixed, during the most startlingly brilliant magic performance he had ever seen. Fire was everywhere, the whole room nearly consumed with it. Wheels of flame looped through the air, spinning into shapes and waves. Heat filled the room to near sweltering. The performers’ movements were like a dance, relentless rhythm building and building into a climax that was nearly orgasmic in its intensity. It was over Brand, inside him, burning his eyes and filling his lungs. He swallowed hard, his mouth gone dry.

This isn’t just magic. This was true Talent. This was mystical, fairy tale bullshit, and Brand never would have believed it still existed if he hadn’t seen it with his own two eyes. He shook his head.

Father was right. They really are on a whole other level.

At the end of the show, when everyone erupted into riotous applause, Brand just stood there in the shadows, still as the night and drenched in sweat. Slowly, he let a long, hungry grin spread across his face.


Chapter Two

The curtain fell. Valentino rose from his practiced bow and strode backstage without a second look. There would be no encore tonight—he’d given them his all, and it had been more than enough. Behind the curtains, a servant handed him a wet towel. He took it and quickly brushed it lightly over his face and hair and then tossed it onto the floor. He sighed. He didn’t want to wash away this feeling, this heat, quite yet.

“Excellent performance tonight, my lord,” the servant said, leaning down to collect the discarded cloth.

“It was,” Valentino agreed. There was no need for humility, after all, when it was only the truth. He burned with exhilaration. It had indeed been one of the best performances of his young life. The audience would not soon forget it, he was sure. Mariona had not been able to take her eyes off of him the entire time. He could feel her eyes on him even now. His smile wavered, but he pushed the thought away quickly.

His sisters stepped behind the curtain after him. Their costume finery matched his own, heavy with sparkles and sweat. Allegra brushed past without a word, ignoring the servants who reached out to her with water. Giddy, she bounced down the hall and directly into the ballroom where joyous applause burst out again only to be muffled with the closing of the door behind her. Vienna stopped beside him and took a cloth from the servant with some urgency. Wringing it out over her head, she gasped in relief at the touch of the cool water.

“Too hot for you, sister dear?” Valentino asked.

She turned and scowled at him, water dripping down her face and over the old, angry scar along her left cheek. The mascara on her one good eye had transformed into a cascade of dark, muddy rivulets. She threw her cloth at Valentino, but he caught it without even blinking.

“Such a temper,” he laughed as she pushed past him and down the dark hall. He heard her dressing room door slam behind her.

He flushed with triumph, but the expression soon faltered. The heat and applause were fading away, taking his good mood with them. He bit back a yawn, but the familiar exhaustion was settling in.

“Your dressing room is ready for you, sir,” a servant prompted.

Valentino bristled. If a servant could tell how exhausted he was, he must look absolutely terrible. “Clear it out,” he ordered briskly. “I prefer to rest upstairs in private. I ask that no one harass me for an hour at least.”

“Yes, sir, of course, sir.” The small man bobbed and rushed away.

Valentino strode through the backstage area and down the hall. He didn’t stop moving, pushing past more servants and the smothering crowd that had gathered outside the ballroom. He ignored their calls and compliments and strode past the area marked off with velvet ropes to the private wing of the manor, darkness threatening at the edges of his vision.

Thankfully, the hallway here was pristine and nearly empty. He took a deep breath, pausing only to let the dizziness abate before continuing onward. The glossy wood-paneled walls gleamed in the lamplight, and the thick carpets under his feet softened his quick steps. He hurried through the hall, waving away a few other servants as he passed them by. The passage soon opened to a large atrium with two narrow, ornate staircases curving up to the apartments above.

Between the staircases hung a massive painting spanning from floor to ceiling. It was generations old and faded despite his mother’s many efforts at preservation. The subject of the painting, a young woman not much older than Valentino, was dressed in black and red, her cape pulled back to show the armor underneath splattered with gore. Her long, dark hair curled around her face like smoke, her eyes shining in the light of the fire, and a single tear ran down her cheek. A set of broken manacles lay at her feet, enclosed in a magic circle drawn in blood. On her neck hung a broken collar. In the background, a battle roared, horses and men fighting amid a burning field, but the young woman seemed somehow serene despite the war raging behind her.

Valentino paused for another breath at the foot of the stairs and squinted up at the painting. Looking at it, he was supposed to feel familial pride or some such, he was sure, but instead, the damn gory thing just unsettled him. It was melodramatic and ostentatious, so of course his mother loved it, but he hated it with the passion of a thousand suns.

