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      The snow was a problem, the way it crunched beneath Kyra’s shoes and bore marks of her passing. Though her Makvani blood made her light-footed, it wasn’t enough to keep her from leaving a trail of footprints between the trees. The previous four times Kyra had come into the forest, she’d told herself it would be her last. If she were wise, she’d stay away. But apparently, she wasn’t wise, not where her past was concerned.

      The moon was almost full tonight. Its light passed through the leafless canopy, making the ground shine silver. Though the snow muffled the forest’s sounds, there was still plenty to be heard. Wind blew through the trees. Occasionally an owl hooted. A shadow moved nearby, and Kyra trained her eyes on it, focusing on the shades of darkness that teased themselves apart if she looked hard enough. She sampled the odors of bark, new snow, and frozen leaves, and she listened. There was the snuffling of a raccoon, a scratching of tiny paws. Her Makvani blood sharpened her senses, and her brief time with the clan had taught her to use them to their fullest. It had been exhilarating to see the world like this, and Kyra had reveled in these new discoveries.

      But they were no longer enough.

      Even now, as she stood awash in the forest’s sights, sounds, and smells, Kyra was thinking about something else. A crisp fall morning. A circle of witnesses. Her life hanging in the balance. She’d been a captive of the Makvani, fighting the assassin James in Challenge, and he’d beaten her. He’d had her at his mercy, and she’d been sure she was going to die.

      But then she’d changed. Kyra could feel it still, the warmth that started in her core and expanded out until her body melted and her bones stretched into the frame of a giant wildcat. The world had come to her in stark clarity—sights, sounds, and smells overwhelming her with their strength.

      And with it had come the bloodlust. Kyra shrank back from that detail, but it was there, as clear in her mind as the taste of the forest on her tongue. She’d wanted nothing more than to tear James limb from limb, to savage his body beyond recognition. Though Kyra had resisted the urge, the memory stayed with her, as did her horror at what she might have done. She’d sworn she would never take her cat form again.

      And yet, here she was, back in the forest. Still in her skin but teetering on the edge, far too tempted for her own good.

      Kyra placed her hand on a nearby tree. Its rough bark felt solid enough to keep her from being swept away. Kyra closed her eyes and sent her senses inward, daring herself to find the spark that would bring out her other form. But what would happen afterward? How long would she remain in her fur? What atrocities would she commit before she turned back?

      She opened her eyes and stopped reaching. Maybe someday she would go through with it, but not tonight. Kyra glanced up at the constellations and noted the time, a habit formed years ago from her early days as a thief. She suspected she’d be checking the sky for the rest of her life.

      That was when she heard something move, something that didn’t have the small scurrying steps of prey. Though the footsteps weren’t loud, she could sense a bulk to them—a difference in the feel of the ground and the way the air moved. A bear would have that kind of weight, but it would be louder. That left one other possibility.…

      Kyra backed against a tree, her heartbeat suddenly twice as fast as before. If it really was a demon cat coming toward her, climbing the tree would do her no good. She balanced her weight on the balls of her feet, muscles taut, as the beast came into view. Sleek muscle, long tail, pointed ears—a wildcat the size of a horse. Kyra didn’t recognize this particular demon cat. Its eyes fixed on her, and its tail swished dangerously. There was no friendliness in its gaze. Kyra hadn’t exactly left the Makvani on good terms.

      “I mean no harm,” Kyra said. “I don’t come on Palace business.” Her voice quavered. As if the beast would believe her. As if the beast would care.

      It continued advancing, and though it would do no good, Kyra turned to run. The forest had gone silent around her, and all she could hear were her own quick breaths and the crunch of snow underfoot. She managed a few steps before powerful paws knocked her down. Kyra skidded along the ground. Icy snow spilled into her sleeves and melted against her skin. Kyra rolled onto her side and scrambled for the knife in her boot, only to drop it as the beast knocked her again to the ground. Hot breath bore down on her, and Kyra crossed her arms in front of her face to ward off teeth and claws. Could she change now? The beast gave her no quarter, not even a chance to breathe.

      There was a roar. A creature—another demon cat—collided with the beast on top of her. The two cats tumbled along the ground, growling and snapping, a blur that was impossible to follow. Kyra had only just made sense of the scene when the two cats broke apart and faced each other. The second cat let out a low growl. After a long moment, the first beast turned and retreated into the forest, leaving Kyra alone with her rescuer.

      Kyra’s heart still beat wildly in her chest, and she couldn’t quite believe that the threat was gone. She didn’t recognize this new beast. She’d hoped it was Pashla, the clanswoman who had been her advocate during her time with the Makvani, but this tawny-yellow creature was much bigger, with muscular shoulders and haunches that were formidable even for a demon cat. As Kyra climbed to her feet, the beast’s shape began to blur. A moment later, Leyus stood before her. Leyus, the leader of the Makvani, who had only grudgingly spared her life the last time she’d seen him. In his human form, Leyus was tall with long hair that matched the tawny yellow of his fur, and the same muscular shoulders he carried as a beast. Kyra kept her eyes on his face because, like all Makvani who had just changed into his skin, he was naked.

      “You tread a dangerous line, coming back to this forest,” said Leyus. He turned to leave without waiting for a response.

      Kyra stood dumbfounded. “Thank you,” she called.

      Leyus looked over his shoulder. “You have chosen your loyalties,” he said without stopping. “Do not expect to be safe out here. If you come into our territory, you alone bear the risks and the consequences.”

      And then he was gone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Kyra’s younger friends Idalee and Lettie were sound asleep by the time she returned to the small room the three of them rented from a wealthy jeweler’s widow. The two sisters lay curled together on the straw pallet they all shared. Idalee’s dark hair was spread wild around her on the pillow, while Lettie had burrowed completely under the covers and was only visible as a small mound at her sister’s back. They didn’t stir when Kyra climbed in next to them.

      Though the bedding was blissfully warm compared to the icy forest, Kyra stayed awake long after she lay down, staring into the darkness as the attack and rescue played in her mind. It was a foolish thing, going back into the forest time after time with no reason. The Demon Riders had made it very clear that she was no longer welcome in their midst, and Leyus could very well have let her die. Kyra didn’t know if it was residual gratitude for saving his clan, a desire to avoid trouble with the Palace, or Kyra’s own mixed blood that had led Leyus to intervene, but she wasn’t naïve enough to expect her good fortune to hold if she continued going. Trouble was, she couldn’t seem to stay away. She’d spent her entire life wondering who her parents were and where she’d come from. Just as she’d learned more about her history, however horrifying it was, it had been taken away from her. The draw of her past was strong, as was that tantalizing memory of those few moments she’d had in her second form.

      But maybe there was a better way to go after her past—one that wouldn’t get her killed. Pashla had once mentioned that Far Ranger trade caravans had long memories and might be able to give Kyra clues about her origins. Perhaps it was time to seek them out.

      

      She was running through the forest on four legs, dodging trees and leaping over rocks. It was a joy to use her limbs this way, to stretch her back legs behind her and reach with her front paws for the next push. The trees were a blur around her, and she ran until she arrived, breathless, in front of Forge’s walls. Kyra sat back on her haunches, tongue lolling, but something wasn’t right. The walls were lined with Red Shields, and even as she climbed back to her feet, they streamed down from the walls and surrounded her. The last man to close the circle was Malikel, stern in his official’s robes and looking much taller than Kyra remembered.

