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      The cloudy gray light before the storm dulled the white marble façade of the Tombrino auction house to pearly dimness. Its many arches and gilded spires gave it the look of a temple of the avatar Gavant instead of a temple to worldly wealth. White statues topped the small round arches lining its roof, too far away for Sienne to make out details or identify who they were meant to be. She guessed long-ago rulers of Fioretti or representations of divine virtues, monitoring the activities of anyone who dared go within.

      A gust of freezing wind snatched her cloak from her hands where she gripped it closely around herself. She grabbed the cloak and wrapped it more tightly to her. Winter clung to the city despite having supposedly been evicted by first summer, and rain was imminent. Sienne was grateful they were far enough south that it wouldn’t be snow instead. Snow was pretty when you were indoors looking at how it covered the gardens and drinking spiced wine, but less pretty if you had to be out in it.

      “Was this always an auction house?” she asked Perrin, who strode along beside her. His long dark hair was windblown, and the tip of his nose was as red from the cold air as hers no doubt was.

      “It was the home of a minor noble, some hundred and seventy-five years ago,” Perrin said. “Someone who plotted against the queen of that era. His fortune and lands were confiscated, his family driven into exile, and his life forfeit. I am certain it was a far more tragic story at the time, but now it is simply a cautionary tale. The Fiorus family have ever been canny when it comes to protecting their rule.”

      “I don’t know. That still sounds sad, at least for the family. I suppose it was generous of the queen not to have them all executed.”

      Perrin took a drink from the flask at his hip. “Indeed. And daring, to leave alive any who might seek revenge for their father’s death.”

      Sienne eyed the flask, but said nothing. After nearly nine months of being Perrin’s companion on their scrapper team, she was used to his near-constant state of mild to moderate inebriation. The priests of the avatar Averran, whom Perrin worshipped, were expected to be a little drunk when performing their devotions, but Sienne couldn’t help feeling Perrin took it too far. She’d overheard enough of his side of the prayer conversations he had with his avatar to suspect Averran didn’t like it either. But any time she brought it up, even obliquely, Perrin sidestepped the issue with steely grace, and after four months she’d given up even the most subtle queries.

      The entrance to the auction house was an open arch with no door, through which men and women bundled up in cloaks against the cold scurried like so many drab gray or black beetles. Perrin and Sienne followed the trickle of people through a short hall where the wind blew briskly and into a larger antechamber with a domed roof. There was no indication as to what it had originally been meant for, but the fine frescos on the walls and the doors beneath them suggested some kind of reception chamber. Scuffs on the parquet floor, which had not been waxed in some time, told Sienne this was a place of serious business that didn’t have time for niceties like polished floors. Though the room was sheltered from the wind, it was still bitingly cold, and Sienne wished her magic for heating water applied to air as well. Though it was unlikely she could heat a volume of air this size.

      There were only about twenty or twenty-five people in the room, standing in knots of two or three, all of them huddled into their cloaks or coats as she was. Sienne surveyed the frescos. They depicted a series of familiar fairy tales featuring talking animals that walked on their hind legs and dressed like humans. It was subject matter she would have expected to see in a nursery rather than a noble’s reception chamber. Nobody else seemed to notice. “There’s not many here,” she said in a low voice. “That’s good, right?”

      “It’s not bad,” Perrin said. “Though we are counting on no one wanting the rather pedestrian lot we are here to bid on. But we should not discuss it in public. It may be a pedestrian lot, but we do not want to give any hint that it matters to us more than that.”

      Sienne nodded. Perrin was right; the knives they were here to bid on shouldn’t matter to anyone but themselves, but no sense giving the game away, and possibly encouraging someone to bid against them.

      It had been a long nine months leading to this point. At first, their newly acquired quest to free their companion Alaric’s people from the wizard who had them in thrall went nowhere. Perrin’s blessing enhancing Alaric’s memory of the wizard’s binding ritual had given them plenty of information, but none of it hinted at what their next step should be.

      Then, three months ago, Alaric had been successful in bribing someone to let him look at the confiscated possessions of Lord Liurdi, from whose property Alaric had originally taken one of the ritual pieces, a brass goblet. According to Perrin, the city treasury made good money off letting prospective bidders do this, so it wasn’t that spectacular an achievement, but it had been progress all the same.

      Alaric’s enhanced memory identified one of the knives in Liurdi’s trove as companion to the goblet. Warned in advance by Perrin, who refused to explain why he knew so much about city policies, Alaric didn’t try to buy the knife outright. Instead, he found out when Liurdi’s possessions would be auctioned off. And now Perrin and Sienne were going to bid on the knife. The lot of knives, actually; there had been five knives in the ancient trunk the team had found the key to. Sienne still felt annoyed that they hadn’t been allowed to keep the salvage, since they’d essentially found it, but Denys Renaldi, the guard lieutenant who’d arrested Lord Liurdi for kidnapping Sienne and a host of other crimes, had refused to break what was city custom, if not law. So bidding it would have to be.

      Perrin abruptly turned away from Sienne and swore under his breath. “What’s wrong?” Sienne asked.

      “There is someone here I would rather not encounter,” Perrin said. “Fortunately he is just as loath to meet me, but his companions might decide to force the issue. Better if they simply do not see me.”

      “Who—”

      “It is unimportant. Someone I knew once. Someone who took exception to my conversion.” Perrin raised the flask again, stared at it, then put it away with a grimace. “I must keep my wits about me, however much I would prefer to lose myself in a gentle fog of brandy. Damn him.”

      Sienne knew little of Perrin’s past except that his family had cast him off when he converted from the worship of Gavant to that of Averran and, to make matters worse, became a priest of that avatar. She casually scanned the crowd, looking for anyone who might be paying close attention to them. Was it a relative? Another noble associated with the Delucco family?

