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        May I be so bold as to admit I only half live on the nights I do not see you? And in the days, when we are always apart, I wonder where you might be and with whom. Who is so lucky to see your face in the sunlight?

      

      

      
        
        —from a letter addressed to Lord Silver

      

      

      Jack tore through his room, tossing boots and breeches. His pillows and clothes. But no matter where he looked, be it under the bed or in his wardrobe, he couldn’t find the silver piece.

      He checked the time. If he did not hurry, he was going to be late.

      He lifted his frock coat from the floor and checked the pockets.

      His probing fingernails scraped the edge of something and stopped.

      There.

      He pulled out the coin and held it up to the light. One side glinted with a rearing cobra, the other the mischievous smile of a cat.

      “Finally. You little bastard.”

      He admired the coin for a moment, enjoying the way the light played over its etchings. It was no bigger than four centimeters across, but it had a surprising heft.

      With a flourish of his hand, the coin disappeared as if into thin air.

      In a way, it had done just that.

      One look at his room gave Jack pause. It was a wreck, but he had no time to tidy it now.

      Instead, he grabbed another, cleaner frock off the back of the plum-colored chaise and closed the door behind him.

      He hadn’t made it halfway down the stairs before he caught sight of his mother in the foyer. She wore one of her afternoon dresses, her brunette waves pinned up off her neck, revealing a long tan throat. The bare skin drew attention to the pearl earrings she wore.

      He’d gifted her the earrings for her last birthday and was glad to see that she favored them.

      “Good evening, Mother.”

      “Good evening, dearest. Your father wants to see you in his study.”

      “Can’t,” Jack replied, arriving at the door. Unfortunately, the footman handing her the mail was blocking his exit. “Tell him I’m going out.”

      A hand went to the lace of her collar. “He said it’s important.”

      “Can’t you just⁠—”

      “He insists. If you don’t go see him, he might put you under house arrest again.”

      The last time Jack had been placed under house arrest, it had been the longest, dullest, most excruciating three weeks of his life. This was especially true after his father had caught Lord Pickerington’s youngest son climbing over the balcony’s stone ledge.

      Naked.

      Before the young man lost his grip altogether and fell into his mother’s fuchsia shrubs, his bare arse in full view of the morning’s breakfast party.

      After this, his father had the garden patrolled, and Jack’s windows watched day and night, for weeks.

      Under such restrictions, it was a wonder how Jack had managed to keep his skin on his body.

      Of course, his father had delivered far worse punishments than house arrest.

      His mother placed a hand on his arm. “I’m sure it won’t take long. He’s quite busy. And your father always gets to the point quickly, doesn’t he?”

      “The point of a blade?” Jack wondered aloud. Because once, after accepting such a summons to his father’s study, the conversation had ended with a knife pressed to his throat.

      True, Jack had been a little drunk and more than a little insolent, but still, he’d thought the conversation had escalated rather absurdly.

      “That was only once,” his mother said.

      “It only takes once.”

      “He loves you,” she said, and brushed the black curls off his forehead. Her hands smelled of lilac. “He just has a hard time showing it.”

      Jack said nothing to this.

      Her soft brown eyes searched his face. Then she pulled back her hand. “Where are you going in such a hurry anyway?”

      And that settled it. He would no sooner tell his mother where he was heading than step into a pit of vipers. Besides, even if he was twenty minutes late, that might be considered fashionable, as if he couldn’t quite be bothered to show up.

      Let Lord Silver wonder where I am.

      Such nonchalance would hide the desperate eagerness consuming him from the inside out.

      “To the baron’s study, of course.” He kissed her cheek and sprinted off for the adjacent corridor before she could ask any more questions.

      His footsteps rang through the hall. At a large wooden door, he stopped, raised his fist to knock. Before he could, a voice called out.

      “Come in.”

      Jack twisted the gold handle and stepped into his father’s study.

      It was darker on this side of the house. Less cheerful than his rooms upstairs.

      His father’s pale face was pinched in concentration as he regarded several papers spread over the desktop. The ruby stone bearing the family’s crest glinted on his finger as he lifted a page and turned it over.

      Behind him, bookcases with dusty, unopened volumes stretched from floor to ceiling.

      As if he even reads, Jack thought bitterly. As a child, Jack had loved to read, but every time he’d found some corner in which to curl up, his father would ruin it.

      Go riding. Go hunting. Feed the dogs. For the Lord’s sake, do anything but lie around like that.

      “Jacinth, please take a seat,” his father said without looking up.

      Of course it was Jacinth and not Jack. His father never used his pet name. His mother, his sister, Nanny, all of his friends—even the staff—everyone called him Jack.

      But to his father, the Baron Siran, he was always Jacinth.

      Jack sank into the plush armchair, crossing one knee over the other and clasping it with his hands. His father continued to read the papers with great interest.

      As the large standing clock ticked, its pendulum marking each passing moment, Jack’s patience thinned.

      Finally, he said, “If this is a bad time, Father, I could⁠—”

      “No.” He looked up from the page, letting it fall flat against the desktop. He laced his fingers on top of it. “This is urgent.”

      I could hardly tell.

      “What’s happened?” Jack asked.

      “You’re engaged. I offer my congratulations.”

      Something tightened in Jack’s chest, his vest squeezing like a belt across his ribs.

      “I’m what?” Jack wondered if he’d heard him correctly. He’d had quite a bit to drink the night before and very little sleep. “What did you say?”

      His father’s blue eyes finally met his. “You’re engaged. Congratulations.”

      A tight, panicked little laugh escaped Jack. “And to whom might I be engaged?”

      Because while he had certainly had more than a few lovers, he could not recall making any such promises. In fact, he was barely twenty-two and thought marriage was a deplorable and sad state of affairs in which two people who barely got on formed a political or financial alliance in order to elevate one another.

      No. Even if he had been drunk, he would never have made such a stupid offer.

