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      DAYLIGHT

      The silk was cool to the touch. It was a magnificent gown: flame-orange, trimmed with soft charcoal— black leaves of silk that tumbled from the Duchessa’s shoulders to her knees. A perfect festival dress for the chief day of sacrifice, the centrepiece of the Sacred Games which would shortly be taking over the city.

      It was the last fitting, and Velody was just managing to make the alterations — a stitch here, a stitch there — without her hand shaking on the needle.

      There was no reason to be nervous. Sure, her entire professional career hung in the balance — a word from the Duchessa in the right circles could ruin her — and yet there were so many other things to worry about.

      Velody could think of one person at least, if not an entire Court of them, who would laugh at her if they knew how anxious she was about this one everyday event. The world was so much bigger and more dangerous than she had ever known, and here she was fretting about the effect of a dropped waistline.

      The slender, nineteen-year-old demoiselle who ruled the city of Aufleur gazed at herself in the mirror, lifting the weight of her long blonde hair. ‘Should I bob it?’ she asked idly.

      Velody’s own hair was bundled back in a snood. She still refused to have what most demmes these days referred to as ‘the chop’. The very thought of it made her neck cold.

      ‘The City Fathers would implode, my lady,’ she said with a polite smile. ‘But you would look exceptional.’

      The Duchessa gave her an impish grin worthy of her age. ‘I would, wouldn’t I?’

      The curtains in the room shifted as the door was opened abruptly. ‘Ladies,’ said the Ducomte Ashiol Xandelian d’Aufleur, striding through the room and hurling himself on the nearest floral sofa. He was dark, dangerously handsome, and held himself as if the city revolved around him.

      Velody would not look. He was playing games with her, and she refused to allow him to put her on edge.

      The Duchessa sighed dramatically. ‘You will have to forgive the rudeness of my cousin, Mistress Velody. He was raised in the wild.’

      ‘He does not disturb me, high and brightness,’ said Velody, plucking pins from her mouth and ignoring the deep shiver that went through her flesh at the man’s presence.

      ‘Really?’ the Ducomte said in a disappointed voice, kicking off his boots and putting his bare feet up on the arm of the sofa. ‘I’ll have to try harder, Mistress Velody.’ He lifted his tousled head briefly, to examine the dress. ‘I have to say, this one is an improvement over the other frocks you’ve laid in for the festival, gosling. Do you want the city to remember you as a worshipper of limp cabbage?’

      The Duchessa set her jaw, looking older than her nineteen years. ‘Most of my gowns for the Sacred Games have to be green, Ashiol. It is the colour of growth and renewal at the height of summer.’

      ‘It makes you look like a salad,’ he observed.

      Velody hid her expression among the folds of the festival gown. ‘My Lord Ducomte will not make the same comparisons when it comes to his matching tunics, I hope?’ she suggested.

      The Duchessa giggled. ‘I wasn’t going to mention that... yet.’

      ‘Cruel demmes, the both of you,’ said the Ducomte, letting his eyes fall closed. ‘This is what comes of having a woman in charge.’
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      It was evening, but the summer light meant that Velody would not have to walk from the Palazzo to her own shop in the Vittorine district in the darkness. The Duchessa’s unfinished festival gown was wrapped in brown paper so she could carry it more easily. She had walked only a few paces when she felt the presence of the Ducomte Ashiol behind her, and slowed to allow him to catch up.

      ‘A well-mannered seigneur would walk you home,’ he informed her gravely.

      ‘Indeed,’ said Velody, unimpressed. ‘This may surprise you, seigneur, but I am well able to take care of myself.’

      ‘The streets aren’t as safe as they used to be,’ he told her, eyes dark.

      ‘The streets were never safe,’ she replied, pulling her wrap around her.

      He did not offer to carry the parcel.

      ‘Something bad’s coming.’ It was a different voice; Ashiol was no longer playing that odd game where they pretended to be vague acquaintances, the Duchessa’s rude, flirtatious cousin and her humble dressmaker.

      ‘From our enemies in the sky,’ suggested Velody. She had felt it too — a dark shadow flickering at her throughout the day, the heavy weight of something to come, something more than the usual battles. ‘Or your friends underground?’

      ‘Both, I expect.’

      They walked together in silence for some time, falling into step with each other. It was only a little over two months since they met, and he had become an essential part of her life. He had changed her world, quite literally, and Velody was still not sure how she felt about that.

      The streets were clear of festival paraphernalia for once, though tomorrow was the beginning of the crazy season of Sacred Games — eight days altogether, then another seven of Victory Games later in the month. Victory Games, in a city that thought it hadn’t been at war in decades. It was best not to think too hard about it.

      That temple there, she saw it explode into pieces only a few noxes ago, shattered by a massive lashbolt from the sky, so fiercely bright that she had imprints of its shape on the inside of her eyes for hours afterward. When dawn came, the temple had discreetly reassembled itself, stones and dust moving back into place until it was pristine.

      Oh, yes. This city made Velody’s head spin.
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      Delphine had not expected this. It was more than a year since Rhian set foot outside the bounds of their house. But here they were, at the temple on the Lucretine, waiting to sacrifice their honey cakes. Almost like the old days.

      Not quite like the old days. Rhian chose today because the Sacred Games had not started yet and there would be hardly anyone at the temple. She waited until almost dusk, and hid her face beneath her fleece garland as she walked along the streets.

      That bastard Macready did not look surprised when Rhian suggested they come here today. Delphine hated him for being so confident. How had he with his lilting voice and easy ways talked Rhian into facing her crippling fear?

      Delphine and Velody had struggled for so long, trying to find the right thing to say to coax Rhian into the world again. Glad though Delphine was (she wasn’t that much of a sour bitch, surely?) that her friend was doing better, it burned that a stranger had wrought such a change.

      ‘Wait for us,’ Delphine said abruptly to him now as the last penitent emerged from the temple, leaving it empty. Macready shrugged and went to sit on the grass outside the temple. Why did he never get angry with her? She conveniently pushed out of her mind the few times she had seen rage in his eyes, because then she would have to admit that a spark of attraction shot through her whenever that happened.

      ‘You are rude to him,’ Rhian said as they stepped inside the cool temple. ‘Why so harsh when he has been nothing but kindness?’

      ‘I don’t trust his kindness,’ Delphine said. ‘It leads to bad thoughts. Things! Bad things.’ Rhian looked tense, as if her tall body and broad shoulders were the wrong size for the world. ‘Why are you doing this?’ Delphine blurted. ‘Why now?’

      ‘Velody says my father was a shepherd,’ said Rhian. ‘I don’t remember him, but I should sacrifice on his behalf for the Parilia.’ She looked apologetic, ducking her head low and purposefully, not adding what Delphine knew full well — the Parilia, festival of shepherds and fleece, was two days hence. But thanks to the Sacred Games, every temple in Aufleur would be full of people then, all jostling and elbowing. This was the best Rhian could manage, for now.

      The Parilia meant nothing to Delphine. She didn’t even have to make garlands for it, as that work was better suited to the fleecers and spinners. Of all the hundreds of festivals celebrated in Aufleur, this was one she could happily ignore. She had honey cakes at the ready, though. Anything to preserve the old ritual of coming to a temple to sacrifice with Rhian. They were going through the motions, but it was a start.

      Blurting the wrong thing was a hard habit to break. ‘How do you know she told you the truth?’

      Rhian looked at her in surprise. ‘She’s Velody.’

      Ha, that was rich. Velody, who spent every nox on the roofs of the city, flirting with strange and dangerous people. Velody, who drew danger down upon them every day. Velody who sat Delphine and Rhian down and told them a fairytale about the city they were born in, how it had been destroyed in a battle so awful that no one remembered it had even existed.

      Velody was not theirs any more, and Delphine did not believe a frigging word that came out of her mouth.

      Rhian burned her offerings to the saint of shepherds and they emerged into the light of the early evening. ‘I killed the Ferax Lord,’ said Delphine, as if remarking on a new tisane she had learned about in the marketplace.

      Rhian stared at her, and then tugged her away from the main portico of the temple, into the shade of nearby trees and well away from where Macready was waiting for them. ‘The Ferax Lord,’ she whispered urgently, two bright spots of colour on her cheek. ‘The one who...’

      ‘The one who invaded our home and held you prisoner,’ Delphine said evenly. ‘Who threatened Velody, stabbed her, and had Macready almost beaten to death. That Ferax Lord, yes. I killed him, and I’m not sorry.’

      Rhian wore an expression that Delphine had not seen for a long time. The one where Rhian was the grown-up, the smart one who always knew what to do, until that awful day when she was hurt so badly she was unable to be that Rhian any more. ‘You don’t mean you actually... Delphine, you couldn’t!’

      ‘I didn’t creep into his room and smother him while he was sleeping or spike his tonic, if that’s what you think,’ said Delphine, and the laugh that came out (because it was meant to be funny, really) didn’t sound like it belonged to her at all. ‘I — he was trying to kill me, and I had a... I had a sword.’

      Should she be breathing this fast? It was loud in her ears. How had it happened? It was crazy. The ferax was one of them, so strong and powerful and Other, and she was just a person. One of the daylight folk, as Velody’s Court friends said with such patronising airs. She was nothing.

      ‘I don’t know how I did it, but I was holding the sword and it just happened, and...’ and she was crying now. How stupid — she never cried, and certainly not in front of Rhian, who had lost so much more than Delphine ever could. But now Rhian was holding her while Delphine sobbed into her best festival dress.

      A hand touched her hair and it didn’t belong to Rhian. ‘It is how it has always been,’ Macready said in his low lilt of a voice. ‘I knew, lass. Your potential. It’s like a glow around you. It’s the brightest, best thing in the world. When it takes you, there is no chance. No sense. It was the same for all of us.’