      She met the gaze, briefly, of a short, slim man wearing an old-fashioned jerkin over a bell-sleeved white linen shirt and hose. He appeared to be scanning the crowd as she was, and she wondered what he was looking for. Sizing up the competition, perhaps? A nearby woman dressed in a long gown of heavy chartreuse brocade looked warmer than everyone else, and for a moment Sienne envied her the gown. Then she thought about how awkward gowns were, and the moment passed.

      A high-pitched bell rang out, a single tone that stilled the already quiet conversations. A woman dressed as Sienne was in fine linen shirt, close-fitting wool trousers, knee boots, and a form-fitting vest emerged from one of the side doors. “The auction will begin in five minutes,” she said in a clear, carrying voice. “Please follow me.”

      Perrin hung back, Sienne guessed to avoid whoever it was he didn’t want to meet. They went through the door nearly at the rear of the group, giving Sienne plenty of time to observe the others. Most of them were men wearing the colors of various Fiorettan guilds: carpenters, watchmakers, chandlers, and a few Sienne didn’t recognize. There was the woman in chartreuse, and the slim man in old-fashioned clothes. A group of two men and a woman, dressed more finely than the others, might be a rich merchant’s representatives or even those of a noble house. And finally, a young woman, probably in her late teens, clutched a purse to her side in both hands as if fearing thieves. Her thin nose was red-tipped as Perrin’s was from the cold, and she kept her gaze focused straight ahead on the backs of those in front of her. Sienne couldn’t help wondering what all these people were after, and whether any of them had, like Alaric, bribed their way to an early showing of the merchandise.

      They passed through the door, and Sienne had to control a gasp. The enormous room beyond had once been a ballroom, though one at least twice the size of the ballroom at her father’s ducal palace in Beneddo. More frescos, these of dancing nobles in the dress of two hundred years earlier, covered the walls and the high, arching ceiling where chandeliers still hung, dark and cobwebby. The light came not from the disused chandeliers, but from lanterns on poles scattered throughout the room. The smell of lamp oil was strong in the frigid air. This floor was also scuffed and scored with deep scratches where merchandise had no doubt been dragged over the years. It was almost criminal that they’d treated such a magnificent room so.

      But what had startled a gasp out of Sienne was not the beauty of the room. It was its contents. The ballroom was packed with furniture, tables and chairs and armoires and chests and all manner of household furnishings. Wooden crates with their lids removed lay here and there, some with packing straw sticking out of the top, others gleaming with unidentifiable contents. Sienne’s eye was drawn to a blocky, antique trunk atop which were piled furs, probably minks if Sienne had to guess. She and Perrin weren’t interested in the trunk, though it had come from the same ancient keep that had started their quest in motion, but Sienne was tempted to bid on it, for nostalgia’s sake.

      Men and women in the uniforms of the Fiorettan city guard stood at attention around the room, armed with the traditional sword and knife and looking willing to use them. Sienne didn’t need their deterrence to keep her distance from the wares.

      The auction house employee walked to a spot near where the goods were piled most heavily and said, “Bidding will proceed as follows. An item will be presented and an initial price declared. I will call for bids, and the highest bidder will be the purchaser. All items must be paid for at auction’s end. If the highest bidder lacks the cash to pay, the second highest bidder will be given the chance to purchase. Items not purchased at the end of the auction will remain the property of the city.” She waited as if expecting questions, then said, “The first lot is a dining table and sixteen chairs. Bidding will start at one hundred lari.”

      Sienne scanned the room again. This was going to be a very long day.

      She tried not to fidget as Lord Liurdi’s possessions were auctioned off. She hadn’t gone to the man’s execution—none of them had—and the last she’d seen of him had been when she testified to his kidnapping of her. When she’d first met him, he’d been vibrant and confident, if unattractive. At the trial, he’d looked as if all the life had been sucked out of him. Sienne felt no pity, because he’d murdered and schemed to get the key to open that trunk, but she did feel awkward, as if she’d seen him naked and not just beaten. She’d also felt angry that the Giordas, who’d been his accomplices in murder and theft, had been given prison sentences rather than death simply because they’d testified against him. Prison was awful, true, and it was possible they wouldn’t survive the term of their sentence, but it was just wrong.

      The bidding proceeded. It was boring, actually, with most items going for their first asking price and some items not bid on at all. Sienne couldn’t see a pattern to the order in which things were presented for auction. A sofa—a familiar sofa, she’d lain bound upon it while she listened to Liurdi and his friends plot her death!—was followed by a set of silverware, followed by porcelain bedroom utensils Sienne hoped someone had cleaned thoroughly. She let her mind drift, thinking about what Leofus might make for dinner. They were almost certainly going to miss the midday meal, the way things were going.

      Perrin put up a hand, startling her. Surely she hadn’t missed the knives being presented? But no, it was the pile of minks on the trunk he’d bid on. A few bids were exchanged, and Perrin was outbid. “Why did you do that?” she asked.

      “Camouflage,” Perrin said quietly. “And there are a few items we could use or resell at a profit.”

      “But what if we don’t have enough for the knives?”

      “This is not my first auction, Sienne. Have faith.”

      Sienne subsided. Perrin knew what he was doing. She was just there to keep him company and, she now realized, provide magical backup if necessary. If he bought an armoire like the one they were selling now, he’d only get it back to Master Tersus’s house if she cast fit on it.

      “Next lot,” the auctioneer said. “Five knives recovered from an ancient ruin, non-magical, but in excellent shape. We will start the bidding at twenty lari.”

      Perrin raised his hand. “Twenty lari, do I have twenty-five?” the auctioneer said. The young woman with the thin nose let go her purse long enough to raise her hand high in the air. “Twenty-five, I’m looking for thirty.” Perrin bid again. “Thirty. Thirty-five?” The young woman’s hand shot up again.