      Unless—

      “Oh dear God,” he began, a hand on his vest. “Did I⁠—”

      He couldn’t bring himself to say sire someone. But that was certainly what he was thinking. He’d gone and made some young lady pregnant, and now her family was demanding satisfaction.

      At this point, his father took pity on him. “You’re engaged to Lady Clara Nightingale, daughter of Count Nightingale.”

      “No.” Jack frowned, his hand falling to his knee again. “No, I’m fairly certain I haven’t met her. I couldn’t have⁠—”

      “I’ve arranged this,” his father added.

      “You’ve what?” Jack’s voice cracked. Both of his feet hit the floor.

      “I’ve arranged this marriage for you. It’s a very good match. She’s beautiful. She’s well connected and very accomplished. She’s been bred very well. All of her family have an excellent pedigree.”

      Pedigree.

      “Forgive me, but are we talking about a lady or a horse?”

      “Jacinth.”

      “I don’t want to get married.”

      “You don’t have to love her.”

      “You’re such a romantic.”

      His father’s expression darkened. “I don’t think you understand the gravity of your situation.”

      “Oh, I understand marriage is very grave indeed,” Jack said. “A grave mistake. It’s made no one I’ve ever met happy.”

      His father’s jaw clenched, color filling his cheeks.

      Now I’ve done it. I’ll be lucky if I even make it to the inn tonight.

      Jack’s eyes flicked to the clock, and seeing how quickly time was slipping away from him, he decided to keep his mouth shut going forward. Whatever his father wanted to say, he would say it.

      If it came to blows, as it sometimes did, he would let his father have those as well.

      His father twisted the sigil ring on his pinky finger. Never a good sign.

      “You sleep in my house. You eat my food. You spend my money. And what do I get for it? A respectable son? No. An honorable son who makes me proud? Not by half. You barely completed your apprenticeship beneath the viscount⁠—”

      Oh, if only you knew how often I was beneath him. A delicious memory shivered through Jack’s mind.

      “—and your understanding of business is so dismal I would sooner leave my accounts to your sister than let you touch them.”

      “You should. She’ll triple your fortunes.”

      “She’s a woman.”

      “She’s brilliant,” Jack said, his insides churning. It was certainly going to come to blows again if this man insulted Selina. “She’s smarter than all of us.”

      “She hoards trash in her room and spends all her time sneaking about. I’ll be lucky if I can find a blacksmith to take her. You, at least, have my looks and my name. Fortunately, that was enough for the count. What I ever did to be saddled with such children, heaven knows.”

      “She may get on with the blacksmith,” Jack said. She’ll have stolen all his tools by the end of the week. “Perhaps he has a sister. You can sell us off as a pair.”

      “Jacinth, you will marry Lady Clara as soon as humanly possible, and then you’ll be out of this house.”

      “A silver lining.”

      “As soon as you’re wed, I’ll send you to our estate in Terrytown.”

      “Terrytown! That shithole!”

      “Don’t be dramatic. It will be your barony one day. The people should know you.”

      “There is nothing there.”

      “Your wife will be there. And your work.”

      “What work?”

      “The work I give you.”

      “We have half a dozen houses in town,” Jack said. “Why can’t I live in any one of those?”

      At least then I wouldn’t have to give up the one thing I care about.

      “Gifting you a country estate, thousands of acres, and a vineyard is more generosity than you deserve from me. Until you prove to me you can act like a man, you will remain in Terrytown. Run the vineyard. Build rapport with our people. Make an heir or three while you’re at it.”

      “Father, please. Be reasonable. You can’t possibly expect me to⁠—”

      “I do expect it!” His father stood and slammed his palms into the top of his desk. His voice was so loud that it made Jack’s ears ring.

      “You will do this or I will banish you from this house without a cent to your name. I won’t have you under my roof a moment longer. If it were only the drinking, the partying, the lovers, I could bear it. You are still young. You have a careless streak. Fine. But the utter humiliation of a conjurer under my roof⁠—”

      Jack’s breath hitched. “A conjurer? What makes you think I can do magic?”

      How could he know? How could he? The only ones who knew were his friends and his sister, Selina. None of them would betray him.

      “Is that what this whole marriage thing is about?” Jack asked. He tried to seem casual, almost relieved. He put on his best this-is-just-a-big-misunderstanding smile. “If that’s all it is then you’re mistaken.”

      “I saw you!” his father hissed. His face turned red with the effort. “I saw you with my own eyes. In the street behind Everdeen’s the day before last.”

      The street behind Everdeen’s?

      The very thought of the stuffy little bookshop with its cramped shelves brought the smell of dusty linen and aged paper to mind. It was Selina who had sent him. Father never let her buy books or browse. When she needed something, she sent Jack to go and fetch it for her. He always did.

      But it wasn’t secretly supplying his sister with books that was the offense.

      No, it was what had happened after. On the street outside.

      A little girl had been sitting on the muddy corner with a bloody knee. Jack asked her what had happened, and she told him a woeful tale about an older boy who pushed her down and took the basket of flowers she’d been trying to sell.

      Jack did two bits of magic to cheer her up.

      With the first wave of his hand, he threw a glamour over her knee. It erased the wound as if it had never been there at all.

      Then, with another little flourish of his wrist, he’d produced a coin for her. Enough to buy ten bushels of flowers if she wanted to.

      With a smile, she’d run down the cobblestone streets away from him, laughing.

      “If you saw me, then you must’ve been coming out of Simone’s brothel,” Jack said coolly. “That’s the only reason you ever visit that part of town.”

      His father ignored this.

      “Magic will not be tolerated in this house. Those—those lowlifes spend all their time making ridiculous little lights and cheap displays for petty amusements while the rest of us are left with the hard work of living. Who built this great city? These large houses?”

      Not you, Jack thought bitterly. You’ve never lifted so much as a rock with those hands.