      “It brings me no joy to do this,” he said, “but you’re a threat to the city. We can’t let you live.”

      Kyra’s fur stood on end, and she arched her back as the Red Shields raised sharp spears and pointed them toward her in silent unison. A growl stirred in her throat. If this was how it would be, then she would go down fighting.…

      

      “Kyra, wake up.”

      Kyra’s eyes flew open and she reached under her pillow for her dagger. She’d drawn the blade and was pushing herself to her feet when she finally regained her bearings. It was morning. She’d been dreaming.

      The single room she shared with Idalee and Lettie was still. The muted noises of the street one story below filtered in through the window. The girls were nowhere to be seen, but her good friend Flick sat at the table across the room, looking as carefree as ever with his feet propped up on the table and his brown curls slightly mussed atop his head.

      Kyra sank back into the bedding. “Fiery cities, Flick. Are you trying to scare me to death?” Flick lived with friends several streets away, but he spent so much time here that he might as well have been a fourth resident, especially since he’d stopped courting the wool merchant’s daughter.

      “What was it this time? Assassins? Demon cats? Old ladies wielding poisoned knitting needles?”

      She sheathed her dagger and threw it at her pillow. “Red Shields. Malikel.”

      “Ah.” Flick dipped a chunk of bread into a tumbler of watered wine and stared at it pensively before popping it into his mouth. “Hunting you down because they learned what you were?”

      “Aye.”

      “At this rate, you’re likely to worry yourself to death before they find out.”

      Given the way her heart was beating wild rhythms in her rib cage, Kyra couldn’t argue with his reasoning. But neither could she stop worrying.

      When the Demon Riders first started raiding farms around Forge, everyone had assumed that the enormous wildcats they rode were simply well-trained pets. It was only after the barbarians captured Kyra that she learned they were shape-shifters, the mythical felbeasts of legend. Kyra told the Palace upon her return, but she’d kept one detail to herself: that she shared their shape-shifter blood.

      Only five humans knew Kyra’s secret. Tristam and James had seen her change shape in the forest, and Kyra had told her adopted family—Flick, Idalee, and Lettie—after she returned to Forge. While Tristam and her family could be counted on to keep her secret, James most definitely could not. After Kyra captured James and turned him over to the Palace, she’d gone to sleep every night expecting to be woken by soldiers at her door. But it hadn’t yet happened, and though it was the best possible outcome, Kyra couldn’t shake the feeling that something wasn’t right.

      “If you want, we could still go to Edlan. Play it safe,” said Flick.

      She rubbed the back of her neck. Flick’s offer was generous, but he didn’t really want to leave Forge. None of them did—Forge was all they’d ever known. “I don’t know. Mayhap if I can earn Malikel’s trust, he won’t think me a threat to the city when he finally finds out.”

      Flick gave a noncommittal shrug. “I didn’t wake you up just to get you out of that nightmare. Tristam’s waiting for you outside.”

      “Tristam?” It was only then that Kyra noticed the angle of light coming in the room’s small window. She’d slept past noon. “We’re to report to duty today. I’ve found a member of the Assassins Guild.” She threw a tunic over the shift and trousers she’d slept in, splashed her face at the washbasin by the door, then grabbed a hairbrush and tugged at her hair until she could tie it back with a leather thong. She tried a few times to smooth down the wrinkles in her tunic, but they just popped back up.

      Flick tipped backward in his chair, eyeing her with amusement. “Why don’t you go to such efforts to look presentable for us?”

      Kyra gave up on the wrinkles. “All right if I let him in?”

      “Fine by me. My hair’s been combed all morning.”

      The door to their quarters opened into a plain wooden corridor that ended in a narrow staircase. When Kyra came out, she found Tristam at the top of the stairs, his tall form bent slightly as he peered over the low railing. She walked quietly up behind him and placed a hand on his back.

      “Looking at anything interesting?”

      His muscles tensed under her hand, and he whipped around, reaching for the dagger at his waist. But then his eyes landed on her, and his face relaxed into an embarrassed smile.

      A warmth spread around her ribs as she looked up at him and returned his grin. He must have just washed this morning, because she could smell the soap on him, layered over the familiar scent of his skin.

      “Latrine duty for you,” she admonished. It was an old joke between them, a remark he’d made the first time she’d snuck up on him. “I’m sorry to keep you waiting.”

      “Late night?” asked Tristam. He straightened to his full height, and Kyra craned her neck to keep eye contact.

      “Aye.” She was thankful when Tristam didn’t ask where she’d been. He was dressed in Palace livery—not that of a knight, Kyra noticed again with a pang, but the plainer tunic of a Red Shield, with an embroidered F on the left breast, over plain black breeches. He’d been stripped of his knighthood for a year because he’d rescued Kyra from the Demon Riders against direct orders from the Council. While Tristam had never complained about his punishment, Kyra couldn’t help wondering if he regretted his decision. Though she noticed he wore this livery well. He held himself like a soldier, and his movements were precise and confident.

      They returned to the room. Flick gave Tristam a sideways glance then and grunted a half greeting, not bothering to take his feet off the table. Flick was the illegitimate son of a minor nobleman and had decided long ago that wallhuggers could not be trusted. Kyra glared at him, but he’d already turned his attention back to his breakfast.

      “Let me fetch my daggers,” said Kyra. “And then I’ll be ready to go.”

      She’d picked up the one on her bed and was rummaging through her chest for others when the door opened and Lettie stepped in, followed by Idalee carrying a basket of bread. The two sisters were bundled against the cold with matching wool dresses, scarves wrapped around their hair, and warm boots. Months of shelter and good food seemed to be paying off. Lettie now stood as high as Kyra’s waist, and Idalee’s dress was stretching tight around her chest and hips. The girl hadn’t even started her monthly blood and she already had more curves than Kyra. They’d have to get her cloth to make a new dress soon.

      Both girls stopped short when they saw Tristam.

      “Ho, Tristam,” said Lettie, breaking into a dimpled grin.

      Tristam bowed. “Hello, Lady Lettie.”

      Lettie giggled, her dark brown curls bouncing beneath her headscarf.

      Idalee gave Tristam a halfhearted curtsy and took her basket to the hearth without saying a word. Then she turned her back to the room, removed a loaf from the basket, and started vigorously brushing it off.

      Kyra frowned and walked closer. “What are you doing?” She’d always had problems with Flick and Tristam getting along, but this was the first time she’d seen rudeness from Idalee.

      “Nothing,” Idalee said. A strand of black hair stuck to her forehead as she bent protectively over the bread. The girl was standing so close to the fireplace that her skirt almost brushed the embers.

      Kyra saw now that Idalee’s bread was covered with dirt. “What happened?” She put her hand on Idalee’s shoulder, but the girl shook it off.

      “I dropped the basket,” said Idalee.

      Kyra and Flick exchanged a worried glance over Idalee’s head. Flick turned to Lettie. “Is that what truly happened?” he asked.

      Lettie had climbed up onto one of the chairs. “A fatpurse pushed me in the market,” she said, cringing at Idalee’s warning glance. “Idalee yelled at him, and he knocked the basket out of her hand.”

      Kyra looked to Flick in alarm. His mouth tightened in a grim line, and he shook his head. Idalee had always been fiercely protective of her sister.

      “Lettie, did the fatpurse hurt you?” said Flick. He used the low, steady tone he always did when trying to stay calm.