      Sienne examined her more closely. She was plainly dressed, but in clothes that screamed bespoke and a pair of boots Sienne recognized as coming from the bootmaker she and her companions patronized, a woman whose wares were as expensive as they were high-quality. Her hair, unusually light for a Fiorettan, hung loose to her waist in mouse-colored waves. Sienne’s hands closed into fists. There weren’t supposed to be any real challengers to their bid.

      The bidding continued to mount. Perrin looked as calm as if this weren’t crucial to their plans. Sienne didn’t know how much money Perrin had brought. Surely it would be enough. She resented the young woman and her stupid intrusion into their plans. They needed that knife, damn it!

      “That’s two hundred lari,” the auctioneer said as Perrin lowered his hand. She was trying to maintain her calm, but her wide eyes gave away her astonishment at the turn the bidding had taken. “Two hundred fifty?”

      One of the merchant’s representatives raised a hand, outbidding the girl. Sienne’s heart sank. The unusual activity made it look like Perrin and the girl knew something about the knives’ value, and now others wanted in on it. She wanted to scream, snatch the knives, and make a run for it. She wouldn’t get far before the guards tackled her, but she was almost desperate enough to try.

      “Two hundred fifty,” the auctioneer said in a faint voice. “Three hundred?”

      “One thousand lari,” the girl said. Her voice was thin, but clear. The woman in the chartreuse gown gasped.

      “The bid is three hundred,” the auctioneer said. Her hand by her side was shaking.

      “I’m prepared to pay one thousand,” the girl said. “This just saves time.”

      The auctioneer considered her. She looked at the merchant’s representative and at Perrin. Perrin’s jaw was rigid. Sienne was sure they didn’t have a thousand lari. “One thousand lari,” the auctioneer said. “Do I have one thousand and fifty?”

      No one moved. The merchant’s representative shook his head. “One thousand, then,” the auctioneer said. The girl came forward to accept the numbered chit, then merged back into the crowd.

      Perrin stared at nothing. His hand came to rest on the hip flask, but didn’t take it. Sienne couldn’t think of anything to say. They’d lost, and to a girl who… what? Maybe she believed the knives had a value they didn’t. Or was she an unknown enemy who wanted them to suffer? She couldn’t possibly have known about their interest.

      Sienne stared at the girl, who was turning the numbered chit over in her hands like it was a precious jewel. Maybe they could reason with her. Maybe they could offer her money for just the one knife. No, that might sound like desperation, and make her inflate her price further.

      “Should we—” she began.

      “Let us talk later,” Perrin said. “When there are fewer prying ears.”

      Sienne nodded.

      More lots came and went. Perrin half-heartedly bid on a kitchen table, and won. “Leofus has been complaining about the old table we use now,” Perrin said as he accepted the chit showing the lot number he’d purchased. “I thought this would be a nice gift for him.”

      “He’ll be thrilled.” Sienne felt empty. Of course there was no point conserving their money now the knives were out of reach, but it was so pointless. She didn’t know how Perrin managed not to despair. Or maybe he was despairing, and concealed it well.

      It was hours before the auction was over, and by the end Sienne’s feet hurt from standing so long, her stomach was empty, her bladder was full, and her hands were numb from cold. The announcement of the last lot energized her, until she remembered they still had to pay for the table. After what had happened, she resented the table for keeping them one moment longer than necessary, but she waited more or less patiently with Perrin to present their chit and hand over the money. “Will you arrange for delivery?” the man who took their money asked.

      “My companion will handle the details,” Perrin said, walking over to the table. Sienne followed him, pulling out her spellbook and opening it to fit. She’d had the spell for six months and still wasn’t tired of using it. Slowly she read out the syllables of the transform, envisioning the size she wanted the table to become, and savored the honey-sweet taste that filled her mouth. As the last sound left her lips, the ten-foot-long table vanished, replaced by a doll-sized table no more than a foot long. There was never any transition between the two states; objects went from one size to another with no intervening stages. Sienne closed her spellbook, ignoring the stares and whispers of the onlookers. Perrin picked up the table. “Our thanks,” he said, and strode off toward the exit.

      Sienne began to follow him, but a hand on her arm stopped her. It was the girl who’d outbid them. She held a bulky leather bag larger than Sienne’s spellbook in her other hand. “I have something you want,” she said in the same thin voice.

      “How dare you taunt me!” Sienne said, jerking away.

      The girl was unmoved by Sienne’s anger. She dipped into her belt pouch and brought out a rectangle of pasteboard. A calling card. Sienne had once had ones just like it. She extended it to Sienne, who took it without thinking. “Be at that address at nine a.m. tomorrow. All of you.” She tucked the leather bag under one arm and turned to go.

      “Wait!” Sienne said. “Why—”

      “Tomorrow,” the girl said, and kept walking.

      Perrin hadn’t stopped walking, and now he returned to Sienne’s side. “Sienne,” he said, “why were you talking to her?”

      Sienne looked at the card. It bore the name Odela Figlari and an address on the east side of Fioretti. “I think,” she said absently, “we’ve just been had.”
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      Perrin took the card and read its contents. “Figlari,” he said. “The name is unfamiliar.”

      “She said ‘all of us,’” Sienne said. “Perrin, this was a set-up.”

      “Agreed,” Perrin said. He tucked the card into his belt pouch. “Back to Master Tersus’s house, and we will discuss it.”

      He turned away, then halted. Standing in front of him was the trio of finely-dressed merchant’s representatives, or minor nobles, or whatever they were. Perrin went very still. “Good afternoon,” he said, all emotion drained from his voice.