Recovering quickly, Valentino averted his eyes, and took the path to the right, ascending the stairs two at a time until he reached the level of his apartments. He slid into his sitting room and slowly shed the thin layers of silk clothing before draping himself, quite naked, across the chaise sofa set against the wall. Tonight’s performance had drained him of all life, leaving him dizzy and exhausted, more so than usual. He really had outdone himself. He deserved a little rest. Stretching, he spread out over the length of the couch and promptly fell asleep with his arms and legs hanging limply over the edge of the cushions.

He was awakened by a sharp knock on his door.

“What do you want?” he groaned.

“Just a moment of your time, my dearest.”

His mother’s high voice sent a chill down his spine. He sat up with a start, covering himself quickly with a pillow as she stepped inside. “Mother! I apologize! I thought you were—”

“One of our servants?” she said slowly.

He frowned, chagrined. “Ah, well, I had asked not to be disturbed.”

His mother smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. She shrugged and wrapped her silk shawl around her shoulders tightly, saying nothing. The baroness Sofia Vicari was a tall woman, nearly half a foot taller than Valentino, and thin as a willow. Her shimmering crimson and gold ballgown encased her long, thin form like a snakeskin, and she wore her hair pulled back in a tight blonde bun covered in a jeweled net. She practically radiated power.

Even here in the privacy of his chambers, she flaunted her magic. Its balmy scent filled the large room. Valentino squinted at her for a moment, her image wobbling slightly in the lamplight, but found his eyes sliding away before he could focus properly. He shook his head a little, annoyed and sullen. Not for the first time, he wondered what his mother actually looked like.

Unlike most women of her circumstance who would have hired governesses or sent their children off to boarding school, she had often personally taught or supervised his lessons and rehearsals since childhood. She took most meals with him unless called away elsewhere by some urgent obligation. Even now, as he approached his twenty-third year, she made her presence relentlessly known. She had been an actress once, a spectacularly popular one in her day, and the glow of the spotlight never seemed to leave her.

The face that she wore today was lovely, if a bit severe, with pale cream skin, honey-blonde hair, and striking golden-brown eyes. People liked to say he shared this set of traits with her, but he could never be quite sure. What he did know was that she looked much too young to have birthed three children now grown into adulthood. In fact, rumor liked to say she hadn’t appeared to age a day since she made her debut on the stage over thirty years ago. She used no cosmetics. Her eyes were a little too bright, and her lips a little too red, her skin a little too smooth. Her glamour was dozens of layers thick and impenetrable, like a hard ceramic glaze that covered her very being.

It wasn’t often that her control of this powerful spell slipped, and when it did, it was lightning quick and restored in a blink before one could really, truly see her. That half-second glimpse of a stranger always sent a silent stab of fear down Valentino’s stomach. When he saw her, the stranger was always very, very angry.

Valentino tried not to shudder as he quickly stood and crossed the room. He fetched a dressing gown from his closet and pulled it on. “Is there something you need of me, Mother?”

“I just wanted to congratulate you,” she said, impossibly perfect white teeth showing in her smile.

He nodded and smiled back warily. “Thank you. I did my best tonight. Like you asked.”

“You did, my dearest. Everyone was completely shaken afterward. They could barely speak without gasping for breath! They were falling over themselves with praise for you.”

She approached him and touched his cheek gently with the back of her hand. He stood stock-still as he received the caress. “Duchess Bromende and her daughter were particularly taken with your performance,” she went on, tucking a curl of hair behind his ear with calculated tenderness. “Isn’t that fortunate for us, my dearest?”

He breathed out slowly, looking down at his bare feet on the carpet. “Yes, that is… That is excellent news, Mother.”

She drew her hand down his face and under his chin, pulling it up so that their eyes were forced to meet. “It is fortunate,” she repeated, her thin-lipped smile gone brittle and eyes overbright. “But do not disappoint me, child. This agreement must go through.”

Valentino tried not to flinch from her unnatural gaze, but it was a challenge. “It will, Mother! They can’t…” He struggled. “She can’t deny me now. Surely.”

“Surely,” she said slowly, “you have not been playing at lovers with that count anymore, have you?”

Her face swam in front of him, her eyes growing sharper, smaller, and her lips tight and thin.

Danton. He stiffened, his sweat gone cold and dripping down his back. “N-no, Mother. I’ve ended that folly; I assure you. He was just a bore anyway.”

He really was. But it still stung.