      Lettie shook her head, and Flick looked her up and down, silently verifying her answer. Then he leaned against the fireplace mantel so Idalee would have to look at him, even if it was only out of the corner of her eye. “You’re lucky it was only the bread that came to harm,” he said.

      Idalee put down one clean loaf and picked up the next. “It in’t fair,” she said to the bread.

      Of course it wasn’t fair. Kyra’s own pulse was rising at the thought of any wallhuggers laying hands on either Idalee or Lettie. But acknowledging the injustice wouldn’t keep Idalee safe the next time some nobleman offended her. “Idalee, you can’t go testing your luck with the wallhuggers,” she said. “If they do something you don’t like, you walk away. They’re dangerous and unpredictable.”

      The words had barely left her mouth when Kyra remembered that Tristam was standing quietly at the edge of the room. She shot a mortified glance in his direction. “I mean, not all—”

      “No offense taken,” Tristam said before she could finish. He pushed away from the wall, his gaze keen. “Idalee, do you know the name of the man who pushed Lettie?”

      Idalee finally stopped attacking the bread, and her eyes were slightly hopeful when she raised them to Tristam. “No. Could you do something, if I did?”

      “There are no laws against pushing, I’m afraid,” he said gently. “But I would have liked to know.” He glanced out the window. “It’s about time we go. Kyra, are you ready?”

      “Almost.” Kyra ran back to her trunk and finally fished out her daggers. “Everything all right over here?” she asked as she tucked them into her boots.

      “We’ll be fine,” said Flick.

      She supposed they would have to be. “Take care, then,” she said, and followed Tristam out the door.

      

      Forge was laid out in rough concentric circles with the Palace at its center. The nobility lived in the ring just outside the Palace wall, hence their nickname “wallhuggers.” Wealthy merchants, including Kyra’s new landlady, lived in the ring outside that. As Kyra and Tristam set out from her quarters, they headed farther away from the Palace, toward the beggars’ circle.

      Kyra tried again to apologize for her comment about dangerous wallhuggers, but Tristam waved her words aside.

      “It just means that you’re comfortable enough around me to speak freely. I’m glad of it.”

      He’d thrown a cloak over his livery to disguise his affiliation with the Palace, and the two of them strolled down the street like any other couple. A silk vendor waved a gold scarf to get Kyra’s attention. “It will bring out the warm tones of your skin, lovely lady.” When she ignored him, the silk vendor turned his efforts to Tristam. “Young Lord, get your lady a scarf to match her beauty.”

      Kyra chuckled. The merchant’s honeyed words would have been more convincing if he hadn’t said the same thing to every other person walking down the street.

      The silk merchant’s voice echoed after them. “You’re a feisty pair of young lovers. I can tell that you adore each other.”

      Kyra’s laugh trailed off, and she took an involuntary glance at Tristam. The street vendor’s words rattled in her mind. Feisty? She supposed she’d been called that before. Young? That was certainly true. But lovers?

      Six weeks ago, after they’d been released by the Makvani, the two of them had shared a kiss. It didn’t take much effort at all to conjure the memory of his arms around her that night, or the tingle on her skin as they’d leaned their faces close. But that had been one moment in the forest, when they didn’t know what the future held. Now they were back in the city, and things felt less clear. Tristam was the son of a noble house, and she was a pardoned criminal. How could a stolen kiss in the forest stand against that? After weeks of working together under Malikel, they were comfortable with each other, even flirted on occasion. But things remained…uncertain.

      As they continued walking, the lively trappings of the merchant circle gave way to the blackened walls of the fire-burned district, the part of the city that had been destroyed in the Demon Rider raid orchestrated by James. The streets were lined with charred frames. A few of the ruins had been torn down, and some of the poor had set up tents and lean-tos in the burnt-out buildings. The air still smelled faintly of charcoal, and though the ash was gone, Kyra couldn’t shake the impression that breathing too deeply would clog her nose with blackened dust.

      “It doesn’t look much different from before, does it?” said Kyra. “There’s been some rebuilding near the merchant sector, but not down here.”

      “The landlords are likely waiting for the city to clean it up,” said Tristam. “The first person to rebuild has to also clean the wells and unclog the gutters. Nobody wants to do that.”

      “It would only take a crew of Red Shields a couple weeks to clean everything,” said Kyra.

      “That sounds about right,” said Tristam. Neither mentioned the obvious, that the Council hadn’t seen fit to use its soldiers this way.

      Their path didn’t take them directly by the ruins of The Drunken Dog, for which Kyra was grateful. Her friend Bella, who had been like a mother to her, had died after the fire overtook the tavern, and Kyra didn’t want to dwell on the loss today. She sped up her steps as they neared the vicinity of her old home and didn’t stop until it was far behind her. Tristam kept pace with her and didn’t comment.

      Finally, they came to a place where the houses stood intact, though they were still marked by smoke. The beggars along the street became more numerous, and soon Kyra and Tristam neared a corner where she recognized other Palace men. All of them, like Tristam, wore plain cloaks to hide their Palace livery. In addition to Kyra and Tristam, there were three Red Shields and Sir Rollan, a knight new to Malikel’s command. He’d been transferred after Malikel dismissed another knight for taking bribes while on gate duty. The Defense Minister was one of the few who actually enforced honesty in his men—most other commanders simply overlooked such infractions.

      Rollan nodded a greeting as they approached. He was a big man with messy yellow hair, about ten years older than Tristam. “That’s all of us. Kyra, give us an update.”

      The men gathered around. “Ashley’s a low-ranking member of the Guild,” said Kyra. “If he keeps his patterns from earlier this week, he should be home. He’s a good fighter, so be careful.”

      It had taken Kyra considerable time to track him down. After the Palace pardoned Kyra’s crimes, she’d agreed to help Malikel track down the rest of the Guild and bring them to justice. The first assassin, a taciturn man named Jason, had been easy to capture. But as word of Jason’s imprisonment had spread, the rest of the Guild went underground. Kyra found nothing for weeks, until finally she’d run across rumors of Ashley hiding in an old house in the beggars’ sector.

      “Kyra, scout the house,” said Rollan. “Brancel, go help her.”

      Kyra kept her head low as she and Tristam set off down the street. The streets here were narrow and dirty, with the upper stories hanging over the lower ones and blocking the light. She could sense the handful of loiterers and beggars on the street giving them suspicious looks. The Palace folk stood out here despite their efforts to blend in. Their clothes were too nice, and they carried themselves too straight. Well, it was too late to do anything about that. She quickened her steps and turned into an empty alleyway.

      “You’ll be climbing up here?” Tristam asked quietly.

      Kyra nodded, pleased that Tristam knew her habits well enough to anticipate her movements. “Give me a boost?”

      He checked over his shoulder to make sure no one was watching, then joined his hands to form a step for her.

      She pushed off him and pulled herself over the edge of the roof. The old wooden shingles felt as if they’d come apart if she bent them hard enough, and she was glad she had gloves to protect her from splinters. “Thank you. You’re a decent stepladder.”

      “You know,” came his voice from below, “in some circles I’m known for my combat skills and quick strategic mind.”

      “And here I thought it was your pretty face,” she said under her breath.

      Kyra looked down from the roof to find Tristam’s mouth quirked in a mischievous smile. “You think so?”

      Their gazes met for a moment, and the flutter in Kyra’s stomach was not at all convenient for running a mission. She scowled and traced the line of the rooftop with her gaze. “I’m off, then.”