      “Men who actually work. Men who live in the real world, and not some fruitless fantasy. I will not watch you waste your life and your talents. Do you have any idea how much I’ve invested in you? Any at all? And look how you spend your time. You should be in the warehouses with me or bent over our accounting books. Now I’ve come to find out it’s because you’re in those dens doing God knows what. Tell me no one has seen your face.”

      “Better a brothel than a den, is it? I’ve not yet been, but give me your schedule, Father, so we don’t visit on the same day.”

      Lord Siran came around the desk and slapped him.

      The ring split open his cheek. He felt the blood well up in the cut.

      “Tell me no one has seen you!” The baron shook Jack with both hands. “Tell me you haven’t been so stupid as to let anyone know what you are.”

      What you are.

      Slowly, Jack said, “No one has seen my face. We all wear masks.”

      Lord Siran released him. “You won’t go again. I cannot take the chance—” He grimaced, took a breath, and then said, “Rumors are dangerous. No one can know.”

      What you are.

      Jack understood, the way everyone in town understood, that the ability to do magic wasn’t something to be proud of. Many believed it meant demon blood was in the veins, that someone down the line had made a pact and that evil was now showing itself through abnormal offspring. Others believed that the conjurers themselves must’ve made a deal with a demon for the magic they possessed.

      “Your friends. Albert and the others. Are they the same as you?”

      “No,” Jack said, perhaps too quickly.

      “They’re lazy and unskilled for no reason at all then. A shame.”

      Magic sparked along Jack’s skin. He wanted to strike out, hurt him.

      Don’t, his mind begged. Don’t give him any ammunition. You’ll only make this worse.

      “But they know about you?”

      “Yes.” Jack saw no point in lying about this.

      His father returned to his seat, composing himself. After a long pause, he said, “You will get married. You will sort yourself out in Terrytown or I will make you as miserable as I possibly can.”

      You already do.

      “The Lady Clara will be here for tea tomorrow. You will take tea with your mother. Dress well. Do not be drunk and do not disappoint me. If you do, you’ll find your room and accounts emptied and not so much as a trunk of trousers to your name. Do I make myself clear?”

      “Yes, sir,” Jack breathed.

      “Good.” His father looked completely at ease now. If not for the sting of his cheek, Jack could’ve been fooled into thinking he’d never been struck at all. “You’re dismissed.”

      Without a word, Jack rose from his seat and hurried for the door, his jaw working furiously. The heat and blood pounding in his temples were nearly unbearable.

      No sooner had he stepped into the hallway than he was practically running for the front door.

      His mother was still in the foyer, trying to look as if the vase of orchids really needed her attention. She’d been lingering, hoping to catch him. He knew this at first glance, and a pang of betrayal ran through him.

      “Did you know?” he asked, without slowing his stride.

      Her face pinched. “Know what? Your face!”

      “Madeleine!” his father called behind him. “Come here for a moment.”

      He knew by her expression that she hadn’t known about the engagement. She was about to find out, the same as him. The bitterness ebbed. He still had his mother then. At least one ally in all of this.

      Terrytown. Leaving behind the city he loved. His friends.

      Lord Silver.

      Tears pricked his eyes as Jack stepped through the large doors that the footmen held open for him.

      The whinny of horses and churning of wagon wheels rose to greet him. While the back of the house had lush private grounds, the front of Ansley Hall connected almost directly with the street and all its traffic.

      The air was cooling, dampening the sting of his cheek. He was surprised to see that his stallion, Starlight, had already been brought around. The groom, Mr. Darby, held the reins.

      “Your ride, young master.”

      “How did you know?” Jack asked, grateful for a friendly face.

      “Your mother said you were going out.” Darby offered Jack the reins, and it reminded Jack of when he was a small boy learning to ride. The way Darby had boosted him up onto the horses because he’d still been too small to lift himself.

      “Thank you,” Jack said, and slipped his boot into the stirrup and threw one leg over the horse.

      “Be careful this evening, my lord. It looks like rain.” With a little bow, Darby excused himself, walking down the footpath that led to the stables behind the house.

      For a moment Jack could only look at Ansley Hall, its stone façade quite close to the street, serving as a barrier against the bustling road.

      His heart clenched then as he pulled the reins and turned away.

      Dark clouds sparked on the orange horizon above the inn. There, a flash of blue, then green.

      They’ve started without me.

      He kicked his horse into a run and barreled onward into the storm.
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        My dear Peacock, we both know that you are in no short supply of company. Do you think I have not eyes? That I have not seen you leave on the arm of many a lord or lady? Do you believe I cannot peer into any of the inn’s dark corners and see you there? Perhaps it is because I wear this mask. As numerous as the shadows may be, I assure you it does not hinder my sight.

      

      

      
        
        —from a letter addressed to The Peacock

      

      

      There was an empty hitching post outside Oxley Inn. Jack dismounted and tied Starlight loosely. The horse was the most obedient he’d ever known. Should he wander off for some amusement, the beast would come if Jack so much as whistled.

      “Stay out of trouble.” Jack patted Starlight’s throat gently.

      The horse flicked his tail as if promising no such thing. Still Jack left him in the shadow of the inn and went to the door.

      But before he entered, he pulled a half mask from his coat.

      It was blue with the eyes of a peacock covering its surface and gold trimming its edges.

      Jack affixed it to his face before pushing open the door.

      The smell of roasting meat and potatoes, beer and wine rose up to meet him. The raucous swell of chattering tourists and piano music raced along the walls.

      The bartender, Oxley himself, caught Jack’s eye and nodded toward the small wooden door to the right of the bar.

      Go on down, that nod said. Jack thanked him with a nod of his own.

      As he weaved his way through the tables, snatches of conversation floated up.

      “Four pigs and three sheep. A good day f’me. I don’t have to head back to my village until tomorrow. After I finish m’drink here, I’ll be spendin’ the night at⁠—”

      “No, eighty yards of silk, not eighteen. Eighty, I tell you! The lady must have ten daughters!”

      “We’re quite close to Devil’s Field, ain’t we?”

      “Aye,” said another. “But I came to sell me pots, not me soul!”