      Fury bubbled up in Delphine’s stomach. ‘No!’ She was not going to accept it, not from him, not from any of them.

      ‘What are you saying?’ Rhian asked Macready.

      ‘I’m saying that your lass here is a sentinel. Some are born to it, others are made. It happens often when a new Power is called, like buds bursting all over the city.’

      ‘So,’ Delphine said, making her voice cold. ‘This isn’t something I did, this is something that was done to me. By Velody.’

      ‘Aye, well it’s not as if she did it intentional,’ said Macready, with that softness that came into his voice whenever he spoke about her high and mighty Majesty, Velody the Prim and Proper. Was he even aware of it? ‘Just by being, she’s set the cards tumbling in a long chain. The city calls new sentinels to honour her.’

      ‘You talk about Aufleur like it is alive,’ said Rhian, entranced by the idea.

      Delphine wanted to hit them both. Repeatedly. ‘I haven’t been called by anyone, much less a city. It’s ridiculous. I won’t accept it.’

      ‘Sword felt good in your hand, didn’t it?’ said Macready with a sly grin.

      ‘Shut up.’ Delphine had killed a person, and it made her feel awful, of course it did. She was not going to admit to that thrill of power, of how amazing it felt to have saved her own life and Macready’s, to have done something so frigging mighty with her own hands. Never, never, never. Not to him, in any case. The last thing he needed was to become more smug.

      ‘Is Delphine going to get into trouble?’ Rhian asked. ‘For — what she did?’

      ‘That’s the thing,’ said Macready, his eyes boring into Delphine’s. ‘If she’s one of us, sworn as a sentinel, then she did no wrong. She did her sacred duty. If she’s just some demme from the daylight, every Lord and courteso will think it well within their rights to tear her into pieces.’

      ‘I see,’ said Delphine, swallowing. ‘Isn’t that a convenient stick to threaten me with?’

      ‘What should we do?’ Rhian asked.

      Delphine was grateful for that ‘we’, but only a little. ‘We go home,’ she said firmly. ‘We stop listening to silly stories. Velody may choose to play Court with the animals, but the rest of us have ribbons to make and flowers to braid and — oh.’

      She saw him before either of the others did. A penitent, standing in the shaded portico of the temple. Delphine shivered at his presence. She felt Macready move behind her, just a little, so that he stood in front of Rhian, his hand ready to draw a sword if he had to.

      Delphine wanted to be cross that he hadn’t automatically moved to protect her — but she could not take her eyes off the man in the portico. He lifted his head up and smiled at her, and she felt her skin go creeping cold, all over. She knew him. He was the Orphan Princel, a theatre performer with a beautiful voice, who somehow glowed with beauty despite being on the skinny side, with an odd, knowing face and spectacles. There was nothing special about him... except that he was not just a performer. He had once turned into white rats in front of her eyes. He was Lord Poet of Velody’s wretched Creature Court.

      Poet bowed his head gracefully to them, and walked away from the temple.

      ‘You don’t think he heard?’ Rhian asked in a choked whisper.

      ‘Oh, aye,’ Macready said, sounding grim. ‘He heard, all right. We’re in trouble, lass.’
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      Via Silviana readied itself for a street party as Ashiol and Velody approached. The various shopkeepers and families who were her neighbours set up a roast spit, and long tables for food and drink. A small gang of flute demmes practiced badly on the street corner.

      ‘Mistress Velody!’ cried a friendly voice, and the red face of the local baker emerged from behind a lopsided festival drapery. ‘We’re celebrating this nox. Will you join us?’

      ‘I’d be honoured, when my day’s work is done,’ she said politely. ‘What’s the occasion?’

      ‘My boy, Giuno, takes his man’s robe today,’ said the baker with obvious pride. ‘Glad to have you share meat and wine with us. And your man,’ he added politely.

      Velody felt a laugh stick in her throat at the thought that anyone might think Ashiol was her paramour, but she did not correct the baker. What other explanation was there for his regular visits? As long as no one in Via Silviana knew enough to recognise him as the Duchessa’s cousin, there would be few questions asked.

      ‘I like meat and wine,’ said Ashiol with a gleam in his eye as the baker ran off to shout at some boys about oiling the spit. ‘Is that goat I smell?’

      ‘You’re not invited,’ she said firmly, unlatching the front door. They used it more now that Rhian was improving.

      ‘That seigneur most definitely included me in the invitation.’

      Velody hovered on the threshold, wanting to get rid of him rather than invite him in. ‘Under false pretences. He thinks you’re wooing me.’

      Ashiol smiled, and oh dear, it did terrible things to her stomach when he smiled like that. ‘I can woo.’

      ‘I’d really rather you didn’t.’ Velody heard Delphine shouting from inside the house. ‘Oh, hells.’

      There was no getting rid of Ashiol now. He followed her to the kitchen, where Delphine was — surprise, surprise — having a shouting match with Macready.

      ‘What’s going on?’ Velody demanded.

      ‘Your lass is impossible,’ Macready said, throwing up his hands in disgust.

      ‘Of course she is — she’s Delphine,’ Velody said calmly. ‘It’s hardly worth shouting about.’

      ‘Your little friend here,’ said Delphine, deliberately stressing the word ‘little’, ‘is trying to bully me into being one of his sword-swinging numbskulls, and I won’t do it.’

      ‘Poet knows who killed Lord Dhynar,’ Macready said, addressing Ashiol and Velody more seriously.

      Velody shivered. For a moment, dark shadows covered the world, shrouding all of them in blackness. She blinked rapidly, and the darkness receded. No one else had noticed anything odd. Ashiol was barking questions at Macready, who was getting defensive. Delphine looked as if she was about to explode.

      ‘Do we have to get Delphine out of the city?’ Velody asked in a low voice.

      That got a reaction at least. ‘Is that your answer to everything?’ Delphine hurled at her. ‘No, Velody. First you want to run away from all this, then you want to stay, and you expect us to fall in with whatever you decide. I have a life here. I’m staying put. And that life has nothing whatever to do with swords and rodents!’

      She stormed off towards the stairs. Rhian sighed, and followed. ‘I’ll see if I can calm her down.’

      Velody waited until Rhian was also upstairs and out of earshot. ‘Is Poet a danger to us?’

      ‘He’s a danger to everyone,’ Ashiol said darkly. ‘You never know what’s going on in his head. If he has this information on Delphine, rest assured, he will use it when it best suits him.’

      Velody sighed, and looked at Macready. ‘Would becoming a sentinel really make her safer?’

      ‘That depends on your definition of the word “safe”, so it does,’ Macready admitted. ‘If she’s one of us, then there are rules to protect her actions. If she’s not...’

      ‘You wouldn’t really leave?’ Ashiol interrupted.

      ‘No,’ Velody sighed. She had tried to leave. Had tried to take Delphine and Rhian away from Aufleur, and put the world of the Creature Court behind her. But that was before she fought and won against the corrupted shade of Dhynar Lord Ferax. Before she accepted her role as Power and Majesty of the Creature Court.

      Accepting she belonged to them was one thing. Accepting that Delphine might also belong was altogether different. ‘I’ll talk to her,’ she offered. ‘If she won’t see sense, I’ll talk to Poet.’

      ‘You can’t negotiate with the Lords over tisane and finger sandwiches,’ Ashiol warned. ‘We’re warriors. Animals. Offer the hand of friendship, and we bite.’

      Velody gave him an impatient look. ‘No one is getting bitten. Not today.’
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      Delphine was so angry she couldn’t see straight. She pulled dress after dress out of her wardrobe, flinging them on the bed regardless of the fact that Rhian was sitting there. ‘I am tired of you making all the decisions,’ she snapped, not turning around as Velody joined them. ‘First you want us to hide from this Creature Court of yours, then you want to make friends with them, then we’re running away and leaving our house, then we’re staying here so you can do your duty by them. I’m done with it, Velody. This is my life, and you don’t get to order me around.’

      ‘How did you know I was here?’ Velody asked.

      Delphine flung herself around, staring. That was a very good question. ‘I heard you come in.’

      ‘Among all that shouting and muttering and clothes throwing? You must have very good ears.’

      ‘I’m not one of them,’ Delphine said, disgust dripping from her voice. ‘You may enjoy running around pretending to be little brown mice and fighting invisible things in the sky and jumping off roofs but some of us are normal!’

      ‘I didn’t like this any more than you did when I first came into my power,’ said Velody. ‘But you can’t fight it, not without driving yourself crazy.’

      ‘I stuck a sword into someone,’ Delphine said, feeling the fight go out of her. ‘Anyone could have done it.’

      ‘I don’t think I could,’ said Velody. ‘Not even to save a friend. You’re special.’

      Delphine screwed up her face. She wanted to lash out and hurt Velody. It was the best way to make her go away and shut up and stop being all saintly and helpful. ‘Is that what you think you are? Special? They’re using you, all of them. Ashiol Xandelian threw you to the wolves so he didn’t have to be their leader. The rest of them only pretend to worship you. It’s the power they want. The minute you do something they don’t like, they’ll tear you to pieces. What are we supposed to do then, me and Rhian?’

      Delphine saw Velody’s face crumple, and knew she had hit home. ‘Some of us have hopes and dreams and a real life right here at ground level,’ she added, grasping the nearest frock. It would do, for a local street party. ‘You should try it some time.’
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      DAYLIGHT TO NOX

      Velody came back downstairs to discover that Ashiol and Macready had left, thank the saints. With Delphine sulking upstairs and Rhian retreated back into her own room, the workshop was quiet.