She laughed, a much prettier sound than one would expect from such a severe woman. Her face softened, lips plump and sweet again, eyes large and round. “Of course he was, darling. But you must see that Mariona Bromende does not grow bored of you. Not until your first child is born, at least.”

His stomach roiled, but he responded softly. “Yes, Mother.”

“Oh, don’t sound so resigned, child,” she scolded. “She isn’t that terrible, surely? A bit older but not uncomely! Are you that unhappy with such an opportunity to raise our family’s esteem?”

“Ah, no, Mother! I mean, of course she isn’t—”

“I know she isn’t exactly suited to your tastes,” she said charitably, “but we all must make sacrifices. If you must know, I wasn’t exactly thrilled at the prospect of marrying your father when I was your age. I knew that my time on the stage could only last so long before I must take on other roles, and so you should as well.”

“I suppose.”

“And besides, look how well that has turned out for our family! This lovely estate, our fruitful crop, and three beautiful, talented children with so many opportunities.”

She loves to rub it in.

“I’m sorry, Mother. Of course,” he said tightly. “I am grateful for such an opportunity.”

“I know you are, dearest. But do take heart, hmm?” She leaned in and whispered in his ear, voice a soft hiss. “Once you’ve settled in and started a family, you can always have dalliances on the side as long as you are cautious about such things. It’s to be expected.”

Valentino quailed. “Mother!”

She laughed again at his obvious discomfort.

“Such a good boy.” She kissed him on the forehead but left no mark despite her blood-red lips. “Soon you will be a man, a baron, and then a duke. Oh, I am so, so proud of you.”

Even her praise was a threat.


Chapter Three

If Brand had thought the ballroom had been stifling before, now it was practically oven-like. Had the amount of people somehow tripled in the last hour? Or perhaps they were coming out of the woodwork. After the evening’s earlier performance, he was likely to believe anything was possible.

The servants had cleared the chairs from in front of the stage to make room for dancing. They’d set up small standing tables around the perimeter where groups of guests gossiped and cackled as the rest moved to the music like a churning whirlpool in the center.

Two of the three Vicari siblings had yet to join the party, leaving only the youngest sister to mingle amongst the crowd. That was lucky, but Brand still had to be careful. She was said to be the least Talented among them, yes, but she was still a Vicari. The weakest link in a chain made of razor wire was still dangerous to handle, after all. He needed access to the private rooms under the west parapet if his plan was going to work, and he had a good idea of how to make that happen if rumors were true.

He watched from a safe distance as Allegra Vicari flitted from table to table, only stopping to exchange a few words of exuberant chatter with her peers before bounding away to the next group. It was dizzying to follow. He could only catch a few words from every other sentence, and even then, her voice was so high-pitched it was likely to set any dogs on the property on high alert. It was giving him a migraine.

He attempted to focus instead on the generous bounce and sway of her ample bosom. That was rather distracting indeed.

He was finally able to approach her near the refreshment table. He held out a glass of sparkling wine as she surveyed the various plates of tiny cakes and cheeses.

“A drink, Lady Vicari?”

She took the drink without even looking at him, tossing it back with a less than ladylike gulp. She exhaled a satisfied sigh after, handing him back the empty glass.

“Thank you,” she said and looked up at him.

He smiled at her in a way that bordered on impertinent. “You’re welcome. Care for another?” He held out another drink.

Her eyes widened slightly. She paused and scanned him up and down in swift assessment before taking the offered beverage. Apparently, the assessment was positive. She smiled and tilted her head, looking up at him through her lashes as she drank more slowly this time.

“I haven’t seen you around before. You’re not our house staff, are you?”

“Indeed not, m’lady.”

She waited for him to elaborate, but he did not.

She pursed her lips and gave him another look up and down, lingering rather overtly on the span of his shoulders and the front of his trousers.

Well. I guess kitchen maids can be believed after all. I wonder how many servants she’s really tumbled?

He decided to take his chances.

“There is a delicate matter I’d like to discuss with you, if you have a moment.”

She fluttered her eyelashes a little. “Oh? How delicate is it?”

He smiled. “That depends.”

“On what, exactly?”

“Your preference, m’lady. Do you prefer delicate?” He paused to give her a wink. “Or perhaps something more daring?”

She giggled. “Oh! I have to say, I usually prefer the more daring sort.”

“In that case, I’m afraid it’s rather urgent that we speak on this matter immediately. Perhaps you can suggest a venue with a bit more privacy?”