      A chorus of nervous laughter was cut short as he closed the door behind him. He waited in the pitch black until, one by one, the candle flames ignited.

      The sconces lining the wall illuminated a curving staircase. He descended slowly, careful to watch his step.

      At the foot of the stairs a man held up a hand, blocking his path. He was more brick wall than man. Candlelight danced across the right side of his face, making his eyes look ink black.

      Jack didn’t know his name, and his face was hidden by a black sack from which two eyeholes had been cut. But Jack didn’t need to know him. He was muscle meant to stop any tourists or tradesmen visiting the city from wandering into something they shouldn’t. Simple as that.

      “The party is upstairs only,” the man said in a low, gruff voice, taking in Jack’s clothes and face. “Go on back and enjoy your drink, young man.”

      “I didn’t come for that party,” Jack said plainly. With a flick of his wrist, he produced a silver piece from thin air.

      It floated there, twirling in the candlelight showing first the cobra face then the smiling cat.

      The man watched it, his face unreadable.

      “Satisfied?” Jack asked.

      Only then did the man move aside and let him pass. “Go on then.”

      “Thank you.” Jack waved his hand and the coin disappeared again.

      Behind the guard was a long dark corridor. No candlelight or sconces lit the way this time. Only the bright doorway at its end gave Jack any idea of the direction in which he should go. But as he approached and heard the familiar whoops and cheers, his heart lifted with anticipation.

      He shoved open the door.

      The sight always thrilled him.

      Lanterns floated in the air, moving of their own volition. They hovered above throngs of cheerful people. There were those who clustered along the wall, laughing and drinking, but most of the spectators formed a ring, encircling the center of the room.

      “Oy!”

      “Over here!”

      “Jack!”

      Jack followed the sound until he saw the crop of frantic hands waving, trying to catch his eye.

      It was his friends. All were there: Albert, Phineas, Silas, and Baz. They had laid claim to a high table by the wall which allowed them a good view of the ring but the luxury of a seat should they wish it. A lantern floated above their heads, dodging their hands as they waved.

      Jack lifted a hand in greeting.

      He made his apologies as he pushed his way through the crowd. The stench of beer and body odor as well as the hint of sulfur assailed him. Not to mention the unbearable heat of so many bodies pressed in together. Finally, the throng broke open and he was there at the table.

      He unbuttoned his cloak and threw it over one of the stools, undoing his shirt at the collar.

      Hands clasped his shoulders, patting him, shaking him.

      “We thought you were bailing on us,” said Albert. His bronze face was hidden behind a phoenix’s mask of curling flames. It made his hazel eyes brighter. He slid a large pint of beer across the table. The foam sloshed over the side of the glass and wet Jack’s hands.

      “What kept you?” Silas pushed at the half mask on his face. It didn’t sit well over his glasses.

      The mask itself was black with red trim, and it seemed to make his very blue eyes seem even bluer. Even with the mask, the worry was evident.

      “What happened to your face?” Phineas asked.

      Each gaze fell to the cut on his cheek.

      “It’s bruising,” Albert said darkly. He leaned closer to Jack’s mask and lifted its edge to see the part of the mark hidden by the mask. He hissed. “Who hit you?”

      “Did you have a hard time shaking someone from your bed? Or were you a little rough last night?” Baz asked, his laughter shaking his words. His dark eyes sparked playfully. His mask had a long, exaggerated nose. The color of it was a purple so dark it looked black in the lamplight. “Was it little Lord Pickerington again?”

      “That was one time,” Jack said. “And no.”

      “Well, who was it?” Phineas asked. He ran a hand through his blond curls, tussling them. He loved to do that, Jack knew. He did it out of habit, but when they were in public, in the view of so many others, he did it almost to the point of absurdity.

      “Your hair is fine,” Silas said, knocking Phineas’s hand away. It caught the edge of his gilded cat mask and shifted. With a scowl, Phineas fixed it.

      “We’ll never guess.” Albert snorted into his beer. “At least narrow it for us? Lord or lady? I wager a lord by the way it’s already turning purple. Then again, there is many a lady with a strong hand.”

      Jack thought of his father’s contorted face in the study. His demands and expectations.

      The relief he felt to be here with his friends, to be out in the night and free of his father, ebbed. Dread sank its nails into his back.

      Albert seemed to know his dark mood and tried to brighten it. “Ignore us. We’re only jealous.”

      “Aye. If only God saw fit to gift me with a beautiful face rather than a beautiful arse.” Baz pinched Jack’s jaw and gave it a little shake. “An’ ladies don’ take kindly to gentlemen baring their arses in the streets.”

      “You would know,” Phineas snorted. He was reaching for his curls again, but one look from Silas made his hand falter.

      “What did I miss?” Jack asked, looking over the heads to the center ring.

      Two masked men traded unimpressive blows. The strikes were little more than flicks of light.

      “Not much,” Albert said.

      “Oh, come on!” Baz said. “Tell ’im about the donkeys.”

      Albert licked foam from his lips. “The conjurers before this pair had a donkey each. One of purple light, the other blue. They kicked the hell out of each other.”

      “It was somethin’ to see,” Baz said.

      “Badger gave his a little horn like a unicorn,” Phineas said. “That was a nice touch.”

      “It still looked like a donkey,” Silas said. “Nor were either of the donkeys solid enough to really hurt the other.”

      “Fair enough,” Baz said. “It was like watching two pots of jelly have a go at one another.”

      “What was the wager?” Jack asked.

      “Three gold,” Silas said. “It went to the Badger.”

      The pair dueling now had conjured dragons. Small ones, true. But they soared through the air, trading blows with wild flicks of their tails and gnashing talons and teeth.

      Jack watched the spectacle but saw little. His mind kept drifting back to his father’s office. And when it wasn’t there, it was in his mother’s parlor with a cup of bitter tea.

      The beer warmed in his hands.

      Albert was watching Jack with a sharp look. “What has you in a bad mood?”