      Velody had work to do. The Duchessa’s flame gown needed to be altered to fit perfectly, and there was a waistcoat waiting to be trimmed. These two projects had been her saving grace over the last few nundinae. When everything else got too much for her, when the darkness clouded her judgement, she could sit and work. Sewing made the shadows go away.

      Velody noticed shadows on her hands sometimes, odd little blots that were gone as soon as she looked at them closely. Since she took Dhynar’s ugly, corrupted shade into herself, those shadows appeared more often. Sometimes they were accompanied by stabbing headaches, or a heaviness to her shoulders. She snapped more, and retreated into dark moods when she was unhappy. Once, she thought she saw a black web covering both her arms, and jumped right out of her chair in horror, though her skin was flawless again when Rhian or Delphine asked her what was wrong.

      Ashiol told her that being a part of the Creature Court meant madness and monstrous behaviour. Velody refused to believe that wielding animor would have such an effect on her. Every time she jumped at shadows or felt the uncharacteristically fierce anger welling up inside her, or heard Dhynar’s laughter bubbling out of a corner of the room, she made herself work on the waistcoat, or the Duchessa’s flame gown, allowing her dark thoughts and panic and even her animor itself to bleed into the embroidery stitches and the rich damask and tapestry fabrics she had used.

      Thank goodness she had this. If there was only the Creature Court in her life, she would have gone mad by now.
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      Nox fell over Via Silviana, the sky darkening. Ashiol stood guard outside Velody’s house as her neighbours worked on their street party. The music began, and the air filled with the scent of roasting meat.

      There was no reason for him to stay. There were rooms waiting for him at the Palazzo, meat for every meal if he wanted it. He could rest and eat — the sky might have a battle to throw at them, but not yet, not for hours, perhaps.

      Here he was, hanging around a demoiselle’s door like a fool, because he did not want to be anywhere else. She had no need of his protection. Still, he loitered.

      The crowd built up, friends and family and complete strangers toasting the boy who had come of age. It was an odd thing, to witness such merrymaking. Ashiol took his man’s robe in a formal ceremony presided over by his stiff, icy grandparents, with a sip of watered wine and gifts that befitted the son of the Ducal family. He and Garnet stole cups of beer later, and... but, no. He was not going to think of Garnet this nox.

      He did not plan to drink, either, not with the sky on the verge of breaking open, but a group of laughing revellers planted a cup in his hand. There would be no harm in a mouthful or two.

      Velody’s friend Delphine ran out of the house to join the party. Ashiol turned swiftly away, not wanting her to see him. Hysterical demme — for all he knew she would start shrieking again the moment she clapped eyes on him.

      He found himself near the spit, which was no hardship, and ate several slices of barely charred goat with his fingers before he caught sight of his own reflection in a shop window. He looked old, he thought, greasy fingers brushing against a thread of silver in his dark hair. No one lived to get old in the Creature Court, but that didn’t mean they did not feel their years.

      There was a flicker in the glass, and Ashiol blinked. No, not that. Not now. He turned and stumbled along the street, away from the window. But there were shops along the whole stretch, and he saw it in each of them. No longer just a flicker, or an impression.

      Away from the crowd, where the tables and dancers trickled to nothing, Ashiol stood transfixed, his eyes locked on a face that was not his in the reflection of a closed-up haberdashery. Garnet, more than two months dead, smiled the smile of the morally righteous. ‘Admit it. You missed me.’

      This wasn’t a flicker of a bad memory. This was a full-blown hallucination, and that was a very, very bad sign. Not now; he couldn’t afford to lose his mind here and now. ‘Dead is a good look for you,’ Ashiol said, forcing his tone to be light. (Who exactly was he trying to fool here?) ‘Or I should say, not torturing me is a good look for you.’

      There were no words for this. For the sight of a man he hadn’t seen in five years. Lover, brother, best friend. Madman. King. Garnet.

      Garnet had always been pale; that shock of red hair over porcelain-light skin. Ashiol used to tease him that he was the one who should have been born an aristocrat, with looks like that. Garnet’s eyes, though... they were not familiar. The light in them was wrong. Try as he might, Ashiol couldn’t make them look real from any angle.

      Not real, not here, that’s why. Don’t get fucking stupid.

      ‘I like the new demme,’ Garnet said now, his fingers flicking back and forth in an absent-minded pattern. He always talked with his hands, apparently unconscious of the way they moved and danced and told a different story to his words. ‘Vel-o-dee. Can we eat her yet?’

      ‘You created her,’ Ashiol said. ‘You sucked the animor out of a fourteen-year-old, you bastard. You used Velody’s animor to build your power higher than me, higher than anyone. We’re reaping what you sowed.’

      He wanted to smash his friend in the face, to beat him, to finally let the hate take over. He didn’t have to be loyal any more, didn’t have to hold back.

      Garnet’s face was perfectly framed by the window, beside Ashiol’s darker hair, skin tone, eyes. ‘That’s what kills you, isn’t it? You finally figured out how I beat you — how I cheated — and you can’t strangle me. Can’t hurl yourself at me in one of those charming fits of rage before I put you into the ground, all over again.’ The vision of Garnet brushed his lips against Ashiol’s ear lobe, and for a moment he could feel the touch. ‘Exactly how much do you want to bring me back, just so you can kill me all over again?’

      Ashiol roared, the anger hot and scorching inside him, and lunged. His hands collided with the glass, bruising badly. The cup he forgot he was holding broke into pieces, lacerating his palm.

      He licked wine and blood from his hand, feeling the tremble of his skin against his mouth. When he dared to look again, there was no reflection in the glass but his own face.

      Macready was waiting for Ashiol when he returned to the party. ‘There you are, laddie buck. Are we taking to the sky soon?’

      ‘Time enough for that,’ Ashiol said grimly, dropping the broken pieces of his wine cup into Macready’s hands. ‘I need another drink.’

      As many as it would take to forget the fact that he was losing his grip all over again.
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      Velody dozed a little, in the armchair. No point in going to bed. The air pressed around her like a storm was coming, and she knew enough to recognise that the sensation had nothing to do with the weather. She dreamed of Dhynar, of the corrupt taste of his shade, haunting the streets of Aufleur. Of the power she had wielded to chase him down. She dreamed he was still inside her, trying to tear his way out of her body, puncturing her skin from within, using teeth and claws to dig an escape route through her belly.

      When she awoke with a gasp, the room was dark. The grate was empty — it was summer, after all. The sounds she heard were not the wailing cries of a ferax monster inside her skin, but a crowd singing drunken songs. The sky was going to fall, and the daylight folk were dancing and feasting. Why was she not surprised?

      Velody opened the front door and saw a blaze of paper lanterns in the street outside. The party had grown — it now reached from one end of the street to the other. It may have started as a local occasion to celebrate one lad reaching manhood, but word had spread across the lower Vittorine and the breadth of Giacosa that there was a party, and the newcomers had brought further provisions with them. Tables lined the gutters, groaning with donated food. Half the city was on her doorstep.

      She looked up, beyond the lantern light, and saw familiar streaks across the sky, a haze of green and then purple. The sky was not falling yet, but soon. Velody could feel the familiar spark of animor, colliding with her own. The Creature Court were here, nearby. That was a worry.

      Delphine was there too, dancing in the crowd, going from hand to hand as if she had not a care in the world. Velody had always envied Delphine’s ability to throw herself into the world like that. If the Creature Court were here, though, Delphine was in danger.

      Roast goat. Someone had said something about roast goat. Velody followed her nose to the spit, where two lads were slashing strips off the beast, layering them up on platters for the crowd. She found a dish of the rarest slices, oozing blood, and ate ravenously, licking her fingers.

      ‘Love a demme with an appetite,’ leered one of the goat lads.

      Velody wiped a smear of blood from her chin. ‘Don’t we all?’ Fresh meat was a rare extravagance, and her body thrummed with it as she turned back to face the crowd. The music slid under her skin, and she could feel Ashiol’s presence nearby. She could not see him in the crowd, but his animor sparked against her own, bringing mixed sensations of security and lust. You don’t want him, she told herself sternly. It’s the meat making you crazy.

      That line of argument was no more convincing than it had ever been. Her only chance was to fill her mind with that other man — the red-haired lunatic whom she had not laid eyes on since she was fourteen, though he had been in her dreams often enough. Garnet. Ashiol’s lover. The last Power and Majesty of the Creature Court. Thinking of him was the easiest way to push any desire for Ashiol Xandelian d’Aufleur out of her mind entirely.

      Velody ate one last slice and went looking for Delphine. She found her friend in the midst of the dancing, spinning around young Giuno, who looked as if all his Saturnalias had come at once. Delphine looked healthier than she had in some time, her cheeks pink and her eyes bright. She grabbed at Velody’s hand, ignoring her current dance partner. ‘The uninvited guests belong to you, I suppose?’

      Oh, seven hells. Velody had hoped that the animor she felt close by belonged to Ashiol, who could be trusted for the most part, but no.

      Poet was here, his slender frame wrapped in a theatrical costume — bright diamonds of scarlet and gold satin, a gaudy hat, and bespectacled eyes that saw everything. He moved through the crowd as a cheerful dandy, flirting with demmes and boys equally. It was quite a pantomime, amusing if you didn’t know how dangerous he was. He knew about Delphine. What was he going to do with that information?

      ‘I like the dark one,’ said Delphine.

      Saints and devils, Warlord was here too. The warrior in bright Zafiran silks prowled through the crowd, every inch the panther he was in another life. Kerriden of the cheese shop simpered at him and he towered seductively over her, lips parted as if he was thinking about kissing her, or at the very least saying something terribly wicked. At least three demmes looked as if they were about to swoon.