      “You’re still in Fioretti,” the oldest of the trio said. He had silver hair swept back from his face, which was handsome despite the many lines wrinkling it. Sienne judged him to be in his early sixties, and very hale.

      “And why should I not be? It is my home.” Perrin’s right hand closed into a loose fist, and Sienne hoped he wasn’t going to start a fight, surrounded by all these guards.

      “You should have the decency to leave, and prevent encounters like this,” the man’s female companion said.

      “I did not choose to speak to you,” Perrin said. “Please excuse us. My companion and I have business elsewhere.”

      “Your ‘companion’?” the older man said. His lips compressed in a tight, pale line. “You betray Cressida—”

      Perrin’s fist tightened. “My friend is a scrapper, as am I. And you are the one who annulled my vows, not I. By law, there is nothing to betray. But I am faithful as you were not.”

      The man snarled and slapped Perrin. The sound rang out over the murmurs of conversation. Two guards looked in their direction.

      Perrin didn’t retaliate. His hand was clenched so tightly it was almost white. “I think we have nothing left to say to one another,” he said. “Unless you would like to include those guards in our conversation.”

      The man took a step backward. “Leave the city,” he said. “Spare your family the humiliation—”

      “The humiliation is all in your eyes,” Perrin said. “Now get out of my way.” He walked forward, and Sienne held her breath, certain there would be a fight. But the man and his companions stepped aside, and Sienne hurried to catch up to Perrin, who was almost running.

      They emerged from the auction house into darkness and a thin rain. Night had fallen while they were inside, and the cobbled streets were slick in a way that suggested it had been raining for several hours. Sienne trotted to keep up with Perrin, and finally gasped, “Slow down, please!”

      Perrin came to a stop. Sienne got a look at his face and swallowed her next complaint. He shifted the table and swiped away the water slicking his cheeks. Sienne pretended to believe it was just the rain. “My apologies,” he said. “I would like to return to Master Tersus’s quickly, and get out of this incessant rain.”

      “Me too, but my legs are shorter than yours.” Sienne walked beside him at a somewhat less brisk pace, and finally dared, “You knew that man?”

      She regretted her words instantly. Of course he knew him. That was the stupidest thing she could have said. But Perrin, to her surprise, let out a short laugh. “You could say so,” he said. “That was Lysander Delucco. My father.”

      Shocked, Sienne blurted out, “He expected you to leave Fioretti?”

      “He did. Disinheriting me was insufficient balm to his soul, I fear. Nothing less than my complete disappearance would satisfy him. But I was never a satisfactory son, even when he still considered me that.”

      “He thought you and I were a couple.”

      “He has a low mind, for someone so… respectable.” Perrin’s voice was low and bitter, and Sienne stopped short of asking him who Cressida was. She didn’t need to ask; based on that conversation, Cressida was almost certainly Perrin’s wife. He had a wife? Or—was she not his wife anymore? Perrin had said Lysander had annulled his vows. In either case, Sienne could guess how painful it would be to Perrin to bring her up.

      “I’m sorry,” she said instead. “That your father is an ass, I mean.”

      Perrin shot her a surprised glance. Then he laughed, heartily this time as if she’d just told the funniest joke he’d ever heard. “My thanks,” he said when he wound down. “I was on the verge of feeling sorry for myself, but you have reminded me that not all my woes are of my own making.” They were trudging up the short hill to Master Tersus’s house, and Perrin once more wiped water off his face. “Let us hope they have waited dinner on us. I feel my stomach is trying to cave in on itself from hunger.”

      Sienne went through the door into the welcome warmth of Master Tersus’s back hall. She hung her wet cloak on its accustomed peg and ran her fingers through her shoulder-length chestnut hair. Light, and the smells of roast beef, came from the kitchen doorway ahead, and she advanced into the room, for the moment not thinking about Perrin’s tragedy or their colossal failure. She called it Master Tersus’s house, like they all did, but in her heart, it was home.

      Her other companions were seated at the scarred old table and looked up when she entered. Nearly empty plates lay in front of them, and Kalanath, red-haired and wiry, was the only one still eating. As usual, his staff stood propped against the wall behind him, next to the kitchen window. The young Omeiran had a healthy appetite for someone who never seemed to gain any weight.

      Beside him, Dianthe had pushed her plate away with a few morsels of potato still clinging to it. Her dark blonde hair, braided in a crown around her head, was as untidy as it always was by this time of day. Long, agile fingers held her wine glass lightly, and she thrummed the fingers of her other hand against the table top. At the moment, she was laughing at something, the merry sound making Sienne wish she’d heard the joke.

      And, seated at the head of the table as usual, Alaric leaned back with his hands behind his head in a pose that said he’d thoroughly enjoyed his meal. The giant Sassaven, with his white-blond hair and pale blue eyes, was tall even when he was sitting, his broad shoulders and well-muscled chest making him look even bigger than he was. He caught sight of Sienne in the doorway and smiled a welcome. She smiled back and hoped it didn’t look as foolish as she felt whenever she saw him.

      “You’re back!” Dianthe exclaimed. “There’s food in the oven. Hurry, I want to see it—” Her cheerful smile wavered, then disappeared. “That’s a table. A doll’s table.”

      “A gift for Leofus,” Perrin said. “But we failed to achieve our primary goal. I will not apologize, as it seems we were made the dupe of someone else’s plan.”

      Alaric’s smile vanished. “Sit,” he said. “Tell us what happened.”

      Sienne got herself a plate from the warming oven. The slices of roast beef were tender and pink, the roasted potatoes sprinkled with herbs and salt, but the smell didn’t tempt even her empty stomach. She sat next to Alaric and picked up knife and fork. “We were outbid. By someone who did it on purpose.”

      “I do not see,” Kalanath said. “If you are outbid it must be on purpose, yes? Or do I misunderstand?”