      This entire street was lined with cheaply constructed boarding-houses, favored by landlords who often rented out each room to a different family. Kyra had to use a soft step and watch her way carefully so she wouldn’t tread on any rotten tiles. There was far more creaking and shifting underneath her feet than she would have liked.

      The assassin, Ashley, lived in an attic apartment. These rooms had windows that protruded out of the roof under slanted eaves, and Kyra counted them as she climbed over each one, finally stopping at the fifth. Though the shutters were closed, there was a thin gap where they met. When Kyra put her eye to the crack, she could make out a man sitting on the floor, doing some work with his hands. She had only seen Ashley once or twice during her time at the Guild, but it was definitely him.

      Her target found, Kyra crept to the very edge of the roof. About ten people walked the streets below. Though they all could have seen Kyra easily in the afternoon sun, Tristam was the only one looking up. His eyes met hers, and then he walked casually away.

      Her message delivered, Kyra went back to the window and waited, straining her ears for any sound from within—hard to do because the street noise below was louder. She thought she heard a faint knock—not loud enough to be someone at Ashley’s door, though it could have been Rollan’s men knocking on the building’s main entrance. She risked another peek inside and saw Ashley pause in his work and inch his way toward the door. He held a dagger in his hand. Kyra drew her own blade but stayed put. Her orders were to wait by this window in case he tried to escape.

      The door to Ashley’s room crashed open and Rollan’s men rushed in. The clashing of blades scraped Kyra’s ears. A man screamed in pain, and Ashley pushed past the Red Shields out the door as Rollan yelled a command to follow him. Kyra squinted through the crack, trying to see who’d been hurt, but there was too much going on. She jostled the latch. When it wouldn’t budge, she stepped back and aimed a kick at the window. The flimsy shutters gave way, and she swung herself into the room.

      It was empty. The door was flung open. A Red Shield named Daly sat in the corridor outside while his comrade, a skinny young Red Shield named Fitz, bound a bandage around his thigh. Judging from the amount of blood, the wound looked deep.

      “He needs a healer,” said Fitz as Kyra came closer. Kyra crouched next to them, relieved that the injured man hadn’t been Tristam, then feeling guilty for thinking it. Together, she and Fitz helped Daly to his feet. They had just started hobbling toward the staircase when Tristam and Rollan came running back up.

      Rollan shook his head when Kyra caught his eye. “Gone. He went out a trapdoor.”

      Kyra sagged under Daly’s weight. All that time tracking the assassin down, and he was out of reach again.

      Rollan’s brows knitted together as he took in Daly’s condition, and he motioned for Tristam to take Kyra’s place. “Back to the Palace. Everyone.”

      

      Rollan made the decision to continue hiding their livery as they helped Daly back to the Palace. There was no need to broadcast weakness on the Palace’s part. The party did get its share of curious looks as it marched, but nobody stopped the group, and nobody asked any questions. Rollan dismissed Kyra when they reached the Palace gate.

      “We’ll have to consult with Malikel about the next step,” the knight said. “But he’ll be busy entertaining the Edlan and Parna delegations for the next week. He may not be ready to deal with the Guild until after they’re gone.”

      As the others entered the Palace, Kyra gratefully headed back home. Idalee was probably cooking dinner by now, and Kyra wanted to be in a place where she didn’t have to hide her frustration. The merchant sector was starting to empty out for the evening. A wide avenue lined with shops had only a handful of people walking through. Kyra had just turned down a smaller street toward home when a wire looped around her neck.

      A garrote.

      Kyra almost didn’t react in time. Another moment of hesitation, and the noose would have closed. As it was, she fell back into her attacker and managed to snake her arm between the wire and her neck so the metal dug into the wool of her tunic instead of the exposed skin of her throat. She ducked and grabbed the knife from her boot with her free hand, twisting around so her blade touched her opponent’s stomach just as his grazed her throat.

      Bacchus, James’s second in command, wore a frightening grin as their eyes met. His wire was still tight around her arm, and his knife held steady at her neck. But he didn’t press his attack.

      “You’ve gotten quicker,” he said. There was no trace of fear in his expression. Now that James was imprisoned, he was probably the highest-ranking man in the Assassins Guild. Kyra wondered what the Guild had been doing under his leadership.

      “Put your blade away, Bacchus. It’d be a pity if we both died tonight,” said Kyra. While Bacchus looked calm enough to have been taking an evening walk, every muscle in Kyra’s body was taut. Her arm was going numb.

      He snorted. “Why don’t you withdraw yours?”

      “Because my word means something, and yours doesn’t,” she said through gritted teeth. What would happen if she changed shape now? It had worked with James, but Bacchus could just as easily stab her while she was distracted.

      To her surprise, Bacchus laughed and stepped back. He loosened his grip on her arm, and she flung the garrote to the ground. Kyra kept a firm grip on her blade and scanned the street around her. The few people who had been around before had all fled.

      “If you’re trying to scare me into stopping my work with the Palace, it won’t work.”

      Bacchus spat on the ground. “You snagged one of our lowest-ranking men and failed at snagging another. I in’t losing any sleep.” Kyra couldn’t tell if he was bluffing. “I didn’t come to kill you,” he added. “I bring a message.” Kyra eyed the garrote on the ground, and he shrugged. “James said to leave you alive. He didn’t say how alive.”

      James? Kyra couldn’t help looking around. “Where is he?”

      “Where you left him,” he said. “But he’s got a message for you.”

      “How did he get word to you if he’s still in the dungeon?”

      The assassin gave Kyra a look that conveyed just how stupid it was for Kyra to expect an answer to that question.

      “He tells you to think carefully about what you’re doing against the Guild. You think you’re helping the city by cooperating with the Palace, but the wallhuggers aren’t your friends. They never will be.”

      The last time Kyra and James had talked at length, he’d warned her that the Palace would betray her. Was he still trying to sway her to his side? Was he confident enough of her capitulation that he would show his hand like this?

      “And James claims to be my friend?” she asked.

      Bacchus’s eyes glittered over his ebony beard. “Trust me, lass. He doesn’t want you for a friend. But he wants you to go talk to him when you finally see clearly.”

      “I’ve no interest in seeing him,” said Kyra. “He’s in the dungeon, where he belongs. I won’t fall prey to his schemes again.”

      Bacchus didn’t seem surprised by her answer. He spun his blade in his hand and contemplated her thoughtfully. “You still living with the two girls?”

      Idalee and Lettie. If he wasn’t threatening them outright, he was smugly reminding her of the time James had blackmailed Kyra by threatening her friends. Hot rage ran through her. “I swear, Bacchus,” she said. “If you ever so much as hint a threat toward my family again, I will kill James and track you down. You can’t keep me out of your hideaways if I want to get to you.” It was surprising how easily those words came out.

      He laughed at that. “You’ve changed, lass, and I see I touched a sore spot. Don’t worry. Your friends are safe for now. James’s message is simply a request. The rest is up to you.” He looked her over. “You don’t look like one of them demon beasts.”

      Kyra went cold. James had told Bacchus. Why hadn’t he told the Palace?

      “Get away from me,” Kyra said.

      Bacchus gave a mocking bow and walked away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Tristam let out a groan as he eased the helmet off his head. At least it wasn’t summer, when the leather trapped the sun’s heat in a miasma of oil and sweat. But even in the winter, he hated how the helmet pinched his temples. The icy breeze blew through his damp hair as he stood outside the guard armory after his morning shift, standing in line behind his fellow Red Shields to hang up his gear. Each Red Shield had his own armor and basic uniform, but the overcoat that marked on-duty guards was shared, as were the ceremonial shields and helmet covers.