      Velody stepped away from the dance. Just one step, but Warlord’s and Poet’s eyes snapped to her. She felt naked. It didn’t help that she knew that they both had very clear memories of what she looked like, out of her gown and slip. She took one more step back, and was overwhelmed by the power and scent of another of them, as a pair of female arms in long black gloves wound around her shoulders.

      ‘Velody,’ purred Livilla. ‘We’ve missed you.’

      Delphine had one eyebrow raised in a ‘why is that woman pawing you?’ kind of way.

      Poet and Warlord let the dance draw them nearer. No, the dance was not in control. They were. The merchants and residents of the street eddied and swirled around them, in utter docility. Velody wanted to say something, but she couldn’t think with Livilla’s silk-sheathed hands caressing her neck, with the men coming closer, the thick atmosphere of so much animor clouding the air.

      The sky. They should be in the sky, and soon.

      Warlord nodded to her as he passed from one hand to another, circling around her to the tintinnabulation of the street musicians. ‘We have not seen much of you lately, my Power.’ He ate a tangerine with his spare hand, flicking peel to the cobblestones as he took small, fierce bites.

      Where were her sentinels? Velody looked up and saw Ashiol watching her, not making a move in their direction. Of course not. Had she not told him to back off, to let her handle the Creature Court for herself?

      She could handle them. They were gentle with her, since she proved her loyalty to them. She rid the streets of the tainted shade of Dhynar Lord Ferax, and the rest of the Court had tumbled into her lap like tame kittens. To a point.

      ‘I have been busy,’ Velody said, lips dry, lifting her chin to prevent her nervousness from showing.

      ‘We are supposed to be what makes you busy,’ Warlord said in that rich accent of his.

      ‘Feeling neglected?’ she shot at him.

      Poet, closer than she had thought, laughed sharply. ‘Always, my Majesty. Have you not realised yet? We require a great deal of attention.’ His eyes went to Delphine, who lifted her chin and refused to look nervous.

      ‘Yes, I can see that,’ said Velody. ‘Saints and angels, Livilla, get your hands off me.’

      There was something deeply wrong with Livilla. Her eyes veiled a personality far more broken than Delphine or Rhian. Whatever her hurts were, they were old and scarred. ‘Anything you say, Lady Power,’ she purred now, stepping back as if delighted to be ordered around.

      ‘Why are you here?’ Velody asked.

      ‘The mere pleasure of looking upon you,’ said Warlord with his usual gentility. He took one more bite of the tangerine and threw it into the gutter, licking his lips.

      ‘I am glad to have obliged,’ Velody said, losing her nerve. ‘But we have work to do this nox. Delphine — go into the house.’

      ‘Nonsense,’ her friend said, tossing her head. ‘It’s a party, Velody. I want to dance.’ She seized the nearest hand, which was Livilla’s, of all people. Livilla looked almost as startled as Velody. ‘You’ll do,’ said Delphine, and dragged her into the drum beat and bells.

      Velody blew out a breath in a huff. Did Delphine think Livilla was less of a viper than the other Lords because she had breasts? Livilla and Delphine danced against each other gloriously, eyes locked, teasing each other as much as their audience. It was the kind of dance that only happened when both participants wanted to win. Young Giuno and his friends stared in wonder, laughing and blushing.

      For a moment, Velody was dazzled by the image of what the Creature Court could really be like if they all trusted each other — if she could trust them fully. If they concentrated all their energies on fighting their enemies instead of scratching and hissing at each other. It was a fine image, but they weren’t there yet.

      Velody moved on to the pavement, almost crashing into Poet. He looked far too pleased with himself. ‘Don’t trouble yourself, mouseling,’ he said. ‘I’ll keep an eye on your lamb, protect her from the wolves.’

      ‘Who’ll protect her from you?’ countered Velody.

      ‘I was under the impression that the demme could more than protect herself,’ Poet teased, though his eyes were dangerous. ‘Dhynar found it so.’

      ‘Dhynar was a fool, and no loss to us,’ Velody snapped. She could say his name without flinching now, though the memories still flooded her, of the young Lord who challenged her so many times, who was not prepared to accept a female Power and Majesty. Dhynar died forsworn, and his shade trailed misery and death through the streets until Velody stopped him, consumed him. She could still feel him crawling under her skin. Above the noise of the crowd, she could hear the echo of his laugh.

      The sky rippled above her. They could agree on that, at least. There was no time for music and sweetmeats when there was a city to protect. ‘So sad,’ Poet said mockingly. ‘Our evening of slumming it with the peasants is over so soon?’

      ‘I’d sympathise,’ Velody replied. ‘But no one invited you.’

      ‘You wound me,’ he sighed.

      ‘You’ll survive.’

      ‘And wouldn’t you feel terrible if I didn’t?’ His eyes danced at her, and then he whipped up into the sky, his garish robes flapping around him as he flew like a pantomime angel ascending to the stars above.

      Velody jumped back and looked around defensively, but here was the blindness of daylight folk at close hand. Two chattering demmes had stood right behind Poet, and they did not even blink when he took to the sky. One of them broke off from their conversation when she caught Velody staring, and gave her an unfriendly look.

      So, then. Could she turn into a mess of little brown mice in the midst of this mob, and have them not turn a hair? Every instinct told her not to try. The last thing she needed was her neighbours deciding to burn her as a witch.

      The sky rumbled with a sound that was not thunder. There was a clash and the warm summer evening was suddenly cold, as cold as the Ides of Saturnalis. Velody breathed out, and saw steam. Across the street, she saw Maia from the laundry smiling up at Benedine of the hot food shop, shrugging her light summer shawl a few more inches off her shoulders. They did not feel the ice in the air. Velody looked around for the rest of them and saw Warlord standing in a small crowd of fruitsellers, charming them all effortlessly, a cup of wine in one hand and a demoiselle in the other. He met Velody’s gaze and smiled at her, showing bright white teeth.

      She tilted her head a little, giving him her best stern Power and Majesty expression. He lowered his head in an infinitesimal movement that might have been a nod, and then excused himself from his playmates, disappearing into the crowd.

      Moments later, the silhouette of a panther appeared on a rooftop above their heads, and pounced on the sky as if he owned it.

      Livilla prowled her way down the street towards Velody. She stopped only a few feet from her, looking her up and down as she always did, as if Velody was food. Given that Livilla’s shape was the wolf and Velody’s a horde of mice, it wasn’t far wrong. ‘Aren’t you going to ask nicely?’ Livilla said, arching her eyebrow.

      ‘I didn’t think I had to,’ Velody said. She kept her voice firm and confident, as if she was training a hound — never let them smell your fear.

      Livilla laughed too long, and too loudly. ‘You’ll need us, I suppose, since your fellow King is deep in his cups.’

      Oh, hells. Velody lost interest in Livilla, scanning the mob for Ashiol. ‘Where is he?’

      ‘How should I know?’ Livilla kicked her shoes under a table and took to the air as Poet had, right in front of everyone. ‘I’ll be in the sky if you need me.’

      Velody could still hear the Lord of Wolves laughing above her as she ran the length of Via Silviana, looking for Ashiol bloody Xandelian. Someone caught her arm and she spun around, ready to fight if she had to.

      ‘What’s wrong?’ Delphine demanded.

      ‘You need to get into the house,’ Velody told her. ‘No game-playing now. I mean it. Have you seen Ashiol?’

      ‘No, and I don’t care to. He’s a boring drunk, no matter how well he can dance.’ Delphine shrugged one shoulder. ‘I was going in, anyway. It’s freezing. What kind of summer is this, anyway?’

      Velody didn’t have time to think about what it might mean that Delphine could feel the chill from the sky. ‘How drunk is he? Have you seen him?’

      ‘You’ll be taking to the sky without him this nox,’ broke in another voice, a grumpy Macready.

      ‘We’ll see about that,’ said Velody.

      She found Ashiol leaning against a wall near the spice shop. His attention was wholly caught by the reflection of lanterns in the window opposite. Velody resisted the urge to ask if he might prefer a ball of yarn to play with. ‘The sky,’ she snapped at him. ‘Now.’

      Ashiol turned with a startled movement and half-staggered. Velody caught his arm to stop him falling, but it was more of a job than she thought. He had his dead weight leaning on her. ‘Stop this right now,’ she hissed at him.

      ‘May as well tell the river not to flood in Martial, Saint Velody,’ he said with a slur.

      Her heart sank as she saw how glazed his eyes were, and caught the stench of his breath. He had been drinking more than wine. ‘You knew the sky was throwing something at us this nox,’ she accused. ‘Why would you be so irresponsible?’

      Ashiol laughed, and it was nothing like the laughter of Livilla. This was an empty sound. ‘I don’t need to be responsible any more, sweetling. That’s what you’re for.’

      Velody shoved him off her, and this time he did fall, sliding carelessly into a heap at the side of the street. ‘I should make you fight the sky anyway,’ she said, but they both knew she wouldn’t do that.

      The air turned even colder, and when she looked up she could see a silvery pattern beginning to spread over the greenish clouds. She had wasted enough time down here. ‘Macready, could you...’

      ‘Way ahead of you, lass,’ said the sentinel, tossing his brown cloak over Ashiol, and then hauling him to his feet with a grunt.

      ‘Don’t think I’m going to help,’ said Delphine.

      ‘My heart’s broken, for I was counting on your kindness,’ Macready shot back.

      Velody tuned them both out, her eyes on the flickering silver strands in the sky. They formed something like a cracked snowflake, all jagged shapes and brightness. Other shapes flitted in front of the clouds — creatures from her own Court. She was needed there.

      If Poet and Livilla could do it, why not?