      “I’m not in a bad mood.”

      “You aren’t drinking. When you’re sad, you’ll still drink. Whatever’s happened, it’s worse than your usual melancholy. Are you going to tell me who hit you?”

      Jack should’ve known straight away they would note the change in him.

      “I’ll tell you later,” he said. “I don’t want to ruin the night.”

      “The hell you will,” said Albert, and took away the pint Jack had been lifting to his lips. “Tell us now or you’ll wear this.”

      In truth, Jack didn’t feel much like drinking tonight. His stomach was sour.

      “Did somethin’ happen?” Baz flicked his eyebrows in the direction of Jack’s lap. “You know sometimes when I get too drunk I can’t get me⁠—”

      “No,” Jack said. “It’s nothing like that.”

      “You can tell us, Jack,” Silas said, his gaze direct. “Whatever it is, tell us.”

      “The suspense is killing me,” Albert said.

      All humor had left the table, and it was only four earnest faces watching him.

      “Terrytown,” Jack mumbled.

      “What? Speak up. It’s loud as a brothel on a festival night in here,” Albert chided. “We can’t hear you if you’re going to whisper it.”

      “I don’t know how you can visit those,” Phineas said, wrinkling his nose.

      “Festivals or brothels?” Baz snorted.

      “Either,” Silas said. “There are too many people.”

      Phineas only glared at Baz. “You know what I’m talking about.”

      Baz shrugged. “If you’d go yourself, you’d know.”

      “My father is sending me away to Terrytown,” Jack said louder.

      “Like on a holiday?” Baz asked, drinking his own beer.

      “Like forever.” And at that, Jack explained the situation, outlining his father’s demands that he marry and make something of himself or he would be forever banished from the Lundenwick. That he was to wed Lady Clara, who he had never even met and would not meet until tomorrow’s tea.

      When he finished, he met their eyes, his cheeks scarlet.

      “You’re getting married,” Phineas said. “You?”

      “No wonder you look as if someone’s died,” Baz snorted.

      “You exaggerate my need for company,” Jack said.

      Everyone laughed.

      “How many this week?” Silas asked. “Lords and ladies?”

      “Five,” Jack said.

      “It’s Wednesday!” Phineas cried.

      “We shouldn’t tease him,” Baz said. “It’s not his fault. Some are born insatiable.”

      “Insatiable!” Albert crowed. “I don’t think our boy Jack would be truly satisfied unless he had someone to ravish him each and every night for the rest of his life.”

      “I don’t hear a problem in that,” Baz said.

      “It’ll be months before you’re married. Ladies love to plan this sort of thing. It took my older sister nearly a year to decide on all the lace and trims and what color even our hats should be,” Albert said.

      “I doubt he’ll let it drag on for more than a month,” Jack said. “He’ll have me there next week if he can manage it.”

      “It won’t be up to him,” Baz laughed. “In these matters it’s up to the ladies. Hopefully she’ll have a grand vision.”

      “I wish I could get married,” Phineas said with a sigh. “I want a home of my own. And someone to dine with every night.”

      “You dine with us every night, you arse!” cried Baz. “Who are we? Yer footmen?”

      “Phineas is a romantic,” Silas said, pushing at his mask again. “He wants to meet the great love of his life, settle down, and make a hundred babies.”

      “Not a hundred!” Phineas cried. “Only eight. Possibly ten.”

      “You want to kill her?” Albert said into his beer. “She’ll be a lady, not a cow.”

      Jack’s mood only darkened at the thought of children. He couldn’t be a father. What if all the terrible things that came from his father’s mouth came from his as well? And there was the matter of his temper.

      “Jack,” Silas said quietly. “It’ll be all right. You may come to love her. My parents had an arranged marriage and⁠—”

      “Not mine,” Phineas said, touching a curl.

      “—and they love each other very much,” Silas continued over the interruption. “They’re the best of friends.”

      “Mine too,” Phineas said.

      “And it’s gone to your head,” Albert teased, slapping his hand away.

      “My mum married my dad because he was old and rich,” Baz said. “She only had to put up with him for a year before he was in the grave, and now she’s quite happy ruling the house and spending the money.”

      “Do you want Jack to end up in an early grave?” Silas asked. “Was that your point?”

      “All I’m sayin’ is you don’ know what’ll happen. She could die.”

      Phineas gasped. “Don’t say such things!”

      “Look at ’im! He looks like he’s going to the gallows tomorrow instead of tea. I’m just tryin’ to help ’im.”

      “Help him how?” Phineas asked.

      “I’m just sayin’ that even if she’s an ol’ hag, there’s a silver lining.”

      “What Baz is trying to say is that you will be all right. Everything will be as it should be.” Albert reached out and squeezed his hand. “I dare say we’ll enjoy Terrytown.”

      Jack’s heart skipped a beat. “We?”

      Albert tilted his head. “Did you think we’d let you face this alone? Do you think one of us here would abandon you?”

      Jack’s throat was too tight. It felt like a century passed before he could speak again.

      “But what about all of this?” Jack gestured at the roaring crowd. “You love this.”

      I love this.

      Apart from time with his friends, using magic was the only time Jack felt happy.

      Free.

      Baz scoffed. “We only come to watch you, mate!”

      “Watching you beat the boots off half the lads here is the fun part,” Albert agreed. “If you’re gone, we’ll be just as happy in Terrytown. They have a tavern or two, don’t they?”

      “Yes,” Jack said. “But the wine from our vineyard is better. What about the duels?”

      Albert licked the beer foam from his lips. “You’ll just have to knock us around. Maybe we’ll actually learn something. None of us here can do half of what you can.”

      “Aye, I’d love to learn how to conjure that tiger you made in your fight against Bell,” Baz moaned. “It was bloody beautiful.”

      “And you have that huge library at the estate,” Silas said.

      “Leave it to you to get hard for the books!” Baz nudged Silas. Then to Jack, “I’ll be there for the country girls! There might be less of ’em, but they’re as sweet as lambs.”