      “I could use a flagon right now,” said a man from inside.

      “Aye, me too,” said another. “Though I’ve a craving for a good fine wine. My cousin gifted me a bottle last fall, and I still taste it in my dreams.”

      “You’re turning into a right proper fatpurse.” The man raised his voice in a snooty imitation of the other. “‘I’d prefer me a fine wine.’” He cut off abruptly amidst muttered warnings to hush, and a few men in front of Tristam looked nervously in his direction. He ignored their stares and entered to put away his own equipment.

      “Good day, all,” he said after he finished, and left. The room remained silent behind him as he walked out the door.

      A month in the Red Shield ranks hadn’t yet inured him to the scrutiny of his comrades. His fellow Red Shields were too intimidated by his bloodlines to give him trouble outright, but there were constant whispers about “the disgraced knight,” and nervous glances when someone forgot his presence and spoke too freely about the Palace’s noblemen. Every morning, Tristam breathed a sigh of relief when his daily rounds ended. He rubbed heat into his arms as he made his way back to his quarters.

      He’d gone about halfway when someone called his name.

      “Brancel!” Tristam turned at the voice. Sir Rollan was coming toward him with long, rolling strides. “Malikel requires everyone’s presence in his study.”

      “Do I have time to get changed?”

      “No. He wants everyone now.”

      Whatever had happened must have been urgent, if everyone was being summoned on such short notice. “What is it?” Tristam asked.

      “James managed to send a message out of the dungeon. To Kyra.”

      “What?”

      Rollan smiled fiercely. “You’re not the first to react this way.”

      Malikel’s study was already filled with people when they arrived. Tristam spotted Kyra right away, standing next to Malikel’s desk and looking unusually subdued. He caught her eye, and she managed a wan smile in greeting. Was she all right? Had James threatened her? The room was too crowded and too quiet for Tristam to get a word with her. In addition to Kyra, there were the twenty knights and Red Shields under Malikel’s direct command. The Defense Minister himself paced in front of his desk, his dark eyes cutting through anyone who matched gazes with him. They waited in tense silence for a few more people to arrive. Then Malikel spoke.

      “This is unacceptable,” he said, his voice hard as granite. “Our holding cells are not summer homes for criminals to lounge in and send missives from at their pleasure. I want the names of every man, woman, child, and dog who has come within a stone’s throw of the prison building. And I want them all questioned today.”

      No one in the study dared respond or even move. After sweeping his gaze one more time around the room, Malikel started dividing the men into groups. “Tristam,” he said. “Take Fitz and Cecil, and round up the guards who were on duty two nights ago.”

      Sir Rollan and another knight exchanged a glance at Malikel’s words. Tristam noticed, and stared straight ahead to disguise his annoyance. The other knights under Malikel’s command were still trying to figure out what Tristam’s demotion really meant. Here, he’d been given command of Red Shields again, a role that should not have fallen to him.

      “Is there a problem, gentlemen?” Malikel asked.

      “No, sir,” said Rollan.

      “At your tasks, then,” Malikel said. “Make this quick.”

      Tristam caught Fitz’s and Cecil’s eyes and led them out the door. He recognized Fitz as the wiry blond Red Shield who had helped the wounded Daly back to the Palace yesterday. Cecil, he didn’t know as well.

      “Are the two of you willing to take orders from me?” he asked as they left the building.

      “Aye,” said Cecil. “If Martin thought you were worth following, that’s good enough for me.” The look Tristam turned on Cecil must have been intimidating because the Red Shield immediately added, “I hope I’ve not spoken out of turn.”

      “No…no…of course not,” Tristam said, pausing midstride to clear his head. “I just didn’t expect you to bring him up.” Martin had been a Red Shield and a subordinate, but he and Tristam had genuinely liked each other. He’d gone with Tristam in search of Kyra after she was captured by the Makvani, and he’d died at their hands. Tristam still couldn’t quite forgive himself.

      “I’m glad you feel that way,” said Tristam. “Many think I led him to his death.”

      “You forget we actually knew Martin,” said Fitz. “He wouldn’t blindly follow anyone without good reason.”

      “Thank you.” That, at least, was a weight off his chest.

      Tristam took a wagon from the Palace stables so they could move about the city faster, and they started down the list of guards. Most of the guards they fetched were alarmed by the summons but came into the cart willingly. When Tristam arrived at the boardinghouse where the fourth guard lived, however, no one answered the door.

      Tristam tried knocking again. “Open up. This is official Palace business.”

      Still silence. Fitz, waiting next to him, gave a nervous shrug. Tristam circled to a side window and peered through a gap in the shutters. It was hard to see much of anything, but something seemed off. He looked around the boardinghouse again. The landlord likely lived in another part of the city entirely, and it would take hours to track him down. Kyra would have been really useful right about now. He made a mental note to ask her to teach him lock picking next time he saw her.

      Tristam picked up a large stone and returned to the front door. “Give me a hand, will you?” he asked Fitz.

      Fitz’s eyes widened, but he helped Tristam support the weight of the stone.

      “On the count of three,” said Tristam. “One, two…”

      They swung the rock, and the latch gave way with a crash. The door opened, and Fitz whistled.

      The living quarters were empty. The bed was in disarray, and several chests along the walls looked like they had been hurriedly emptied. Their lids had been left open, and discarded objects were strewn all around the floor.

      “Looks like whoever was here made a quick escape,” said Fitz.

      

      The missing guard and his family could not be found anywhere in the city. Based on the testimonies of those who’d last seen them, the entire family had probably fled the night before. Had it been bribery? Blackmail? There was no way to know.

      The rest of the guard force made it through questioning without raising suspicions. Though it seemed this man had worked alone, Malikel personally reviewed the prison guard roster to narrow the list to the most loyal and least vulnerable to persuasion.

      Much later that day, Malikel summoned Tristam to his study. The Defense Minister’s door was closed when Tristam arrived, so he waited in the corridor. After a while, Kyra stepped out, her jaw set and her eyes flinty. Tristam stepped back, surprised at her demeanor, and she walked past him without a word.

      “Tristam, come in,” came Malikel’s voice.

      Tristam threw one last concerned glance in Kyra’s direction before stepping inside. The Defense Minister was seated at his desk. Now that the mystery of James’s message had been partially solved, Malikel’s gaze no longer carried the same murderous intensity. Tristam sat cautiously in a chair opposite him.

      “I just informed Kyra that the Council has forbidden her from entering the prison or having any contact with James,” said Malikel.

      That would explain her ire. A command like this from the Council was an empty one and only served to underscore their mistrust. If Kyra wanted to see James, she’d find a way. Did the Council really think they could control her like this, or did they simply feel better having delivered a command?

      “I tell you this because you wouldn’t otherwise be able to concentrate on anything I say. But I didn’t summon you to discuss Kyra,” said Malikel. Tristam shifted in his chair, chagrined at being so transparent. “I realized today that it’s time I speak with you about your future. I’m afraid I’ve not been the best mentor to you in the time you’ve spent under my command.”

      Tristam started to object, but Malikel raised his hand to stop him.

      “I come from a different background than the rest of the Council members, and I sometimes make decisions that make me unpopular amongst certain of my colleagues.”