      Velody soared into the sky without a care for who saw her go. Her skin was chill with the frosty air as she sped higher, into the unknown. Every battle was different, and she hadn’t seen spike patterns of ice like this before. She should learn everything she could about this new danger, but it was hard to clear her mind of her anger at Ashiol.

      What did he think he was doing? She knew he wanted her to be Power and Majesty so he wouldn’t have to, but she relied on him to be there, supporting her. There was still so much she didn’t know about being part of the Creature Court, and Ashiol was the only one she could trust with that vulnerability. Without him, she was truly on her own.

      The wind was freezing cold this high up, chilling her to the bone. Time to pay attention, before she got herself sliced to pieces. Velody gasped as ice blasted her from behind, showering her with tiny pellets that burned at her skin. She swiped them off, and felt another pair of hands helping her.

      ‘Careful, Majesty,’ said Priest, ever the polite seigneur. The large man, the only member of the Creature Court over forty, had not been at the street party with the other Lords, but he was here now. He dusted the last of the ice pellets from her back and hovered there beside her. ‘These nodules are harmless enough, as long as you don’t stay in contact too long. They’re attracted by animor, and if too many cling to you at once it can drain your powers.’

      ‘Good to know,’ Velody said, shivering in her thin dress. Animor usually heated her from within, but right now she couldn’t imagine ever feeling warm again. ‘What else do I need to look out for?’

      There was a cracking sound, and ice blossomed out of thin air. The sky splintered around them, and Warlord cried out nearby as white spikes burst through his chest. Velody saw his courtesi cluster to him, a cloud of cats and brocks and bats swirling around his agonised figure, but it was Livilla who blasted the ice spikes out of him, liquid heat pouring from her hands and through his ribs.

      Velody was certain that would have killed him, but Warlord shook it off. He seized one of the nearest brocks and bit hard into its body, taking enough blood from his courteso to return his strength. He kissed Livilla with his messy mouth before they flew their separate ways, hurling bursts of heat into the icy cracks in the fractured sky.

      ‘Mind the frostiels; they hurt like hells,’ Priest said in a grave voice. ‘Oh, and stay warm.’ He glowed white and Velody could feel a moment of heat rolling off him before he, too, plunged into the battle.

      Velody concentrated, summoning her animor with as much heat as she could manage. She called to mind the balmy days they had enjoyed this summer, of sunshine on the side of the Vittorine, bubbling onion soup and flatbread baking on hot bricks. Her nest of blankets and quilts tangled around her as she dreamed of Garnet and battles and little brown mice.

      When the sky broke into bursts of frostiels near her, Velody fought them back, forcing heat from her skin to seal every crack and chip. She ducked and wove, avoiding the stabbing spikes of ice.

      Every attack drained more warmth from her skin, and she fell back, the darkness and cold overwhelming her. She could hear that laughter again, and she was briefly confused, unsure which dead man was mocking her — Garnet or Dhynar.

      Oh, there was a potential source of heat. Anger. Velody flared up with it, letting all her resentment at what had been done to her flood through her entire body. Garnet stole her powers, prevented her from learning what she needed to defend the city against the sky, used Velody’s own animor to fuel his reign of terror over the Creature Court. He tricked her into giving up a part of herself.

      Dhynar had been so sure of her weakness, challenging her again and again, and ultimately destroyed himself, leaving her to deal with the guilt that she had not saved him, had not redeemed him, had not done enough...

      Ashiol threw her to the wolves and was deep in his cups while Velody and the rest of the Court risked their lives to keep Aufleur safe.

      Heat bloomed out of her skin, striking the nearest crack in the sky before it could shoot forth with frostiels or nodules. Velody’s animor was so fierce that the crack melted into nothingness, sealing the sky closed. She turned on the next and the next, animor whirling from her fingertips. Somewhere along the way her body shaped and reshaped, into chimaera and then mice and then Lord form again. The only thing unchanged was the fire and steam of her animor. The sky boiled around them, and was still.

      Finally, the last of the crack was sealed. The sky was silent and dark. Stars twinkled as if there had been no battle here this nox. Velody breathed, and no steam came from between her lips. She slowly became aware that everything hurt — her spine and ribs and skull — as if someone had been pounding her bones with a mallet. Somewhere along the way, she had lost her dress.

      They were all looking at her, the Lords and Court, hovering in an uneven circle around her, in their naked ‘people’ bodies. They seemed impressed. Some of them were wounded, their skin scratched and punctured in places by those spikes of ice. Livilla licked a smear of blood from a scrape on the back of her hand and gazed thoughtfully at Velody.

      Too late, Velody remembered her duties — to honour the Creature Court for their efforts. ‘You fought well,’ she said, finding her voice. Her throat ached as if she had been coughing up her lungs for hours.

      ‘I’m not entirely sure we needed to,’ said Poet slyly. He came forward, though, and she bestowed the ritual kiss of approval on him. Warlord was next, and Livilla and Priest, then each of their courtesi in turn.

      They looked at her as if she had done something marvellous, instead of losing control. Velody found herself shaking, and it was all she could do to hold back the tears. ‘You have earned your rest,’ she told them, and then left, sinking too fast from the sky, stumbling as her feet hit the crest of the Vittorine. She felt cobbles bruising her soles, but kept walking.

      She had no clothes, so she kept her animor blazing bright enough to light her way, and hoped it meant that any daylight folk awake this late would not see her, just as they had not seen Poet fly up from the middle of a busy street.

      Halfway down the street, she found Crane and Kelpie waiting for her, serious and expressionless, not filling the air with whimsical chatter as Macready might have. Thank the saints for sentinels. Crane held out his cloak to wrap around Velody and the gentle touch of his hands made her break down, as she could not have done in the sky with the Lords and Court around her. Velody leaned into his chest, inhaling the scent of his skin and his shirt, and sobbed quietly. There was an awkward pause, and then he gently patted her back.

      ‘Nest or house?’ Kelpie asked a little while later. ‘Home,’ Velody breathed, and let go of Crane.

      The party was over when they reached the street outside Velody’s house, though tables and empty cups and bowls were strewn around as if there had been a battle fought here too.

      ‘Do you need us for anything?’ Crane asked, but Velody just shook her head and let herself into the house, alone. She went up to her bedroom, and pulled herself under the nest of quilts and blankets without even unwinding Crane’s cloak from her shoulders. The blackness fell down around her, and she let it come.
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      DAYLIGHT

      Velody was still furious at Ashiol. She had not seen him since the street party, nor did she expect to — the Sacred Games were underway, and he would now be swept up in the circus of ceremonies and sacrifices with the Duchessa and her retinue.

      Part of her had expected an apology for his appalling behaviour, and when it did not come, she was surprised at how angry she was. The dark shadows were back, clouding her vision and making her hands shake.

      It worried her that she had lost control in that battle, allowing her animor to take over so completely. It made her power a force to be reckoned with, and certainly made an impression upon the rest of the Court, but Velody was used to measuring every step that she made.

      Sewing was an art of precision, of planning and counting and making. This was her skill. Knowing what to do, following the rules, creating something of beauty. Control.

      Take the waistcoat she was stitching for Priest Lord Pigeon. Men’s tailoring wasn’t a craft Velody had spent much time on in recent months, though she had outfitted whole troupes of male masks and mummers back when she made theatrical costumes for the local musettes. She knew how to shape and cut the fabric, how to fit the garment, and there was even room for a little creative flair, in the buttons and the embroideries. It was good, she knew that it was good. Once again, the work made the shadows go away.

      ‘And finished,’ she said now, as she bit off the thread. The little brown mice that lined the mantelpiece, gazing at her with beady eyes, did not react. She was not sorry for that — talking to animals was one thing, but there were not enough sewing projects in the world to help her cope with animals talking back.

      Velody wrapped the waistcoat in fine tissue and glanced in the direction of the mantelpiece. ‘One of you, send word to Priest. I request an audience with him when he wakes.’

      The Court mostly slept during the day, and Velody had taken to doing that too, after spending too long trying to juggle her nox and daylight roles. Mornings were for sleeping, afternoons for work, nox for the Power and Majesty.

      A sound in the kitchen startled her. Rhian was upstairs, so who —

      Why even ask? Velody’s powers were not as sharp in daylight, but she could extend her animor to the other room, opening herself up to recognise the presence of the intruder. Crane.

      Velody went to the doorway of the kitchen and looked at him. He was seventeen years old, the youngest of the sentinels, and unlike the rest of the Creature Court, strolled through life unaware of his beauty. When he turned his large eyes on her, it felt like they were the only two people in the world. He was nearly ten years younger than her, and Velody was pretty sure she could break his heart as easily as trimming an embroidery thread. Being Power and Majesty brought all kinds of responsibility into her hands, but this was one she did not want.

      ‘I have your cloak for you,’ she said.

      Crane nodded. ‘You weren’t planning to visit Priest alone, were you?’

      ‘You’re as protective as Macready,’ she accused.

      ‘Protecting you is our job,’ he said with that serene confidence of his. ‘You can’t push us away, or deny us. We breathe for you.’

      And that, right there, was why Velody refused to get emotionally entangled with a seventeen-year-old. ‘I don’t want anyone to breathe for me. I certainly don’t want anyone to be hurt for me. Not again.’

      She had almost died once before, at the beginning of all this, and Crane gave his blood to heal her. It was not right. It made her sick to her stomach — not only that she had swallowed his blood, but that he had offered it so willingly. As if he was less important than her.

      Yes, that was what Power and Majesty meant, she knew that, but it was a privilege she had no idea how to deal with.

      Crane blew out a breath, impatient with her. ‘You’re too smart for this, my Power. The Lords and Court might be acting like kittens at the moment, but it won’t last. They are playing you, and you need all the support you can to survive. The sentinels will not leave your back unguarded. Be sensible.’