He cut his eyes to the hallway to the private wing and then back to her.

She giggled again, clearly charmed. “Well! If it’s urgent…”

He leaned toward her, lowering his voice. “It is. Very much so.”

She gazed up at him, then seemed to catch herself. She glanced around the room, then spoke in a whispered rush.

“My chambers are on the third floor of the west wing, second door on the right. Meet me there in a quarter hour.”

With that, she bounded away toward the party, grinning madly.

Brand was grinning too.

Fifteen minutes later, he found himself pinned rather forcefully against her bedroom door, both of his hands full of her backside and his mouth full of her tongue. She tasted like strawberry wine and sugared almonds.

She untangled herself to unlock the door, and they stumbled inside. Her duvet was so very garishly pink he had to blink for a moment, but he collected himself and hoisted her up and onto the edge of her bed.

She giggled and shrieked in delight as he went to his knees in front of her and ran his hands up her stockings and under her skirts.

“So brazen, sir! I am a lady!” she said, but that didn’t stop her from spreading her legs rather wantonly.

“You said you preferred the daring sort,” he said. Her thighs were full and round and the color of fresh cream. “Have you changed your mind?”

She hooked a leg around his neck, drawing him closer.

Even her underthings were lacy and pink. He didn’t have to look at them for long though.


Chapter Four

When his mother left, Valentino threw off his robe and attempted to go back to sleep but could only lay staring up at his ceiling instead. He should be getting dressed to attend the party. His mother would be furious if he did not at least make an appearance, but his motivation to do so was spectacularly low.

He would be expected to socialize. With people.

When someone knocked at the entrance to his bedroom, he started and was unable to keep the growl from his voice. “What is it now?”

He was surprised to see his sister Allegra enter the room in a swish of silk and beads. Unlike their mother, she was pretty in a way that seemed to come naturally to her. She was the younger of his two sisters and usually the cheery one, but she looked rather nettled at the moment. Her curls were in a bit of disarray, and her color was up, bright-red spots high on her round, rosy cheeks.

“This is for you,” she snapped, holding out a roll of parchment wrapped with twine.

“A letter? From whom?” Valentino yawned hugely, completely ignoring her outstretched hand. He didn’t bother to disguise his nakedness and only sat up on his elbows to glare at her.

“S-someone passed it to me,” she grumbled, averting her eyes. “As if I’m your messenger woman! How in the White Pit of Damnation should I know who it’s from?”

“Hmm,” he mumbled sleepily, unmoved by her ire.

She threw the letter on the floor and stormed out, slamming the door with a crash on her exit. The paper rolled along the floor and nearly under his sofa.

He sighed. There would be no getting back to sleep now. Might as well get on with it.

He called in his valet and dressed, changing into his best party clothes. His hair was dried, combed, perfectly re-curled, and tied back with a velvet ribbon that matched the crimson embroidered trim on his black tailcoat and vest. He chose a ruby pin for his cravat but wore no additional decoration.

He smiled at his reflection. Looking as fine as he did, surely even the duchess could not complain about his late appearance. Surely.

He went downstairs and reentered the ballroom. The brightly lit chandeliers glittered mercilessly down on the swimming crowd. The moment he entered, people crowded around him and stayed there all evening, barely giving room for breath in between conversations. He smiled and laughed and practically dripped benevolence and gratitude at their compliments, at first. He was incredibly hungry, as always after a performance, but his stomach was unsettled, so he barely ate. He drank, however, quite a bit.

Later, after much of the crowd had died away, Valentino’s smaller group of peers had invited themselves to dine in the parlor. They were all crowded into the room and seated on silk cushioned arm chairs and couches, drinking more of his mother’s good wine and eating stuffed grape leaves off his mother’s priceless porcelain. The lovely, wide room had large windows looking over the gardens and high ceilings with ornate molding in every corner and crevice. The tables were thin and delicate like spun sugar, done all in expensive woods and plated with various shining metals. It was all expensive, ostentatious, and showy.

Just like Mother.

Anne Marie Charlotte was seated with him on the sofa against the window overlooking the vineyards when she leaned over and put a delicate gloved hand on his arm, fluttering her eyelashes demurely. He steeled himself for her oncoming verbal assault, and he was not disappointed.

“Did you really break it off with Danton for good, then?” she asked in a too-high whisper, clearly bubbling with interest.

Valentino raised an eyebrow at her. “Word travels fast, doesn’t it?”