      That was an understatement. Malikel’s rise to power was the stuff of legend. The idea of a mercenary from the southern kingdom of Minadel becoming Defense Minister of Forge would have been unthinkable thirty years ago. But a series of heroic acts—most notably, saving the life of the former Defense Minister in a skirmish—had moved him into positions of command. And from there, Malikel had flouted tradition and followed his own judgment on everything from the way he trained his troops to the way he structured their hierarchy underneath him. There had been disapproving glances and clucking of tongues for the entirety of his career, but no one could deny that Malikel was very, very good at what he did. And eventually, that had been enough. Tristam knew all this by heart, but what did it have to do with him?

      Malikel’s eyes crinkled, as if he could read the thoughts going through Tristam’s mind. “Going against convention, disapproval from the court—these are waves I’m willing to make. But in a sense, the consequences for me are not severe. When I made my entry into court, I had very little social capital to risk. Being from Minadel, I had no family to which I was responsible.” Malikel spoke matter-of-factly, and nothing in his manner invited pity. “That’s not the case, however, with you.”

      “Sir?”

      “I worry I’ve been a bad influence on you. You’ve already been demoted once. And though it’s a temporary censure, that kind of mark will affect both your future and that of your family’s.”

      “I don’t regret any of the decisions I’ve made,” said Tristam. Actually, it was more complicated than that. His entire attempt to rescue Kyra had been a disaster. Martin had died, and it turned out that Kyra hadn’t actually needed rescuing. So in that sense, he had many regrets. But given what he’d known at the time, going after Kyra had been the right thing to do. The disgrace that he suffered now at the hands of his peers was a small price to pay.

      “And that’s admirable,” said Malikel. “Just be aware of the choices you make, and make your decisions with your eyes open. It would be remiss of me as your commander not to mention it.”

      “Thank you, sir.” Tristam didn’t quite know what else to say.

      “You will be at the diplomatic ball tomorrow night, correct?” said Malikel.

      “Yes, sir.” Every three years, the leaders of the three cities gathered for a summit that started with a diplomatic ball. All under Malikel’s direct command were required to attend.

      “Good. Take some time with Kyra there. She’ll need some help learning the protocols of court. And think on what I’ve said. It’s a lot to process but ultimately not something you can afford to ignore.”

      Tristam struggled to unravel his thoughts as he made his way out the door. Malikel’s advice unsettled him. He might have expected such words from Willem or one of the more active members of court, but Malikel, he couldn’t dismiss so readily. He looked down at his livery, contemplating the F that marked his rank. Somehow, he had the feeling that things weren’t going to get any simpler.
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      Flick had an excruciatingly loud wolf whistle. Kyra heard it often enough when he flirted with his favorite serving girls, but until this evening, she had never appreciated just how obnoxious it could be. That was probably because, until tonight, he had never directed it at her.

      She scowled again, squinting at her reflection as she angled the bottom of a polished copper pot to see her entire body. She wore a gown that Malikel commanded she have made for diplomatic occasions. It was made of soft emerald silk and gathered with a velvet ribbon just below her bust. The same ribbon, a darker shade of green than the fabric, trimmed her sleeves, neckline, and hem. The cost of the dress would have covered her lodging for a month, but it was hard to maintain a proper sense of guilt at the extravagance when the silk fell so lightly around her feet.

      Idalee, who had tied Kyra’s hair into a simple twist, stood to the side with her arms crossed and a smug grin on her face. She’d recently started washing dishes at a nearby tavern and had clearly picked up some tricks from the more fashionable serving girls. Lettie sat at the table, legs dangling and mouth open in a small O as she stared at Kyra.

      And Flick, of course, was whistling.

      “Will you stop that?” Kyra said. “You’ll annoy the landlady.”

      “And besides,” said Idalee, “Kyra looks too fine tonight to be whistled at.”

      “That’s right,” Kyra said. “Another whistle from you and I’ll have one of my manservants toss you in the gutter.”

      Flick snorted. “Watch yourself, lass. I can still hang you upside down by your ankles.”

      Kyra stifled a giggle. It had been a while since Flick had tried that particular trick, but she imagined he’d be able to if he put his mind to it.

      “You do look very pretty, Kyra,” piped up Lettie. “I wish I could see the ball.”

      “Me too,” said Flick. “Seems it’d be quite the spectacle.”

      “You, Flick?” said Idalee. “I thought you wanted nothing to do with the wallhuggers.”

      Flick shrugged. “Just because I don’t like shoveling peacock manure doesn’t mean I don’t appreciate their plumage.”

      Her friends might have been intrigued by the ball, but Kyra herself was terrified. Perhaps her friends thought her glamorous, but she knew she wouldn’t be able to keep up the act once she went into the ballroom. What did she know about nobles and foreign visitors? The night would end in humiliation. She’d bet money on it.

      She slipped on her shoes, velvet as well, and wiggled her toes at their softness. “I just hope I don’t get kicked out of the Palace for some breach of manners,” she said, heading out the door.

      Kyra dodged the usual assortment of street vendors, servants, and beggars on her way to the Palace. She got a few curious looks, but nobody gave her any trouble.

      The Palace gate was ornamented with winterberries and candles for the occasion. When the guard challenged her, Kyra reached inside her collar and brought out a medallion that bore Malikel’s emblem.

      “Malikel’s command?” He waved her in.

      Kyra fingered the medallion, running her fingers over the coat of arms before letting it drop. She respected Malikel and believed he respected her in return. The rest of the Council though, was another matter altogether. That was clear enough in their hurry to ban her from seeing James or even entering the Palace prison. The Council wanted her as a trained dog, a thief on a leash. They wouldn’t say no to her skills, but they were quick to cut her off if they sensed her becoming a threat.

      The outer compound looked finer tonight than Kyra had ever seen it. Extra torches and lamps had been brought out to light the pathway, and the gray-white granite walls of the buildings had been scrubbed until they shone. Even the snow, which had started to turn into muddy slush the past few days, had been cleared out and the ground underneath covered with fine rugs. Fire pits had been set up at regular distances so that guests could move about comfortably without heavy cloaks or furs.

      A whole host of horses and carriages filled the main courtyard. Porters and servants took bags and led horses away, while foreign dignitaries stood mingling with Forge’s nobility. Kyra recognized the Edlan dignitaries by their waxed beards and mustaches. Delicately waxed facial hair was the current fashion in Edlan and the butt of many a joke in Forge and Parna. Many of the Edlan men had women with them, some wearing sturdy travel gowns, others in their evening finery. The Parnans were harder to recognize, but Kyra suspected that many of the unfamiliar wallhugger faces belonged to that contingent.

      The entire scene was intimidating. Kyra walked the perimeter of the courtyard, scanning the crowd for people she knew. She saw Malikel, his black, curly hair and beard freshly cropped against his dark brown skin, wearing a maroon tunic and breeches instead of his usual official’s robes. The Defense Minister stood talking to a tall, stout man with a well-curled auburn mustache. Close by, Forge’s Head Councilman, Willem, held court amongst a whole circle of nobles.

      Kyra finally caught sight of Tristam next to one of the carriages, looking very handsome in a midnight-blue tunic and black breeches. He was talking to an older gentleman from Edlan, and his eyes swept over Kyra without seeing her at first. But a moment later, he snapped his gaze abruptly back toward her, a startled expression on his face. She waved a few fingers in greeting. To her surprise, Tristam immediately bowed to his conversational companion and took his leave. Kyra’s arms felt awkward at her sides as he crossed the courtyard toward her. Her fingers itched to start fidgeting with her dress, but she forced them still.