      “I mean,” Sienne said between bites, “she intended us not to have the knives.”

      “She paid a thousand lari for them,” Perrin said.

      Exclamations went up all around. “There’s no way we could have paid that much,” Alaric said.

      “Indeed. But then she approached Sienne afterward, informing her that we are to meet this woman at a certain place tomorrow morning to discuss… what, Sienne?”

      “I don’t know, exactly. She said she has something we want—well, obviously—and all of us were to come to discuss it.” Sienne took another bite. It tasted like ashes. One more thing to hate the woman for, for ruining her enjoyment of Leofus’s excellent meal. “I think she deliberately outbid us so she could exchange the knife—or maybe the knives; maybe she doesn’t know we only want the one—for something else she wants. Something we can give her.”

      Alaric frowned. “Who is this woman?”

      “Her card names one Odela Figlari, but that is no guarantee that is she, as she might have used anyone’s calling card,” Perrin said. “It is irrelevant. I know nothing of the Figlari family, do you?”

      “Never heard of her,” Alaric said. Dianthe shook her head. “Damn. It would be nice to know what we’re walking into.”

      “And how did she know what we wanted?” Dianthe said. “That’s disturbing.”

      “She only had to know we were interested in Liurdi’s possessions,” Alaric said, “and then show up at the auction and see what we bid on. And if she’s got enough money to pay that much for the knives, she’s certainly got the resources to bribe someone to learn of our interest in the auction.”

      “So she wants something of us,” Kalanath said, pushing his plate away. “If it is a job, why does she not ask to hire us?”

      “Then it’s not a job,” Dianthe said. “Or, worse, it’s a job she knows we wouldn’t take without the right incentive.”

      “I really don’t like this,” Sienne said. “She probably doesn’t know why we want the knife, but what if she does?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Alaric said. “It’s a private matter, but it’s not secret. We aren’t doing anything illegal in trying to discover this ritual. Even if she found out I’m Sassaven, what could she do with that?”

      Sienne was sure Alaric wasn’t nearly so carefree as he sounded. The Sassaven were a magical race able to take the form of horses or, in Alaric’s case, an enormous unicorn, and Alaric had no desire for anyone to find this out. But she said, “I suppose that’s true.”

      “Then we’ll just have to see what she wants,” Alaric said, standing and clearing his plate. “Why does Leofus want a miniature table?”

      Sienne had nearly forgotten the one thing they’d gotten from the auction. “It’s just shrunk. Will you help me swap them out?”

      “That sounds like a signal for the rest of us to clear out,” Dianthe said, taking her own plate to the sink and rinsing it. “I’ll be in the sitting room for a while, reading.”

      “That is a good idea,” Kalanath said.

      Perrin cleared his place, scraping what was left of his meal into the scraps bucket. It was more than a little, Sienne noticed. “I’m for an early bedtime, myself. I shall see you all upon the morrow.”

      When the others had gone, Alaric sat next to Sienne as she finished eating. “Something else happened,” he said. “Don’t think I don’t know when Perrin intends to drink himself into a stupor.”

      “We met his father.” Sienne summed up the interaction, adding, “I think Perrin drinks to forget his family. I mean, I guessed it before, but this is a strong confirmation.”

      Alaric sighed. “I wish he’d find some less self-destructive way of coping. I’m certain it’s not what Averran expects of him.”

      “Me too. But how can we tell him not to be upset at what his family did to him? Alaric, he had a wife. Maybe he had children. Can you imagine—” She broke off.

      “Imagine what?”

      “I was going to say, can you imagine leaving your whole family behind, but then I remembered who I was talking to. Sorry.”

      Alaric smiled. “It’s not the same. Perrin was kicked out. I chose to leave to save myself. If my family could have come with me, they would have.”

      “What family did you have? Don’t answer if it’s prying.”

      “It’s not. Sassaven don’t have big families. There was my mother and father, my older brother Karlen, and my younger sister Genneva. Oh, and my father’s sister and her daughter. All of them were bound except Gen, and by now, she has been, too.”

      His gaze grew distant. “She’s the one I think of when I remember what we’re trying to do. She’s smart, and funny and… kind of a brat, actually, willful and selfish, but not in a bad way. I know that doesn’t make sense. She was just so carefree, didn’t give a damn what anyone else thought. And that’s all gone now, with the binding. It makes me furious to think of all that being stripped away from her.”

      His hand rested on the table near Sienne’s plate. If she put her hand on his, that would be all right, wouldn’t it? Companionable, even? Then he looked at her, and the moment passed. She made herself smile. “I hope we meet her someday.”

      “So do I.” Alaric stood and took her plate. “Let’s move the chairs out of the way.”

      They rearranged furniture in silence, shoving all the chairs to one side to make a big empty space around the battered old table. With Alaric behind her, Sienne read off fit twice, once to shrink the old table and again to enlarge the new one. Alaric picked up the old table, doll-sized now, and set it in the hallway. “I know I’ve seen you do it a hundred times, but I still half expect the things you shrink to spontaneously grow again.”

      “I felt that way the first several times I saw it done,” Sienne said, picking up a chair to put it back at the new table. “Fit on people is so impermanent, it feels as though fit on objects should be the same. But I’m glad it’s not. I would hate to have to keep casting it on my boots, for one.”

      “We’ll have to ask Master Tersus what he wants done with the old table. It can’t clutter up the hallway for long.”

      “Something else to do tomorrow.” Sienne stepped back and regarded the new table. “It feels almost like a waste of our money, when we needed the knife so badly.”

      “One thousand is too rich for our purse.”

      They stood in silence for a few awkward moments, not touching, not looking at each other. Finally, Alaric said, “I think I’ll turn in.”

      “Me, too.”