“Well, he seemed very upset yesterday when my mother and I were visiting his mother,” she explained in a flurry, her black ringlets swaying around her pale, pretty face. “He came in all aflutter but wouldn’t say a word or take tea with us. He probably went off to his room and cried all night into those books of his.”

Valentino sighed and looked out the window into the garden, trying to appear disinterested. He was not about to give the duchy’s biggest gossip any more ammunition, even if she had gifted him a fine horse for his last birthday.

“I’m right, aren’t I?” Anne Marie persisted, clutching his arm now. “You’ve cast him off! Is it because your bond to Mariona is finally going through for true this season?”

Valentino chuckled. “Nothing has been formally announced as of yet, so I would kindly request you stay your silly tongue.”

She did not seem deterred in the least. She leaned in and whispered conspiratorially, eyes sparkling. “But aren’t you terribly worried she’ll off you like the rest?”

He hesitated, then turned to her with a frown. “Such hearsay is crass, Annie,” he chided. “You know all that talk is rubbish.”

“For your sake, I certainly hope so!” She fluttered her gold lace fan in front of her in a lazy attempt to hide her lascivious grin. “But poor Danton! What a terrible shame.”

“On the contrary,” Valentino said easily. “I hold myself fortunate. The man was already starting to go gray at the temples. In three more seasons, he will probably be bald as an egg.”

She giggled. “Oh you! He was so devoted to you, after all! And he gave you all those gifts and wrote poetry and everything! Any girl would have positively murdered to be in your position!”

Valentino saluted her with his wine glass. “You are quite welcome to him. He’ll put you up on a pedestal and never let you touch the ground, whether you want to or not.”

She laughed again, but it was obvious she did not quite understand his meaning. She smoothed down her new gown and tucked it primly underneath her. “You’re too cruel! And just last season you were so in love!”

“We weren’t in love,” Valentino said dismissively. “He was in love with the idea of being in love, like all those silly poems of his. Besides, love is for fairy tales and fools.”

As a champion of love herself, Anne Marie looked mildly offended. “Oh, well! When did you become such a cynic?”

“Impending marriage will do that to a person, I hear!” Vance cut in with a laugh from across the room.

Vance was a cousin from Valentino’s father’s side of the family and, unlike Valentino and his sisters, had unfortunately inherited the worst traits of that line. Not only was he rather horse-faced, but he lacked magical talent almost completely. He was a fairly new addition to their gatherings, so he oft set out to make himself heard or seen in the most vulgar ways possible. Tonight, he wore a garish blue vest that was no doubt meant to match his eyes but only made him look even more clownish than usual.

Valentino laughed at his remark, but it was clipped and humorless.

Anne Marie laughed with him, then quickly turned away to flirt with another young man on her other side who was much more receptive to her conversation.

Valentino sighed and swirled the wine in his glass artfully, trying with some difficulty not to reveal how mind-numbingly bored he was. His head swam a bit, so he carefully placed his glass on the table and sat back, closing his eyes.

“Did you hear that Luigiano’s son was caught with a common Kaenyd girl?” Vance said to someone so loudly Valentino easily overheard. “His father threw them out in the streets! Like a regular opera. One where the star-crossed lovers die in each other’s arms, penniless and alone?”

“Well, I for one am not shocked in the least,” a female voice responded. Valentino easily recognized the flippant tone of Narionne, Vance’s equally gawky half-sister. “He was always a common sort himself, wasn’t he?” She sniffed.

Valentino sat up and opened his eyes to glare across the table at the noisy gossipers, but they were too involved in their conversation to take much notice.

Arnhold, a copper-headed fellow with a scatter of freckles, some distant relation to the Lugiano in question, nodded and grinned. “His mother married that mutt, after all.”

“Oh, such crude talk, all of you!” Anne Marie chided, tapping him reproachfully with her fan. “We mustn’t talk so about those less fortunate than ourselves.”

“What, are you afraid some dogs will hear you and come give you a bite, Annie?” Vance laughed, creeping toward her with his hands held out like grasping claws.

“O-of course not,” she scolded, embarrassed. “My parents have many of the empire’s refugees in their employ. They are a decent, hard-working people once you get them out from under that tyrant of a king of theirs.”

“A regular dog lover over here,” Arnhold grumbled. “Are you going to start off over the border next? Rejoin the empire and get fitted for your collar and have every bit of magic burned right out of you?”

She reddened. “The empire is nearly a hundred years gone, Arnhold,” she snapped, her cheerfulness evaporating. “If you haven’t noticed, it’s a new century. If you can’t comprehend the stance of a progressive woman, you’ll have an empty bed to keep you company.”