      When he came close, Tristam reached his arm toward her, palm up. After a moment’s confusion, Kyra gave him her hand, and he bowed low, pressing his lips to her skin. It was hard not to shiver at the tingle that went up her arm. Tristam straightened, and his eyes swept over her. “You look beautiful.”

      She smiled, a pleasant warmth spreading through her chest. Until she’d seen Tristam’s reaction, she hadn’t admitted to herself that she’d been hoping for one. “You look very nice yourself,” she said. “Care to introduce me to all this court fanciness?”

      “My pleasure.” He offered her an arm. “The crowd is moving to the ballroom. Shall we follow?”

      Uniformed servants directed the guests through a massive set of double doors into the Palace’s main ballroom. The sparkle of countless candle flames greeted them as they drifted in with the crowd, and Kyra couldn’t help but gasp at the sight. The walls and ceilings were lined with mirrors, and they caught the light from crystal chandeliers overhead. The glass also reflected swirls of color from the hall—silk finery, feathered headdresses, rouged lips, and kohl-rimmed eyes. A group of ten musicians played at one end of the dance floor, while tables at the other end of the hall bore mouthwatering displays of delicacies, desserts, and wine. Servants weaved through the crowd, carrying platters that left tantalizing scent trails behind them. Uniformed guards in both Forge red, Edlan blue, and Parnan silver stood at attention along the walls, their stillness even more apparent against the constantly shuffling crowd.

      “There’s more soldiers here than I expected,” said Kyra.

      Tristam chuckled. “Well, yes. That’s the uncomfortable truth about the three cities. We’re not at war, but we’re never completely at peace either. Don’t let the pomp and ceremony fool you. We come together to ‘enhance cooperation between our three peoples.’ We’ll smile at each other, even help one another as a gesture of goodwill. But behind the honeyed words, we’re still trying to get an advantage on the others.”

      Kyra thought she could sense some of this tension in the careful smiles and polite conversations around her. “What do I need to know about Edlan and Parna?”

      Tristam led her to a table, where a bowing servant handed him two glasses of sparkling wine. “Think of our three city-states as three brothers,” he said, passing her a glass and lowering his voice. “Forge is the eldest, with a respectable inheritance of rich farmland and plentiful forests. We have the most people, the most fealty from families who live outside the city proper, and access to the best trade routes. Edlan is the second brother, living at the base of the Aerins in a harsher clime. They’re a hearty city and a tough people, but they’re always feeling second-best.”

      Kyra wondered if the Edlanese folk would agree with that assessment. “And Parna?”

      “Parna is the young upstart who, while the two elder siblings were squabbling, stumbled upon a fortune of his own.”

      Kyra sipped her wine, savoring the feel of the bubbles against her tongue. “Your comparisons are getting unwieldy, Tristam.”

      His eyes twinkled. “Fair enough. Parna lies at the fork of the Vera River. She’s the smallest and youngest city-state out of the three, but she’s also extremely fortunate in her location and resources. The Parnans discovered some lucrative mines about two hundred years ago that have served them well. The river also provides an excellent defense for them, so the Parnan government spends its money on arts and learning instead of large armies. I visited their Palace once. They have poets and bards in residence, philosophers holding court every evening. It’s really quite impressive.”

      “Are the Councils of Edlan and Parna similar to ours?”

      “Edlan doesn’t have a Council, actually. It’s ruled by Duke Symon. He has his advisers, but they have very little power to overrule his decisions, whereas every decision made in Forge has to pass a majority vote. Parna has two Councils: one like ours and another that’s chosen by the people every—”

      Tristam stopped short as someone clapped him on the shoulder. Kyra turned to see a young nobleman even taller than Tristam, looking them over with a broad smile on his face.

      “Enjoying the festivities?” said the newcomer.

      Tristam leaned back, eyes wide, before his face also split into a grin. “Henril! I didn’t know you would be here.” He clasped Henril’s arm with his free hand and turned to Kyra. “This is my eldest brother. I’ve not seen him in two years. Henril, this is Kyra, also under Malikel’s command.”

      Brother. Henril had wider shoulders than Tristam, a heavier frame, and lighter hair, but the two men shared the same long face and tall nose. Henril took Kyra’s hand and bowed low over it. “A pleasure to meet you, Kyra. Word of your deeds reaches even into the countryside.”

      Kyra wondered briefly just exactly what those deeds entailed. “Are you the brother who stole sweets from the kitchen and blamed it on Tristam?”

      Henril laughed. “I’m wounded you would think such a thing, Lady Kyra. I would never betray my sibling for something as trivial as sweets.”

      “It’s true,” said Tristam. “He preferred to steal meat pies.”

      The two brothers were still grinning at each other, clearly looking forward to catching up. Henril looked friendly enough, but Kyra didn’t want to be the one holding back the conversation. “I’m sure you have much to talk about,” she said. “I should go check if Malikel needs me for anything.”

      “Are you sure?” asked Tristam, looking hesitantly between her and Henril.

      She gave what she hoped was a reassuring smile. “If I can survive in a forest of demon cats, I’ll survive some time by myself in the ballroom. I’ll be back soon.”

      

      Tristam gazed after Kyra’s retreating form. He couldn’t seem to stop looking at her tonight, and he wondered if she’d noticed him gawking earlier. Compared with the fashionable noblewomen around them, Kyra was underadorned. Her dress had no embroidery, and she wore no jewelry or face paint. But she had a way of bringing elegance to anything she wore. The silk of her dress skimmed her subtle curves and swirled in response to her movements in a way that was simply captivating.

      But Henril was here, and Tristam had already let the conversation lag too long. He turned back to his brother. “She’s not usually quite so scared. Diplomatic balls aren’t exactly her element.”

      Henril crossed muscled arms over his broad chest. “I can imagine, if all I’ve heard is true. Did she really try to assassinate Malikel?”

      “That she did. I found her on the ledge outside his bedroom wall. She almost got away.” He saw her as she’d been that night, how well she’d faded into the shadows, how impossibly fleet she’d been once she started running.

      “I hear you tackled her. Kind of an unfair advantage, I’d say,” Henril said.

      Tristam laughed at that one. “Don’t judge her by her size. She’s better with a dagger than I, and I was fighting for my life. I’m glad she’s on our side now.”

      “Is there anything more to that?” asked Henril, his expression carefully neutral. “Other than being on the same side?”

      “No. We’re comrades-in-arms. Nothing more.” Tristam wasn’t sure why he’d told that lie, and he despised himself as soon as it came out. Tonight, of all nights, it was clear to him that they were not simply “comrades-in-arms.” But he found that he couldn’t take the words back either. To answer any other way would have raised questions that Tristam didn’t yet know how to answer. Especially since nothing between him and Kyra had actually been said.

      Henril tilted his head in a gesture that didn’t convey much confidence at all in Tristam’s words, and Tristam decided to change the subject. “How have things been at home?”

      At this, Henril’s expression darkened and he hunched his shoulders as if huddling against a cold wind. “Not good. Demon Rider attacks have been increasing these past few weeks. Father and I have been riding the grounds every day, and we sent for Lorne to return as well.”

      Lorne was Tristam’s second brother. “That bad?” said Tristam.