      “Really?” Phineas asked, straightening a little. “I do find city girls to be a little sharp.”

      “I don’t mind a sharp tongue m’self,” Baz said. “Probably used to it from me mum.”

      Albert squeezed Jack’s hand again. “Listen. You’ll marry this⁠—”

      “Lovely lady,” Phineas interjected.

      “Lovely lady, and then take her out to Terrytown. I’d say give it a month, maybe two.”

      “She’ll need time to properly fall in love with you,” Phineas said.

      “Will be easy enough,” Baz said. “Just look at her through those big lashes of yours.”

      “If we arrive too soon, she might feel infringed upon,” Silas said.

      “We don’t want the lady of the house to be jealous of us,” Albert agreed. “We want to make a good impression.”

      “Just have to keep yourself busy until we arrive. Shouldn’t be too difficult,” Baz said with a wink.

      “We’ll be there before you know it,” Albert said.

      “How long will you stay?” Jack asked, and hated the desperation in his voice.

      Albert put a hand on his head. It’s something he’d done since they were children, given that Albert had always been the tallest. “As long as it takes. It’ll be fine, Jack. Better than fine. You’re going to enjoy yourself. New wives are desperate to please their husbands.”

      Baz snorted into his beer. “I’m not sure about that.”

      Silas elbowed him hard.

      “Aye,” Baz retracted. “They’re very agreeable.”

      “As if any of us would know,” bemoaned Phineas.

      The love Jack felt for his friends swelled then, and he remembered all the times they had rallied around him. The time he fell from his horse and broke his arm and the boys altered all their games so he could play with only one. And when he’d taken to bed with a bad cold. For weeks at his house, in his room, they’d entertained him with their stories and antics while he lay in bed. Silas had read stories. Albert and Baz made jokes. Phineas had been in charge of the tea and treats.

      Jack looked from one face to another and brightened. “You’d really do that for me? Come to Terrytown and everything?”

      “Would we? Do you hear this?” Baz rolled his eyes. “Where ’as this boy been?”

      “I wouldn’t mind getting out of the city for a while,” Silas said. “It’s so noisy here. I can hardly think properly.”

      “I’m very excited to meet the country girls.” Phineas ran a hand down the front of his vest. “I bet they love animals. A country wife would let me have at least six dogs, don’t you think?”

      Baz snorted, blowing foam off the top of his drink.

      “To Jack and a happy marriage!” Albert was the first to raise his glass. Baz clinked his next, followed by Silas and Phineas.

      Slowly, with a shy smile, Jack lifted his glass and touched it to the others. His heart was infinitely lighter.

      “There now,” Albert said, and ruffled his hair. “No more tears. Go to tea in your best suit tomorrow, a big smile on your face, and be the charming lad we all know you to be.”

      “Pretend you’re wooing a princess,” Phineas said. “My mum said ladies love to be treated as such.”

      “Give her flowers,” Albert said.

      “I’d write poetry,” Silas said, pushing his mask again.

      “’E hasn’t met her!” Baz laughed. “What could ’e possibly say in a poem?”

      The idea of Jack writing poetry for any reason at all—let alone to woo a lady he hadn’t met—made him burst into laughter.

      His friends, glad to see him smile at last, jumped in with both feet. The table was consumed with it. Their humor had begun to die down when Baz suddenly drove an elbow into Jack’s ribs.

      “Jack, look.”

      Jack’s eyes found his rival in the crowd instantly even though he was a few inches shorter than most of the men in the room.

      Lord Silver.

      There was a grace to the way Lord Silver moved that many lacked. Jack suspected the man had taken fencing lessons from a young age, or perhaps some other fighting art that had developed in him that feline grace.

      His ornate mask was silver and fastened at the back of his head, in a nest of thick dark blond hair. It was a full mask, with only eye holes punctuating its exterior.

      Because of the fine clothes he wore and the beautiful mask, everyone assumed he was a lord from a great family. Hence the name Lord Silver was born. Jack couldn’t remember which of them had used it first, but now it was used even by those not in Jack’s party.

      Silver-gray eyes caught Jack’s, and his breath hitched.

      As was the case every time he met Silver’s eyes, electricity skittered along Jack’s skin.

      “Look at that face,” Albert said. “I can’t tell if our boy Jack wants to lie with Lord Silver or kill him.”

      “I suspect it depends on the hour and ’ow much our lad ’as had to drink,” Baz said.

      “Or whether or not he’s lost the match,” Silas added.

      It was true, Jack and Lord Silver sparred every night in which the two of them were both in attendance. And while Jack found other opponents to be easily defeated, dueling with Lord Silver was a challenge.

      With Silver, he had to work to win, often coming up with tricks and displays that he hadn’t planned. Even then, Jack didn’t always manage it.

      Before Silver came, Jack’s duels were fun and sometimes exciting, but far from magnificent. Yet in the two years since Lord Silver had begun visiting the inn, Jack’s magical abilities had grown exponentially. He learned just by watching the man in action. Every flourish, every trick. It gave Jack more ideas and ambitions than he’d had when learning largely on his own.

      That was the truth that Jack only admitted to himself. Despite his frustrations, irritations, and downright displeasure at being bested from time to time, Jack knew he would be miserable if Silver stopped coming.

      That became more true when the letters began.

      Jack had been the first to write. He’d lost a bet to Baz and had been forced to compose a simple line.

      I admit that you are more talented than I and more handsome than I.

      Jack had loathed doing it, but that, according to Baz, had been the point.

      They’d been in a tavern, more than a little drunk, and had used paper from the back of Silas’s journal.

      The next night Jack had magicked it into Silver’s pocket just before a duel, too embarrassed to hand it to him directly.

      He’d hoped that would be the end of it. Surely Silver would be bewildered to receive such nonsensical drivel without explanation, and it would earn him no reply.

      Only it hadn’t been the end.