      Another long, awkward pause filled the space between them. “Good night, then,” Alaric said, and left the kitchen. Sienne gave him a few seconds to get halfway up the stairs, then followed.

      Safely in her room, she changed into her nightdress and put her clothes away, not bothering to turn on the lamp. Her room was chilly, and again she idly wished there were a spell to heat air. She climbed into bed, pulled the blankets to her chin, and cursed herself, thoroughly and in a whisper.

      Her relationship with Alaric had started out badly, with him hating all wizards because of the one that had created and enslaved his people and her resenting him for being an arrogant ass. Then he’d started to bend, and she’d come to see his good side, and before she knew it, they were friends. And if she’d left it at friendship, everything would be fine. But he was strong, and clever, and had a funny smile, and now she had trouble looking him in the eye, for fear he could read her emotions there.

      What made it worse was her increasing suspicion that he wasn’t indifferent to her. Those awkward silences when they were alone together, like just then in the kitchen, were awkward for both of them. He, too, never met her gaze if he could help it, and he was scrupulously careful not to touch her, even casually as he did the others. Whatever this feeling was, she was sure it wasn’t unrequited.

      But they were companions, comrades in arms, and she didn’t know much about scrappers, but she was damn sure starting a romantic relationship with one of your companions was the kind of thing that could destroy a team. She didn’t want this team destroyed. They were family, or as near to as made no difference, and nothing was worth giving that up.

      But at night, alone in her room, she couldn’t help thinking about how it would feel to kiss him. Whether he would kiss her back. She’d become obsessed with his hands lately, watching him cut his food or wield his sword, how much bigger they were than hers, the nails cut short and blunt, the skin pale from winter. She’d imagine him putting his hands on her waist, pulling her close, and have to get up and go for a walk through the silent house to quell the images.

      It was easier when they were out on a job. Then, she would share a tent with Dianthe, whose snoring kept Sienne anchored to reality, and she and Alaric could treat each other with the bantering respect they’d fallen into over the past nine months. Sienne fell asleep hoping this woman, whoever she was, had a job for them.
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      The rain stopped falling sometime before dawn, and the sun rose in a cloudless sky, the day warmer than it had been all week. It wasn’t warm enough to dispense with a cloak, but Sienne didn’t feel the need to huddle into hers as she had the previous day. She trudged along behind Alaric in her accustomed place. It was the pattern they’d fallen into when they were in the wilderness, marching across country or exploring ancient ruins, Sienne and Perrin in the center surrounded by the fighters. The habit persisted even when they were back in the city and presumably unworried about being attacked. Sienne found Alaric’s hulking presence comforting, particularly when it meant he broke the crowds so she didn’t have to.

      All of Fioretti seemed to be out enjoying the sunshine that morning. Their little party progressed slowly eastward through the city’s center, passing the famous Fiorettan market with its hundreds of semi-permanent stalls selling everything anyone might want, pausing briefly for Dianthe to throw a coin into the avatar Kitane’s fountain. The great warrior’s statue stood atop a pedestal rising from the center of the fountain, depicted in her moment of triumph over the Aldmerrow rebels, taking the young heir to the Ansorjan throne to safety. No statue would show her as she was only hours later, sacrificing herself for the prince’s freedom; her enemies had killed and dismembered her, and while her worshippers swore by the various parts of her body, no one wanted to see a statue of a pile of body parts.

      The address the young woman had given them took them to a neighborhood that, while not precisely run-down, had clearly seen better days. Palatial homes in need of fresh paint or repair to chipped marble stood far too close together, lacking the wide lawns and gardens popular among the wealthy of Fioretti. The one they’d been directed to looked as if a hundred stonemasons had worked a hundred days to produce a confection of carved arches and fluted pillars, all of which were cracked, some of which had fallen down. Cherubs with fat faces and chubby arms simpered over the front doors, which were heavy oak carved with grapes and grape leaves twining around gamboling lambs. Kalanath made a face when he saw it. “God’s creature should not be mocked.”

      “What, lambs?” Perrin said.

      “Sheep are sacred to God. We do not depict them in art. I know it is different here.” Kalanath still looked like he’d eaten something nasty.

      There was no bell pull. Alaric knocked on the door. “I’m beginning to wonder about this woman’s wealth. How could she afford a thousand lari for knives when this place looks like it’s about to come down around us?”

      Both halves of the door creaked open. An elderly man in very old-fashioned clothes, blousy short pants over black hose and a full-sleeved linen shirt constrained by a brocade jerkin, stood there. He seemed unsurprised to see them, even though Alaric, irritated by the woman’s behavior, had rousted everyone early for this meeting. “Please enter,” he said, his voice as creaky as the door.

      The dark hall beyond the entrance smelled of cheap tallow candles and the more biting scent of fresh polish. Sienne stopped to let her eyes adjust to the darkness, relieved only by sunlight coming through small round windows near the high ceiling. There were candles in tall wrought iron stands lining the hall, but they were unlit. Most of them had burned down to about an inch of dribbling yellow wax. Portraits of dour men and women in the style of a hundred years before glowered down at them. Something about the previous century had made everyone glum, at least as far as their portraits revealed.

      “If you would follow me,” the old man creaked, gesturing down the hall. Once more in the middle of their group, Sienne followed him to an uncarpeted staircase with balusters as ornately carved as the front door. The treads were worn pale in the middle and groaned softly under Alaric’s weight. Sienne felt like tiptoeing along after him. A dread hush filled the whole place, as if it were a mausoleum and not someone’s ancestral home. Someone who might well already be interred here.
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      The stairs ended at another hall, this one more brightly lit, but only because there were more and larger windows lining it near the ceiling. Doors with brightly-painted fanciful carvings opened off the hall, giving it a festive appearance completely at odds with the ground floor. The old man led them to a door halfway down the hall and opened it. “My lady, your… guests,” he said, bowing.