“Oh ho!” he said, laughing. “Such teeth on her. No wonder she gets along with wolves.”

“Oh, do shut up, Arhnold,” Narionne chided, rolling her eyes. “It’s your relation that’s sleeping with them, after all.”

That quieted him down quickly. He went to sulk at the back of the room, wine glass in hand.

“I dislike this talk,” Anne Marie said. “It just serves to stir up unnecessary anxiety. It was our ancestor’s war, not ours. Our society has grown significantly more refined since then.”

“Ours has, but what about theirs?” Vance said, taking a sip of his wine. “They are still living in the past, ready to reopen old wounds. They say that horrid king of theirs has gone a bit mad with it all. I heard he sent his son, the prince, to try to retake the island colonies. He’s poised to sic his army on us any day now and try to force the duchy back into the empire too.”

“Ha, I’d like to see that,” Arnhold grumbled. “Him and an army of starving, magic-barren soldiers? They’ve got those barbaric pistols, sure, but I hear they can’t even feed their men down there, much less supply them with munitions.”

“And what would we do if they did attack us? Throw wine and silk at them?” Valentino muttered. “Take them to the opera?”

Everyone thought these suggestions hilarious and began to name the worst shows of the season, which would act as a perfect defense against invasion. Soon, conversation turned back to gossip about some other noble family.

They went on and on, cackling like a cadre of crows. Valentino had heard it all before, just with different names and different thinly veiled insults. They were not really afraid of war. It was a faraway thing, old and forgotten and nebulous at best. There were much more pressing things to gossip about.

So-and-so had a mistress. So-and-so refused to marry below her. So-and-so wasn’t really nobility, their brother messed about with boys half his age, their mother drank too much, no one could do real magic anymore, etcetera, etcetera ad infinitum.

After what felt like several dozen seasons of this, Valentino had grown absolutely sick of it all. He was just about to nod off in his chair when Anne Marie squeezed his knee under the table.

“Here comes trouble!” she whispered sharply.

Valentino straightened and blinked himself awake, turning to follow her gaze. There, striding purposefully across the hall toward the parlor was Count Guillaume Danton. His hat was in his right hand and a letter in his left. His expression was not one for courtly company.

If he hadn’t been making such a ghastly face, he would have been quite handsome. He had the body of a dancer with long legs, dark hair, and smooth, refined features, and ocean-blue eyes. The pinched expression he now wore, though, made him look more like a peevish boy than a man approaching his middle years.

Valentino blanched, wishing he could sink into his chair and fade away. Instead, he sat up straight and tried to appear as if he were involved in the conversation.

Danton stepped into the room and came right up to him without so much as a greeting to any of the ladies. “I’d like to have a word with you, sir, in private,” he said quite sternly. The clipped, polite language only made him sound even angrier than he appeared.

Rising to the challenge, Valentino took a sip of his wine and answered coolly, “I don’t believe we have anything to discuss.”

“I certainly think you are mistaken,” Danton said, the volume of his voice climbing despite obvious effort. “In fact, we have a sizable misunderstanding.”

Valentino put his wine glass on the table and stood, looking straight into the older man’s eyes as if he were surveying a beetle under his boot. “I believe it is you who have misunderstood, sir. My letter was quite clear. Do not take issue with me if your powers of comprehension are lacking.”

Everyone around them had gone silent, watching and listening with intense interest. No one dared to move.

Danton, his face flushed red and quivering, seemed as if he was about to either start screaming or burst into tears. Valentino, on the other hand, attempted to remain calm and serene, as a sleeping snake might before turning its full attention to pinpoint its strike.

“I just can’t believe you! We were together for nearly a year!” Danton gasped.

“It was only seven months,” Valentino corrected evenly.

“Over half a year! Over half a year, and you think you can throw me out like common rubbish? I am a count, sir!” Danton said, voice rising alarmingly. “Do you think you can treat me like this just because your shrew of a mother tells you to? Why don’t you make your own decisions for once in your life?”

Everyone in the room gasped. Heads turned to Valentino in unison, mouths agape.

He narrowed his eyes, and fury rose within him like a sudden tide. The room suddenly felt about ten degrees warmer.

Valentino took a step forward. Danton scrambled back.

“I-I didn’t mean it! I’m sorry, Valentino,” he stuttered. “I misspoke. Please, please tell me how I can win you back. Please, I am begging you!”
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