      Silver wrote back to him, magicking the letter into Jack’s pocket just as he had done.

      The letters began as boasts and brags on the behalf of both parties, each claiming their own superiority. But before long, harmless challenges folded into flirtation, the declarations growing bolder and more sincere as time went on.

      This had continued for almost two years, the trading of letters every night.

      Tonight, Silver owed him a letter.

      Baz nudged him roughly. “Go on then. Have a go at ’im and you’ll feel loads better.”

      “It’s what we came to see,” Albert said.

      Before Jack could protest, a spark of golden fire sprang through the crowd and struck Lord Silver in the chest.

      Silver turned from the man he was speaking to and looked down at the gold sparks dancing across his chest. Then he lifted his gaze and met Jack’s eye.

      The gold flame was a direct challenge to a duel.

      Though Albert had sent it, not Jack, it didn’t matter.

      Lord Silver gave him a sharp nod, an acceptance to the fight. Jack rose from the table but hesitated.

      “Go on,” Albert said, laughing. “You can thank me later.”

      “Once you’ve rolled out of Lord Silver’s bed,” Baz added. Laughter circled the table again.

      “Do you think they’ll keep the masks on or take them off?” Phineas asked innocently.

      When color rose in Jack’s cheeks at the thought, his friends only laughed harder, the sound of it echoing in his ears even after he stepped into the ring.
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        Are you the jealous type, my dear Silver? You need not be. I bide my time in the arms of others only because you continue to refuse me. When will you end my suffering? And dare I say, yours?

      

      

      
        
        —from a letter addressed to Lord Silver

      

      

      The crowd parted easily for Jack. They seemed as eager to watch the match as his friends did. Jack squeezed between the wooden beams marking the perimeter of the ring and stepped into the middle of the dirty pit.

      The ground was hard-packed soil pounded into a floor-like surface by a thousand relentless boot heels.

      It couldn’t be more than five meters from one end to the other and about half of that at its widest point. It was more the people encircling them than the wooden border that created the sense of a pit. They pressed in as close as the weathered rails would let them.

      Already hands exchanged notes and placed wagers as to how the match would turn out. A young man with an orange mask placed a large bet on Lord Silver, and Jack deflated a little.

      I’ll show you, you bastard.

      Jack took the far end of the ring, positioning himself opposite the other young man, whose hand rested on one hip in a perfect pose of bored arrogance.

      This one tries to drive me mad.

      Jack waited for the letter, expecting it to turn up in a pocket, or on the inside of his shirt, over his heart, the place Silver had favored as of late.

      But nothing came.

      “What’s your wager, Lord Silver?” Jack called out, removing his hands from his pockets.

      “I have nothing on my person tonight,” the voice behind the mask said. It was muffled, almost too hard to hear over the roar of the crowd. “But then again, I won’t be losing to you.”

      Nothing on his person? Was that a veiled apology for the missing letter?

      Perhaps he had not time.

      Still, Silver had never missed a letter before. Jack’s heart twisted at the very idea.

      “Turn out your pockets,” said the referee, a small man with wispy white hair standing at the edge of the ring.

      “I have nothing—” Silver protested.

      “You know the rules, my lord,” the referee pressed. “A wager for every match. Turn out your pockets or forfeit the match.”

      Jack held up his money pouch. He handed it over to the referee without question.

      “There’s about ten gold in there,” Jack said. “That’s my wager.”

      Silver turned out his pockets but there was no money pouch. In fact, there was only one thing that tumbled into his gloved hand.

      The cube glinted in the light, sparking gold. There were etched carvings on each side, but Jack couldn’t see them through the poor light cast by the floating lamps or the room’s shifting shadows.

      Silver looked ready to forfeit when his head turned ever so slightly to the right. Jack threw a look over that shoulder and saw only a sea of faces.

      Who are you looking at? he wondered.

      “Fine,” Silver acquiesced. And placed the cube in the referee’s outstretched hand. “This is my wager.”

      Then it was only the two of them on opposite sides of the ring while the crowd cheered.

      Baz made crude gestures with his hips. Albert shoved him.

      “First draw,” the referee called. “One…two…”

      A green spark caught Jack in the cheek. It stung like a mosquito’s prick.

      Jack’s own spark had veered right and struck a young man on the edge of the circle. He laughed, knocking the embers from his shoulders. He shifted his mask back into place and retightened the strap at the back of his head.

      “First draw to Lord Silver,” the referee called.

      “Lucky shot,” Jack mumbled.

      Silver brought himself up to his full height. One hand went behind his back, reminding Jack again of the fencing position.

      A light grew in the center of his palm. First a golden yellow that folded into green.

      What leapt forth from the palm was a dragon, soaring up into the air.

      It opened its mouth and screeched, a flood of red and orange sparks spilling out onto the spectators’ heads.

      “We already saw dragons!” someone complained.

      “A small warm-up,” Silver declared.

      Yet dragon was no small feat. Not because it flew and spit fire, but because of its solidity. It wasn’t a thin phantom creation like what most of the conjurers crafted for their duels. It looked real enough to touch.

      Even the scales sliding along its rough body caught and reflected the light as real reptilian skin would.

      The dragon did a lazy, extravagant turn overhead, clearly for the pleasure of the crowd.

      Then it swerved abruptly and shot forward with surprising speed, its mouth opening. It was headed straight for Jack.

      A second longer and it would have slammed into him.

      More out of reflex than any conscious thought, Jack brought forth his magic, pulling it from somewhere inside his gut. A yellow light formed at his solar plexus and poured from his hands, filling the ring.

      He saw the great serpent in his mind before it sprang forth fully formed.

      Half his own height, it opened its great maw in a silent hiss.

      The dragon tried to slow itself, throwing its weight into its back legs, but it was too late. It slid into the mouth of Jack’s great snake and disappeared.

      Now it was the golden serpent with green eyes who took its turn around the circle, basking in the delight of the spectators’ approval.

      Then it pressed its belly to the ground and shot toward Silver.