      Henril lifted the sleeve of his tunic to reveal a bandage around his forearm. “Got that from a demon cat two weeks ago.”

      Tristam’s chest tightened at the sight. Demon Rider attacks on Forge itself had all but stopped since James’s capture, but they still happened in the countryside. He’d known this, but it was a very different thing to see his wounded brother in front of him. And here he’d been, enjoying the respite. “It’s strange the attacks have increased so much in the countryside, even taking into account that the barbarians avoid the city proper. If things are this bad, perhaps I should return home too.”

      His brother shook his head. “No, it’s good to have someone within earshot of the Council. Father, Lorne, and I can handle the manor for now. Just keep an eye out for messages from us. We might need your help on short notice.”

      

      Kyra had no sooner stepped into Malikel’s field of vision than the Defense Minister waved her over. “Kyra, we’ve need of you.”

      She hesitated. Though she’d told Tristam she was going to see Malikel, Kyra realized now that she hadn’t actually meant to follow through. Well, Malikel had seen her. She steeled herself and approached.

      Kyra didn’t recognize the majority of officials standing around Malikel, and the one face she did recognize, Kyra was not at all happy to see. Head Councilman Willem had no special love for Kyra, and he made no secret of it.

      “You already know Councilman Willem,” said Malikel. “This is Duke Symon of Edlan and Lord Alvred, the Edlan defense minister.”

      Perhaps this was the day for noticing family resemblances, because Kyra was struck by the similarity between Duke Symon’s and Willem’s features—something about the thin line of their lips and the way their well-trimmed eyebrows angled in on their foreheads. Kyra seemed to remember hearing that the two were distant cousins and that this relation was why Forge had been able to maintain peace with Edlan in recent years. She shifted her gaze to Lord Alvred, whom she now recognized as the large man she’d seen with Malikel earlier. He towered over her, and Kyra imagined that his hefty limbs might have been solid with muscle in his youth. Even now that he had a softer physique, Kyra got the impression he could crush her with very little effort. This was the man who would be Malikel’s archenemy should war arise. Kyra wondered how they got along in times of peace.

      “Lord Alvred had some questions about the Demon Riders,” said Malikel. “They’ve had a few attacks in Edlan as well.”

      Alvred leaned over Kyra, absently smoothing down his mustache. “Is it true that they and their cats are the same type of creature?”

      That was an easy enough question. “It’s true,” she said. “I saw them change shape many times.”

      He raised his eyebrows in keen interest. “And what have you found to be the best way of fighting them?”

      “Spears, sir.” Military strategy was Tristam’s domain, but Kyra had been around long enough to answer at the simplest level. “That and telling folk to stay out of their way. They’re usually going for livestock, though they’re ruthless if you attack them.”

      Alvred had a few follow-up questions, and Kyra found she could answer them to his satisfaction. Other officials came to their circle as she spoke, and the air around her grew warmer with the crowd. Apparently, the Demon Riders were high in everybody’s interest. As she spoke, Kyra became self-conscious about her lowborn speech. She was tempted to try to match the wallhuggers’ smoother consonants and intonation, but she suspected she’d only come across as foolish.

      Alvred downed his wine in one swig. “This is all very interesting,” he said. “We’ve not found the Demon Riders to be much of a threat in Edlan. We did have a few attacks, which we fought off. After that, the barbarians have left us alone. Perhaps they’ve found easier marks elsewhere.”

      The insult didn’t go unnoticed. All eyes went to Malikel, who looked to be suppressing a smile. “I congratulate you, Alvred, on the success of your excellent army.”

      “It’s colder and rockier near Edlan, in’t it?” said Kyra. “Mayhap the Demon Riders just prefer warmer weather.”

      Alvred peered down his nose at her. “And you would presume to know the minds of the barbarians? What kind of training does a girl like you have in warfare?”

      Kyra flushed and squared her stance. “No formal learning, sir, but you’ll remember I was their prisoner for a month.”

      Head Councilman Willem cleared his throat. His presence was commanding enough that everyone looked to him, though he didn’t start talking until the pretty serving girl attending him had finished refilling his glass. “You raise a good question, Alvred, and one that we at Forge might do well to remember. Kyra of Forge”—he emphasized the city name, subtly underscoring Kyra’s lack of affiliation with a noble house—“is a former assassin who was convicted of high treason, a member of the very group who first brought the Demon Riders against Forge. Certainly an unconventional choice to ask for counsel when the city’s safety is at stake. But Malikel’s choice in subordinates has always been unique.”

      Kyra choked at Willem’s words. Willem had been the one to recruit Kyra into the Palace service after the pardon. How dare he reframe things now to cast suspicion on Malikel?

      She might eventually have found her voice, but Malikel spoke first. “Thank you, Willem,” he said mildly. “Kyra is valuable to us precisely because of her history with the Assassins Guild. Her experience with them and as a prisoner of the Demon Riders gives her a perspective that we lack. Any tome on strategy will fall short upon meeting an unfamiliar enemy. Sometimes firsthand experience is the best.” He turned to Kyra. “I believe we’ve heard all we need from you. You are dismissed.”

      

      Tristam intercepted her before she could go very far, looping his arm into hers as if they were any one of the elegant couples in the ballroom.

      “Don’t leave.” He spoke conversationally and looked out over the crowd, though there was a layer of compassion in his tone. “If you let him know he’s upset you, then he’s won. It’s all part of the game.”

      Kyra let him guide her through the revelers, frustrated that he’d read her intentions so easily and wondering how much he’d overheard. “Can we go somewhere quieter at least? I can’t stomach much more of this.”

      “How about here, by the wall?” He guided her to a space far enough from any posted guards to give them a semblance of privacy. “We can watch the dancing.”

      She nodded gratefully. Kyra started to lean against the mirrored walls but stopped when she saw Tristam standing straight. He gave her a faint smile. “Lean against me. I’m plenty sturdy, and the servants don’t have to polish me at the end of the evening.”

      Kyra had to laugh at that, and she took his offered arm. They made quite a pair, the two of them in their finery, behaving in what must have been an incredibly unsociable way.

      “Are you all right?” Tristam asked after a while.

      Kyra nodded and found that she was indeed feeling better. “I’m used to Willem’s barbs by now.”

      “Willem shouldn’t have spoken like that, undermining our own people to Edlan officials. It’s not even a matter of decorum. As Head Councilman, what he did was unacceptable.”

      “I suppose he just really dislikes me.” Kyra tried to make her voice light, but Tristam just shook his head.

      “No. Willem is too much of a politician to let his own feuds leak through to his official duties. He had a reason for saying what he did.”

      “And what was that?”

      “I can’t know for sure,” said Tristam. “But Malikel’s been gaining favor in the Council. He’s been pushing an initiative against corruption in the Palace, and he’s been convincing the other Council members. Perhaps Willem is trying to push back.”

      Across the room, Willem was enjoying a brief moment of solitude, attended by the same unusually pretty serving girl who’d refilled his cup before. The girl smiled at Willem, tilting her head as she refilled his glass, though it was clear to anyone with eyes in his head that her true function involved more than simply pouring wine. She wore the usual undyed linen dress of Palace serving women, but she’d cut it to a tighter fit, and the collar was much lower than the usual modest cut. The girl had accentuated her already striking features with a hint of kohl and berry stain, and she had the kind of figure that made men stop in the streets. Willem didn’t even try to hide his glances at her cleavage as he leaned over to speak in her ear.
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