      She shook her head, smiling despite herself. ‘You sound older than the rest of us when you speak like that.’

      Crane’s eyes flashed. ‘I took my man’s robe four years ago. I’m not a child.’

      Velody bit her tongue, and went to fetch his cloak for him. That delay was enough to stop her pointing out that she had taken her woman’s robe thirteen years ago, and to her he most definitely was a child — or at least far too young to be allowed to lecture her.

      ‘Shall we go?’ she suggested when she handed over the cloak.

      There were a thousand things she could say and do to make him leave her alone, but few of them were remotely fair, and in any case he would only return, dragging Macready and Kelpie with him to prove his point. Velody had a headache just thinking about it.

      Crane smiled as if she had given him a present. ‘As you wish, my Majesty.’

      The Arches, down below. The city beneath a city. It was supposed to be Velody’s power base, the heart of the Creature Court. But she had barely set foot down there, allowing Ashiol’s fear and the cautious attitude of the sentinels to sway her.

      No longer. Velody had to discover for herself what hold this place had over her, and the power that lived under her skin. (She had something to prove to the Court, too, but she was trying not to think about that.)

      She and Crane walked from the Vittorine to the Forum in the open air, and they found Priest waiting for them on the front steps of a cathedral. Velody had been here once before, at nox, climbing up through the structure to scream Poet’s name into the sky, but she had never stopped to look at the cathedral itself. It was a prominent building, close to the Curia and the other temples that she knew well. The cathedral had a high cupola, and blue glass windows. Higher up, white shapes glowed out of the glass: winged birds of all shapes and sizes. It was beautiful, despite appearing abandoned. In all of her years working market stalls in the Forum, Velody had never noticed that there was a cathedral with stained-glass birds in its windows. Had anyone noticed? Was this just one more thing that the daylight folk did not see?

      ‘It was built in honour of Tanaquil, mistress of birds,’ said Priest, bowing his head to her. ‘But if that fair saint disapproves of my theft of her sanctuary, she has never told me so.’

      ‘Does no one come to worship here?’ Velody managed.

      ‘Only my feathered friends.’ Priest hauled the heavy black door open, and a flock of sparrows burst out from the darkness inside. Crane was trailing closely behind, of course.

      The cathedral had no floor. This part, Velody remembered. They were at the top of a spiral staircase that led all the way down below. Odd light refracted through the mostly pristine stained-glass windows, though there were enough broken panes to let Priest and his courtesi out in bird form, should they wish.

      ‘The Arches, milady,’ said Priest with a flourish. ‘My own private entrance.’

      ‘I can see that,’ Velody said, choosing not to mention that she had been here before. It might be some dreadful breach of etiquette. She allowed him to lead the way down the staircase. ‘Couldn’t ordinary — daylight people just wander down here by accident?’ she asked.

      ‘They could, I suppose,’ said Priest, sounding amused. ‘It’s never happened. There is something about this particular cathedral that makes the daylight folk shudder, if they notice it at all. It precludes traditional worship.’

      Live birds lined the banisters and window frames, staring through beady little eyes. Velody felt strangely naked in the face of their gaze. She continued down into the nave at the lowest level of the cathedral. It was imposing and beautiful and horrible, all at once. There was stained glass here, too, though it was hard to see the patterns as there was no light. Who would put stained glass in an underground church? There was also a finely wrought ceremonial throne on a vaulted altar, and enough seating for a hundred courtesi.

      ‘I’ve seen daylight people walk past the cathedral above as if they couldn’t see it,’ said Crane.

      Yes, that made sense. Velody nodded to show she had heard him.

      ‘May I offer you refreshment, Lady Majesty?’ Priest asked.

      It was such a civilised offer, compared to the melodrama that accompanied every other encounter between Velody and the Creature Court. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘That would be lovely.’

      Priest drew her into a smaller cloister away from the grand nave and the sweeping staircase. This felt more normal, less like she was on display. Velody sat in a lavish tapestried armchair.

      Crane did not sit, despite her meaningful look at him, preferring to stand to attention near the doorway, where his swords were within easy reach. Velody took his silent point. She refused to allow him to tell her how to be a Power and Majesty; likewise she had to respect how he chose to perform his duty as a sentinel. Besides, she had to admit that she felt safer with him standing there. She could not — should never — forget who Priest was, and what power he could wield. He was the oldest of the Creature Lords, and surely that meant something.

      There was a touch of the kindly uncle about him. Not that Velody recalled any uncles of her own. Her memories of her childhood home — the city that had disappeared in the memories of all daylight denizens — were still patchy at best. She remembered the sisters she had shared a room with, though she had to work every time to remember each of their names. She would say them as a litany each morning — Amber, Thaya, Iris — to keep them lodged in her slippery memory. She remembered her papa’s bark at the beginning of the day, standing there up to his elbows in bread dough. She remembered the tired crease in the corner of her mam’s eyes.

      Only a market-nine ago, Velody had woken up remembering that she had a brother, and spent the whole day stopping every now and then and saying his name aloud, marvelling at how familiar it suddenly felt. Sage with his strong arms, giving animal rides to his little sisters, striding out to work the docks every morning. Later, a shadow of himself, drinking heavily and spending the household shilleins on powders to help him forget that his leg would never be the same after a rope frayed and a crate of sandstone fell, crushing him.

      There were still far too many gaps in her memory. She knew there had been an aunt, though she had no memory of her face or name. Perhaps there was also a rich uncle who stirred this response to Priest. Someone who paid for Velody’s expensive coach ticket to the larger city. That, or she merely wanted a reason to hope Priest was trustworthy; that one of the Creature Lords might be on her side. It was foolish of her. They had underestimated Dhynar Lord Ferax, because he was young and thoughtless in his cruelty and held none of the innate violent power of Ashiol, or Warlord, or Poet.

      Dhynar almost destroyed them all.

      Priest sat opposite her, beautifully dressed as usual. Today it was a suit of green velvet with a cream silk cravat, fastened with a glittering brooch. She could feel his animor filling the room, more heady than any perfume. ‘My Lady Power. To what do I owe the honour of this visit?’

      Velody had carried the box layered with tissue all the way from the Vittorine. ‘A gift for you, my Lord, in thanks for your honourable service,’ she said now. It was a payment of a promised bribe rather than a gift, but her words made it sound prettier.

      ‘Ahhh,’ said Priest, with the satisfied sigh of a man at the end of an excellent meal as he shook the waistcoat out of the tissue and examined it. Velody had done her best work, enjoying the tailoring, and pouring all her stress and confusion of the last few months into the embroidered accents. It was a fine, deep mulberry colour with purple and gold trim.

      ‘It is a fine garment, Majesty.’

      ‘Fit for a Lord,’ Velody said with a smile.

      He nodded, squeezing the fabric into his hands. ‘I can feel you in it. Your animor, pressed into every seam.’

      Ashiol had told her that once — that he could feel her power in her handiwork. Velody didn’t like the idea that her craft was influenced by what she still called ‘the Creature Court thing’ inside her head. But there was no denying that with the last two pieces in particular, something had flowed out of her and into the stitches as she worked. Even now, as Priest took the waistcoat into his arms, she felt lighter, as if a weight had been lifted from her lap.

      Priest clapped his hands, and a courtesa entered. She was dangerously thin, and wore what could only be described as formal livery — an embroidered white vest with soft black cotton trews and shirt sleeves underneath. The courtesa set down a tray before Velody and began pouring a complex chilled tisane from several vessels. Scents of lemon, mint and honey filled the room.

      ‘What is your name?’ Velody asked her. She knew so little about the courtesi, and this was as good a place to start as any.

      The courtesa glanced up in surprise at being addressed. ‘Damson, my Power.’

      Velody remembered her now; the gull courtesa who had been wounded first by Ashiol and then in skybattle. Priest had come close to losing her. ‘Are you recovered from your injuries?’

      A warm smile lit up the demme’s face. ‘Yes, my Power. My Lord took care of me.’

      Priest was good to his courtesi, then. Velody regarded him thoughtfully as Damson placed the glass into her hands.

      Resplendent in his green velvet suit, he spread his hands wide. ‘I shared a little of my strength to bring her back from the brink. How could I not? The loss of a courtesa is one of the deepest wounds a Lord can feel.’

      Interesting. Velody thought of Poet, who had lost a courteso recently. He did not seem to have taken it badly, but how could you tell what was going on inside Poet’s head? He was all act and artifice.

      A second courtesa entered, wearing the same black and white uniform as Damson. This one carried a plate of savoury dainties.

      Velody took a tiny pastry stuffed with white cheese and herbs and bit into it. Delicious. ‘You have been in the Creature Court so much longer than everyone else,’ she observed, licking crumbs from her lower lip. ‘You must have seen some changes in your time here.’

      ‘None so dramatic as recent events, Lady Majesty,’ said Priest with a sly grin. The third courtesa entered with a tray of sweetmeats and sticky cakes. Once Velody made her selection, the courtesa placed the tray close to Priest’s elbow. ‘Sadly I have no particular wisdom to impart on that score. I had twoscore years beneath my belt when I first set foot in Aufleur. Our Ashiol has been here longer than I, as have our Lords of Rat and Wolf.’

      Forty. Priest had come here at forty years old. Where had he been before that? ‘You were already a Lord then?’ Velody asked.

      ‘Aye, I belonged to the Clockwork Court in Bazeppe once, in my youth,’ he said, referring to the capital city of the duchy of Silano, far to the south. ‘They had what you might call a surfeit of Lords, and I had no fondness for the politics they played. I travelled for several years and stopped in here on my way home — out of curiosity more than anything. Aufleur welcomed me with open arms, and who am I to deny such good fortune? Ortheus was a seigneur after my own heart. I made a home here.’