      Silver produced a sword of red light, the edge of his magic wavering like a flame. The serpent fanned its hood in challenge. It struck, and Silver swung, hitting the creature across the throat. But as it began to fold, Jack changed its shape.

      Now it was a bat.

      Another strike and it reformed as a griffin.

      Then it became an osprey, talons out.

      When Lord Silver’s sword cut this down too, it erupted into a murder of crows that swirled, pecked, and snapped at Silver’s masked face.

      The crowd clapped, but already Jack felt their restlessness.

      His magic was good, but not impressive. They’d seen too many animal fights this evening.

      While it was exciting to see brightly colored creatures fight in a vicious clash of claws and teeth, Jack thought he could do better with a direct attack.

      Silver cast a whirlwind of white flames to spring up from the dirt and swallow up Jack’s crows. They cawed miserably as they were cycloned around and around until they existed no more.

      Then the cyclone spun forward and struck Jack with such speed that it felt like a blow to his chest.

      Jack opened his hand and loosed a spray of water. It crashed as an iridescent blue wave onto the floor and struck Silver, pulling him nearly off his feet and slamming his back against the wooden railing.

      The young man leapt across the pit with another flaming sword, this one solid enough to disturb the wind around Jack’s face as Silver thrust it toward him.

      “Yield,” Silver cried out.

      Jack laughed. “Never.”

      The sword cut him then, drawing real blood from the hand that rose up to knock away the blade.

      He’s serious, Jack thought. He truly means to hurt me.

      “Yield,” the young man hissed.

      And for the first time, Jack saw the fear in those silver eyes.

      “No,” Jack said, all his good humor gone.

      Flames erupted from Jack’s hands, and he slung it across the pit like whips. It struck Silver, knocking him away. As his back hit the railing for a second time, a cry ripped from his throat.

      Jack shook the fire from his hands. He had not meant to do that.

      Silver’s fervor had brought out his own aggression, but Jack wouldn’t lose control of himself. He’d vowed never to do that. Though there were times it proved difficult.

      Yet if he ever crossed that line, he’d be no better than his father.

      What happened? Why is he so upset? Why does he attack me so? Why hasn’t he given me a damned letter?

      Jack had been foolish enough to give his name in the last letter. Had Silver discovered who he really was and not liked it? Was that what offended him?

      When Silver rose, there was fury in his eyes.

      I’d better strike first.

      Before Silver could recover, Jack cast his magic across the ring. It pummeled Silver with wave after wave of flame.

      It tore through the man’s clothes. It scorched his billowing white shirt and blacked his vest. It even ate away at his boots, exposing the flesh beneath. His feet were lifted from the ground, held inches above the packed earth.

      The mask began to melt from the chin up, exposing the curl of the jaw then the lips.

      What beautiful full lips you have, Silver. Jack devoured the delicious bud of a rosy mouth with his eyes.

      “So real,” someone murmured. “I can feel the heat.”

      Jack had put no real heat in it, of course. He did not want to hurt Silver. He wanted only to expose him. The heat the crowd claimed to feel was only part of the illusion.

      “Nothing like it,” said another. “Incredible.”

      Lord Silver’s right cheek sprang into view, and his hand shot to his face in horror, his mouth opening in a terrified O of surprise.

      “No,” he said, his teeth bared.

      Jack leaned into his magic.

      Let’s see who you truly are.

      The mask melted more, crossing the plane of Silver’s cheeks until⁠—

      “I yield!” cried Silver.

      Jack retracted his magic and Silver fell, his feet reconnecting with the dirt.

      “To the Peacock,” the referee called. “Our winner.”

      The crowd erupted in applause, his own friends jumping up and down in Jack’s periphery. Only a few loud and displeased boos cut through the merriment, those who had lost the most money, no doubt.

      Jack crossed the ring and grabbed the cube from the referee.

      Then a hand was on his arm, squeezing. It was not a threat, but urgency was clear.

      “Don’t,” Silver said quietly into his ear.

      He still held his face, cupping the cheek as if it was wounded, or perhaps only to shield it from view.

      “Please don’t take it.”

      “Have I offended you?” Jack whispered. “You fought me as if you meant it.”

      Silver’s eyes shimmered. Was he crying behind his mask?

      “And where is my letter?”

      “I couldn’t,” Silver whispered.

      Couldn’t what? Write?

      Here was the terrible truth. The real reason he’d taken his father’s news so poorly. Jack did not want to be sent away because he felt, after all this time, that he was finally getting somewhere with Silver.

      Silver’s last letter had been so honest, so kind. And now Jack was being sent away.

      What would happen to them? And was Silver so upset?

      Jack couldn’t keep the tenderness out of his voice. “What’s the matter? Tell me what’s happened.”

      There. A flicker of something behind Silver’s mask, but Jack couldn’t be sure what he’d seen.

      At last Silver said, “Don’t take the cube. Don’t.”

      The stupid cube.

      Jack leaned against the wooden railing. “What will you give me for it then?”

      He didn’t pretend to hide his gaze as it traced the man’s exposed neck and jaw.

      Silver all but ignored this flirtation. “I’m serious, Jack. You’ll be sorry if you take it.”

      Jack.

      He could admit, if only to himself, that he liked hearing Lord Silver say his name.

      If he knows my name, then he read my last letter.

      Then why had he not written? Had his confession not merited a reply?

      Silver’s gaze searched his. “I beg you. Give it back.”

      True pleading coated the man’s words.

      Jack wanted to reach out and touch the exposed skin. It looked soft and inviting.

      He let his hand fall. Instead he bent forward and spoke into Silver’s ear.

      “Let’s save the begging for the bedroom, my lord.”

      Jack didn’t miss the way the man’s body shifted forward, toward him, imperceptibly.

      But to shove me or kiss me?

      Jack wasn’t sure.

      “If you want it, come and find me.” Jack tossed the cube up into the air once and caught it. “I’ll be waiting for you.”
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