      Sienne once again had to wait for her eyes to adjust, but this time it was because the room was blindingly bright, the walls painted stark white, the furnishings picked out with gilt, the cushions upholstered in pale gold brocade. It was also cold. A fire was laid in the white hearth but not lit, and two windows taller than Alaric stood open, letting in the brisk morning air of early first summer. She suppressed a shiver and turned her attention to the young woman standing near the fireplace, watching them.

      The day before, she’d been dressed casually in shirt and trousers. Today, she wore a morning dress with a long straight skirt and embroidered bodice, so modern she made her old-fashioned surroundings seem like the set of a historical drama. Her mouse-colored hair still fell loose to her waist, but was bound back from her face with a fillet of gold wire like the skeleton of a crown. Cold still reddened the tip of her thin nose. She regarded them dispassionately, as if they were all strangers meeting on foreign soil for unrelated reasons.

      No one spoke for a few moments. Sienne was sure Alaric was assessing the room and the woman, working out a plan of attack. Who would speak first, and give up the high ground?

      Finally, the young woman said, “I won’t thank you for coming. I know you resent the situation.”

      “What do you want?” Alaric said.

      Good, Sienne thought, no wasted pleasantries.

      “This is about what you want,” the young woman said. She walked to a table beneath one of the open windows. A breeze blew her hair into tangles, but she ignored it, opening a drawer in the table and removing a heavy leather bag. She brought it to one of the brocade sofas, opened it, and removed a knife in a tooled leather sheath. Sienne recognized it as one of the knives from the lot they’d bid on.

      “A knife,” Alaric said. “You think we want that?”

      “Don’t play the fool with me. I know you’re smarter than you let on.” The woman dropped the knife back into the bag. “I don’t know why these knives are important to you, and I don’t care. I’ll let you have them if you accomplish a task for me.” Her thin voice hardened. “If you don’t, I’ll throw them into the sea and they’ll be lost to you.”

      “We don’t respond to threats,” Alaric said.

      “That’s not a threat. That’s just how it’s going to be.”

      Alaric took a step toward her. “We could take those knives and leave. You and that old man couldn’t stop us.”

      “But you won’t. That’s not how you operate.” The woman seemed unmoved by his looming menace. “I did my research. Your team is known for its integrity. Even your thief isn’t a thief. So I know you won’t steal from me, just like you won’t hurt me.”

      After months of riding or walking directly behind him, Sienne could read the tension in Alaric’s back as clearly as she could his face. She knew the moment when he decided to take the bait. “Show us the lot. I want to be sure you’re not cheating us. We may have integrity, but we’re not stupid.”

      The young woman shook the bag out. Five ritual knives lay scattered on the sofa. They looked like the right ones, though Sienne didn’t know which of the five was the one they wanted. Alaric nodded. “What task?”

      The young woman gathered up the knives and put the bag back in the drawer before she spoke. “My name is Tonia Figlari. My mother was Odela Figlari, and my grandfather was Stephanas Figlari. His father was Duke Marlen Figlari. Do you know the name?”

      They all shook their heads.

      “He was duke of a small holding north of Fioretti, nearly to the border. This was some eighty years ago. The Figlaris ruled for eighty years before that. It was, as I said, small, but successful. Until they had a few bad years in a row. Crops failed, the grape harvest was small and the wine bitter, and people began to starve. My great-grandfather had the resources to move everyone south, but at the cost of his dukedom. He settled with his household in Fioretti—in this house. It’s not our ancestral house, but we own it outright.”

      Dianthe coughed and concealed it with her hand. Sienne couldn’t see her face, but Tonia smiled wryly. “We are not impoverished, however it may look from the outside,” she said. “My family never thought of this place as anything but temporary. It was always my great-grandfather’s intent to return to the Figlari dukedom when the drought was over. But he was ill, and my grandfather cared more for pleasurable living than his responsibilities. It was my mother who kept alive the dream of regaining our title and lands. She died two winters ago. And now it’s down to me.

      “But we had—have—enemies. A family intent on seeing us reduced to hangers-on at court, landless and nameless. My great-grandfather failed to bring with him proofs of our possession, and this family, the Marchenas, have blocked our application to the king to see our title restored. They say I am lying about being a Figlari, even though everyone knows who I am. The king, whose friend Lusio Marchena is, continues to put off a final decision on the matter. He does not quite dare to deny me, but he will not restore my title.”

      “And you’re going to tell us where we fit into your plan,” Alaric said.

      “The first Figlari duke commissioned an artifact,” Tonia said, “a stone carving of a falcon, which is the emblem of our family. According to my mother, who was told the story by her grandfather, it was made to respond in some way to anyone of the Figlari blood. Great-grandfather was coy with the details, sometimes saying it cried out in a falcon’s voice when a Figlari touched it, other times that it would speak the name of the Figlari aloud. But he was adamant that it was proof of our title.”

      “That’s not possible,” Sienne said. “The knowledge of the making of artifacts was lost in the wars four hundred years ago. Your ancestors took possession of the land less than two hundred years ago. There’s no way an artifact could be made for them.”

      “It wasn’t made for them. The artifact was… repurposed, I suppose you could call it. Great-grandfather told my mother the family legend was that it originally said something else, in response to some other stimulus. He didn’t know how the Figlaris attuned it to themselves, but he did know they took the falcon as their emblem because of the stone, not the other way around. At any rate, the stone falcon belongs to the Figlaris now, and there are records of it in the official annals of the court. If I could bring it before the king and have it declare my identity, the king would have no choice but to recognize me as the duchess of Figlari.”

      “That is rather a stretch, my lady,” Perrin said. “I can think of more than one way in which your enemies might yet scotch your plan.”