      Velody had not given much thought to the other Courts, though of course they must exist. There had been one in Tierce, before it fell. She wanted to ask if there was any contact with Bazeppe now. Should there not be ambassadors between them? Ways of sharing information on the best ways to fight the sky? Or was it like the Creature Court itself: everyone so much of a danger to everyone else that they never got anything done? ‘And Garnet?’ she could not help but ask. ‘Was his rule to your tastes?’

      ‘Garnet was a lad with much to learn,’ Priest said with a comfortable shrug, taking a violet cream from his tray. ‘We got along right enough. I’m an old man, Lady Power — by Court standards, in any case. I’m not one for rebellion and petty politics. As long as I have my demoiselles, a full stomach and a sky to fight, I’m a happy man.’ He eyed her empty glass. ‘Would you like another? Or is there some boon I can provide for you, as my honoured guest?’

      Velody took a deep breath. ‘Show me where Garnet lived. Please. I’d like to see it.’

      Priest paused, as if mulling over whatever secrets her voice had betrayed, and then bowed his head. ‘As you wish, Lady Majesty.’
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      Velody ignored Crane’s disapproval as best she could. If she couldn’t see the judgement in his eyes, she would not have to deal with it — and would not have to remind him yet again who was in charge around here.

      They trailed through dank tunnels until the roof opened up into a wide concreted space, with a deep drain running through it. The walls were daubed with vivid images of the Creature Court themselves — warriors and animals fighting the sky. The murals were splendidly done, worthy of a temple ceiling or a Palazzo wall, and Velody could not help wondering who had painted them.

      ‘The Haymarket,’ said Priest. ‘Centre of merchant activity and the storage of supplies, back when all of Aufleur were packed down here like rats.’

      Velody had known this underground ruin was a functional city once, in the days before the skybattles were hidden from the daylight folk, but she had never thought about the practicalities of it — of merchants and food storage and other such everyday concerns. ‘Garnet lived here?’ she asked.

      ‘This is the closest thing we have to a Palazzo,’ Priest said cheerfully. ‘All the Powers and Majesties have used this as a centre of power.’

      Velody had never set foot here before today. ‘Am I supposed to do the same?’ she asked, forgetting that she was with Priest and not Ashiol — she should not be letting her uncertainties show so obviously.

      ‘If it is your will,’ said an acid female voice.

      Velody looked up. If she did not know Livilla’s Lord form was a wolf, she might have guessed cat. There was something about the watchful wickedness of the demme’s eyes, the way she held herself.

      Livilla posed at the top of a metal staircase. Her gown was short and all red bead fringe. With her harsh bob of black hair and chalk pale skin, she looked like a sketched fashion plate in the middle pages of a newspaper.

      Not for the first time, Velody wondered where Livilla acquired her outfits. I shouldn’t be the leader of this patchwork army, I should be their tailor. I’d put her in emerald green and silver; hang pearl strands off that neck of hers until they brushed her ankles. ‘You live here?’ she asked instead.

      ‘I belonged to Garnet,’ said Livilla, descending the stairs with a swooping grace. ‘More than most. I lived in his rooms. My rooms, now.’

      There was a challenge in her eyes, and in the strut of her walk. Velody lifted her chin, letting the animor bubble up in her blood. She could take Livilla. They both knew it.

      Two lads appeared at the top of the stairs. Velody had done her best to learn who the Court were as well as the Lords, and she knew the names of these two though little else about them. The taller, older of the two was called Janvier, and he was a raven. He had black hair, and light brown skin. He wore feathers in his long braided hair, and a pair of ridiculously tight trews. His chest was bare. Either he put himself on display for Livilla’s benefit, or he was part of her show. Velody suspected the latter. Livilla was certainly the type to select outfits for her courtesi and demand they primp their hair and fingernails before they set foot in public.

      The other boy, Seonard, was younger and more defensive. Hair fell in his eyes, making it hard for Velody to judge his age, but she suspected he was at least a couple of years younger than Crane, if not more. He should be working an apprenticeship somewhere, or celebrating his man’s tunic with his family like young Giuno. Not this.

      The Creature Court offered a shadowy semblance of a life. Velody could see that now. Was she wrong for not escaping the city when she had a chance?

      ‘It would not be much of a fight, should you wish to put her in her place, Lady Majesty,’ said Priest, sounding amused at the possibility.

      Livilla’s head arched towards him. ‘You’re the new favourite, are you, old man? Ashiol will be heartbroken that he lost his position.’

      ‘I don’t have to put anyone in their place,’ said Velody. ‘We are all friends here. Allies. Our job is to protect this city from the sky. There is no place for petty rivalries.’ She was going to make something of the Court. Something better than what it was. The first step was to rebuild them as a team rather than a tangled mess of rivals and enemies.

      There was a short, strangled pause, and then Livilla started to laugh. Priest joined in with a deep, meaty sound.

      ‘She’s precious,’ said Livilla. ‘Don’t you think?’

      ‘There are worse vices than idealism,’ said Priest, still chuckling.

      ‘So glad I amuse you,’ Velody said sharply. ‘Livilla, I believe you had a question to ask, about your accommodation.’

      There went that chin again, pointy with entitlement. ‘Did I?’ asked Livilla Lord Wolf, her voice utterly disdainful.

      Moving from mortal shape to Lord form was no longer even a matter of thought. Velody made it happen, as naturally as breathing. She stood tall and straight, her skin gleaming with power. She could feel her blood sing. ‘You were going to ask my permission to keep your rooms,’ she said.

      Livilla tossed her head. ‘You would have me beg on my knees? I would rather die than lower myself to such an indignity.’

      Saints and angels, it was as bad as talking to Delphine. ‘I didn’t suggest that you beg,’ said Velody. ‘Yet.’

      Livilla stepped from the staircase and walked slowly towards Velody, her hips swinging. The red beads of her dress shimmered in the lamplight. ‘Tell me who killed Dhynar Lord Ferax, and I shall surrender my rooms to you.’

      Velody smiled thinly. ‘Dhynar fell in his attempt to betray and kill his Power and Majesty. It does not matter who wielded the blade; it was done in service to me. And I do not want your rooms, Livilla. I want the fealty you pledged to me on the third day of the Floralia. I want you to keep your word.’

      ‘I have never disobeyed you,’ the Wolf Lord said, baring her teeth in a snarl.

      ‘Ask me for your rooms,’ Velody said calmly. ‘That is a direct order. Ask, or I shall take them from you, and more than that — I will take you apart. Chances are I’ll have to do it to one of you at some stage, to prove that I am a worthy Power and Majesty. I might as well choose the first to rebel, the first to speak to me as if I were a maidservant.’

      Velody’s animor pulsed with frustration. These people confounded her. Why couldn’t they be sensible? Why couldn’t they accept that they had a job to do and get on with it, without all the silly blood and ritual and politics?

      She would play the game if she must, but it made her skin itch. Changes had to be made.

      ‘They said you were soft,’ said Livilla, a smile taking over her face. ‘I don’t know what you are.’

      A bloody good liar, Velody thought, loud enough to scream. ‘I am Velody. I am the Power and Majesty that you swore fealty to. Would you be forsworn, as Dhynar was forsworn? Would you walk the streets in pain and corruption, a tortured soul doomed to destroy everything she touches?’

      ‘That fate would only befall me if I died forsworn,’ Livilla breathed. She was enjoying this, damn her. Her eyes sparkled, her breasts heaved under the stupidly skimpy frock. What the saints was holding those beads up?

      ‘If you raise a hand against me and break the oaths you swore,’ Velody said quietly, ‘I will strike you down in an instant. I proved with Dhynar that I could conquer a street shade. I would risk it again, if I had to.’

      ‘Such fire, from a little mouse,’ said Livilla, and deliberately licked her lips.

      Velody sincerely regretted that hitting the other demme over the head with a brick would be such bad politics. ‘Make your decision, Livilla Lord Wolf. Fast.’

      ‘Don’t be rash in this, Lord Wolf,’ said Priest with a smirk. ‘You never did stand up to our last Power and Majesty, did you? Don’t think this one will let you trade for your indiscretions by spreading your legs.’

      Livilla’s eyes flashed angrily. ‘Garnet loved me!’

      ‘Aye, perhaps he did,’ said Priest with a hint of wistfulness. ‘But you’ve no idea how to handle a Power and Majesty who has no love for you, who doesn’t indulge your whims as our Garnet did. Look deeply into the face of this one. She’s not impressed with your amateur dramatics.’

      ‘Thank you, Lord Pigeon,’ said Velody, taking back control of the conversation. ‘I hardly need an interpreter.’

      Livilla’s perfect cosmeticked heart of a mouth twitched slightly. ‘You won’t hurt me, Velody of the Vittorine. You challenged your precious Ashiol because he gouged out Poet’s stomach to prove a point. You’re against wanton acts of violence.’

      ‘So I am,’ Velody said calmly. ‘But apparently wanton acts of violence are the only way to make you people listen.’ She had to be prepared to hurt Livilla, to win this fight, however much she hated it. She was going to remake this Court, one stitch at a time, so that none of this posturing was necessary. But to make that happen, she had to be prepared to be the kind of Power and Majesty they recognised.

      She formed a blade in her mind, sharp and vicious. She could do this. She filled her head with the image of slicing Livilla open, neck to belly, destroying that gorgeous sheath of red beading.

      At least the dress wasn’t white.

      Velody held Livilla’s gaze, showing her exactly what it was she was capable of doing, what she intended to do. Everything.

      ‘You won’t,’ breathed Livilla. ‘You’re too nice.’ She said ‘nice’ as if it was something sour on her tongue. ‘Saint Velody.’

      ‘Is that what you all call me?’ said Velody, and gave a short laugh. ‘Oh, you got that wrong.’

      Blood, she couldn’t do blood, not yet. Vomiting might damage her dignity in their eyes. It would have to be pain. Velody hurled her animor at Livilla, Lord Wolf, in a thousand agonising needles, and hated herself for it.

      Livilla crumpled like a pierrot puppet with her strings cut. She made no sound as she fell.

      ‘Once again,’ said Velody. ‘Is there anything you have to ask me?’

      Livilla lifted her face, eyes wide and rimmed with tears. A nice touch, beautifully staged even through the pain. She opened her mouth, and no sound came out.

      The two courtesi both tensed, ready to leap to Livilla’s defence, but Velody turned her gaze on them, sharp and challenging. ‘No,’ she said.

      The taller one, Janvier, placed a hand on the arm of the younger, Seonard, who was about to explode in frustration.

      ‘Try harder,’ Velody suggested to Livilla, not letting up the pain.

      Livilla pressed her lips together, smearing her cosmetick. Slowly she rose, with great effort, knuckles white, body taut and defensive. She lifted her chin and stared at Velody in defiance. ‘Power and Majesty,’ she said, haughtier than any Duchessa. ‘May I please retain the rooms I shared with Garnet, for as long as you reign?’

      ‘Yes you may,’ Velody said, not wanting to draw this out now that Livilla had capitulated. She turned away as if this scene no longer held any interest for her. ‘Priest, let us return to your nave for more refreshment.’

      ‘As you wish, my Lady Power,’ he replied with a bow.

      ‘Excellent.’ Velody walked away, her steps muffled on the concrete floor. She held her head high, pretending that she did not feel Livilla’s eyes bore hatefully into her back. Velody had made an enemy instead of an ally today, but since when was that anything new?
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      ‘You did well,’ Crane admitted later, once they were in the city above, making their way back to Via Silviana.

      ‘Better than you feared?’ Velody asked. The light was fading from the sky already. Nox came all over again, as it always did. She had felt a brief glow of triumph for what she had wrought with Livilla, but now the darkness was back, wrapping around her like a cloud; it was all she could do to hold herself upright, not to hurl herself at Crane again and sob her heart out.

      There had to be hope that she could change all this, that she wouldn’t have to be monstrous every time she wanted something from one of the Court. But where to begin? With Ashiol pouring himself into a bottle to escape them all, she had only the sentinels to help her decide what to do, and how to behave.

      ‘Better than I hoped.’ Crane sounded so serious. ‘But if Warlord had been there, you wouldn’t have taken Livilla so easily.’

      ‘Warlord and I have an understanding,’ said Velody.

      ‘His loyalty to Livilla is longer and older than any promises he makes to you.’

      ‘Thank you,’ she said, laying her hand on his arm. Even this brief touch made the dark thoughts lift off her, for a moment. ‘I mean it. You work so hard, all of you, to keep me upright. To support me. I do appreciate it.’

      Crane regarded her warily, as if he was waiting for the ‘but’. ‘It’s what we’re here for,’ he said finally.

      ‘I appreciate that, too.’ Velody almost laughed at the look on his face. ‘Is it so unusual, to be thanked for doing your job?’

      ‘I thought you were angry at me.’

      ‘Not right this second.’

      He smiled then, as honest and true as if there were a lantern shining out from his face. Oh, saints and angels.

      ‘You should get some sleep,’ Velody said firmly when they reached her kitchen door.

      Crane looked as if he was about to argue, then he bowed his head with a small smile. Obedient. We’ll see how long that lasts.

      Velody waited in the yard after he closed the gate behind him, until she could no longer feel his proximity heating her skin. Then she reached for a foothold there, a handhold here, and clambered up the side of her building to reach the roof. It was calm up here, and cool, and as good a place as any to arrange her cluttered thoughts. Velody lay on her back, the rough pattern of clay tiles digging into her spine.

      The stars began to appear, one by one, as the sky gave way to nox. Nothing rained down upon them; not yet, in any case. Velody stared at her hand, making it glow brightly enough with animor that she could see every crease and callous, even the small scar from the time a knife had slipped when she was cutting cabbage. It was her, entirely her. And yet...

      She shaped her thumb into a small, brown mouse. Its nose quivered, tickling her other fingers. She snapped back into herself, and the fur was gone. Just her ordinary thumb, same as ever.

      Her body shuddered, from neck to ankle. She wanted to run in all directions at once. Wanted... something.

      She flicked her thumb back into mouse shape, and let the mouse pull entirely free of her skin. It ran down her body, sniffing, and hovered near her stomach. Huh. Velody hadn’t thought about that before. If she could control her mass, she could change her own human body shape, surely. Flatten the slight swell of her stomach, take an inch or two off her thighs. Delphine’s dresses would hang better on her, when she borrowed them.

      But, no. If something happened to some of her mouse shapes, Velody might need those curves. To make new thumbs, or something.

      The skin on her hand was smooth where her thumb used to be. She called the mouse back, and took him into herself again, then moved her thumb back and forth.

      Odd. She felt the presence of the wolf before it leaped from the baker’s roof to her own. She stared at it. Not Livilla, she was certain. There was nothing of the Lord about this creature. But neither was it an ordinary wolf.

      Velody reached out, pushing her animor against him. ‘Change.’

      He stepped back once, twice, his paws scrabbling for a hold on the tiles.

      ‘Change,’ Velody said again, and gave him a harder shove with her animor.

      He shaped himself all at once, and sprawled on the roof: it was Seonard, the younger of Livilla’s boys, all scowl and too-long hair. ‘You oughtn’t of done that,’ he muttered.

      ‘It’s my roof,’ she said calmly.

      ‘Don’t care about me,’ he said, scratching the back of his head. ‘You oughtn’t of treated my Lord like that.’

      ‘Did Livilla send you to me?’ But she knew the answer to that already, from the shifty expression on his face. ‘Your Lord swore fealty to me, Seonard. I deserve her loyalty, just as she deserves yours.’

      ‘You’re just some demme,’ he protested.

      ‘Your Lord is ‘some demme’ too.’

      That made him angrier. ‘Wash yer mouth out! She’s a lady!’

      Oh, don’t laugh, don’t laugh.

      ‘What do you want from me?’ Velody asked him.

      The boy gave a shrug that seemed to encompass the whole world.

      ‘I have no problem with Lord Livilla, as long as she holds to her oath,’ Velody offered as a compromise that might allow him to retreat with some dignity. She had no wish to fight this boy and send him home bleeding to his mistress.

      Seonard shrugged again, and made no sign of moving. He was worse than Crane for brooding silences.

      ‘How long have you been in the Creature Court?’ Velody asked finally. If she was to share the roof with him, she might as well get some useful information out of it.

      Seonard lifted one shoulder, no longer bothering to even shrug properly. ‘Couple a years.’

      She had so many questions, though no reason to think he would answer them. Why would a child choose this life? Had it chosen him? Why Livilla, of all of them. Why did he think she was the one who could best offer him protection? This close, she wasn’t even sure if he was old enough for his man’s robe.

      ‘Do you like it?’ Velody asked instead, feeling ridiculous, like one of the formal patrons who had sometimes visited the Apprentice House, displaying as much knowledge about seams and hems as could fit on the head of a pin, but always being terribly polite about it.

      To her surprise, Seonard gave her a wicked grin. ‘Course I do. Nothing better, is there?’

      ‘Nothing?’

      ‘We’re fighting the sky, aye? No one else gets to do that, just us, and we’re rubies at it! Like chasing bolts of warlight across the sky, bam, wham, and bloodstars... you know they make this popping sound if you wrap animor around them, like in your hand? And iceblades, ha, if you blast them just right, they shatter into patterns. It’s rubies, isn’t it?’

      Velody just stared at him. He looked so fiercely excited, like a child with a heap of Saturnalia parcels in front of him, and a mouth full of sugared raisins. ‘Best job in the world,’ she repeated.

      Seonard nodded enthusiastically. ‘Aye, course it is.’ He paused, and when he spoke again it was in such a low mutter that she almost missed it. ‘Wanted to say thanks.’

      ‘To me?’

      ‘You could have turfed my Lord out on her ear. Any other Power and Majesty would have done it, I reckon. You let her keep her pride when you didn’t hafta.’

      ‘I don’t have anything against Livilla,’ said Velody, which was almost entirely true. ‘We’re all on the same side.’

      ‘Reckon we are,’ said Seonard, as if he hadn’t thought of it that way before. ‘Aye, I’m off then.’ He sat up straight. ‘You try it, next battle. Hold the bloodstars in your hand and push the animor at them. They pop like sausages!’ He laughed once, and then shaped himself into the altogether more sombre figure of the wolf. He trotted to the edge of the roof and leaped off.

      Velody sat there for some time after he had gone. ‘Like sausages,’ she repeated in a murmur. She never would entirely understand the Creature Court.

      Darkness fell more solidly around her, and there would be no battle this nox; she was sure of that now.

      Still, she felt that shiver of a premonition she had spoken of with Ashiol days ago. She could not get over the thought that something was coming, something bigger and badder than she had seen before.

      When Velody looked down at her hands, that spidery pattern was back, violently dark against her very pale skin. She felt a crushing weight on her chest, the air itself squeezing tighter around her.

      Work, that was what she had to do. She would go below and finish the trim of the dress for the Duchessa, and when her needle finally stopped moving, she would feel better. More human. More herself.

      Perhaps by the time morning came, she would be able to sleep without dreaming of dead men.
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COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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