      Two pink spots appeared high on Tonia’s thin cheeks. “I’ve spent the last year building support for myself among the nobles of the king’s court. Their support, added to the witness of the artifact, will be enough. But I need the artifact.”

      “And you want us to get it,” Alaric said. “Why us? This is a straightforward retrieval, not an exploration of an ancient ruin.”

      “No one who isn’t a scrapper is willing to go that far north. It’s not dangerous, but it is almost in the Empty Lands and people are superstitious. And the scrapper teams I’ve approached won’t touch it because it isn’t an ancient ruin, and there’s no chance of salvage. Which leaves you.”

      “And you’re not above a spot of blackmail,” Dianthe said.

      “It’s not blackmail,” Tonia said. “It’s an exchange of favors. I’ll even pay your expenses. You just have to bring the stone back, and you get your knives.”

      “I do not know the word that is when someone makes you do something you do not want, but I dislike it no matter the word,” Kalanath said, gripping his staff tightly.

      “Manipulation,” Perrin said, “and I dislike it just as much.”

      Sienne watched Tonia closely. Her lips were set in a mulish line, but her gaze flicked from one of them to another, restlessly, and she had her fingers wound into the fabric of her skirt, twisting it tightly. Sienne knew desperation when she saw it. Despite herself, she felt the beginnings of pity for the young woman. Sienne had once been desperate, and if Dianthe hadn’t shown up at just the right time, her life would be very different right now.

      “How big is the stone?” she asked, overriding Alaric, who was about to speak.

      “It’s a circle roughly four feet across,” Tonia said. “It’s not a statue of a falcon, it’s more of a plaque with the bird carved into it, like a bas-relief.”

      “So it’s set into a wall?”

      “Somewhere in the castle overlooking the village. I don’t know more than that.”

      Sienne turned to Alaric. “I can’t cast fit on magical things. It will be difficult to carry out, something that size.”

      Alaric glared. She guessed he was going to have some irritated things to say to her once they got home, starting with I’m supposed to do the negotiating. “I’m sure we can figure something out,” he said instead. “This won’t be a cheap expedition.”

      “I have plenty of money,” Tonia said. “I take it we have a deal.”

      Alaric cast one more annoyed look at Sienne. “We do,” he said. “Do you have a map? Directions? Once we know how long it will take, I can tell you how much it will cost. But we’ll need pack animals, horses, supplies… as I said, it won’t be cheap.”

      “Haritt will see to it,” Tonia said. She pulled a bell rope dangling by the fire. “I know you’re not interested, but you have my thanks.”

      “You’re right. We’re not interested,” Alaric said.

      The old man pushed open the door. “Haritt, provide these people with my great-grandfather’s map,” Tonia said. “Bring your requests to him, and he’ll see to payment.”

      Haritt bowed to the room in general, and gestured for Alaric to precede him out the door. The meeting was over. Sienne risked a glance over her shoulder at Tonia, but the young woman had turned away and was standing beside the window, the cold wind blowing her hair about her face.

      Instead of descending the stairs, Haritt led them to a room across the hall. It was equally bright, but warmer due to the windows being firmly shut. Sienne, who ended up next to one, felt a chilly draft blowing through a gap in the frame and shivered. If Tonia had so much money, why didn’t she sell this place, which she’d implied had no sentimental meaning, and buy something newer and warmer? She thought of her parents’ ducal home in Beneddo, how the chimneys smoked no matter how many times they were repaired. Some things could only be explained by inertia.

      Haritt opened a wide, shallow drawer in a cabinet next to the door and withdrew a large sheet of paper. “You may look at this and any other maps you choose, but do not remove them from this room. They are very old and very fragile.”

      “I’ll try not to crush them,” Alaric said, rolling his eyes. Sienne watched him accept the map from Haritt and carry it to a table near the center of the room. His hands, so large and yet so agile—Sienne made herself stop looking at his hands. She moved with the others to join Alaric at the table.

      The map was sepia with age, its lines faded, but still legible. It depicted an area bounded on the east by mountains and on the north by forest, dotted with villages but not showing any dukedoms or large cities. Sienne didn’t recognize any of the names.

      “The northern end of the Bramantus Mountains,” Dianthe said, pointing but not touching the ancient map. “This isn’t to scale, if that’s meant to be the Cloud-tops Forest.”

      “It’s close enough,” Alaric said. “With a modern map, we should be able to determine Figlari’s actual location. Or close enough that a blessing will get us there.”

      “We should not rely too heavily on blessings,” Perrin said. “Remember that Averran considers the search a path to holiness.”

      “I was thinking we should rely on Averran’s desire for us not to be hopelessly lost,” Alaric said. “We don’t have to be led straight there. A couple of nudges will be sufficient.”

      “So how far is it?” Kalanath said.

      “We’ll be at least eight days on the road, with some of that cross-country,” Dianthe said, measuring with her fingers. “This map doesn’t show Fioretti, so I can’t be more specific than that. Eight days, probably more like ten.”

      Alaric had stepped away and was counting off something on his fingers, his lips moving soundlessly. Sienne didn’t interrupt. He was probably still annoyed with her, and better she didn’t remind him of her presence and distract him from planning. “Two hundred lari,” he told Haritt. “For expenses. We’ll return what we don’t use.”

      “Unnecessary,” Haritt said.

      “Not to us,” Alaric said.

      Haritt raised an eyebrow. “One moment,” he said, and left the room.

      Alaric turned on Sienne. “I’m supposed to do the negotiating,” he said.

      “I know, but didn’t you see how close she was to breaking? We were going to take the job. I just didn’t want you to make her cry.”

      “I don’t make women cry. And if I did, she deserved it.”

      “Probably, but…” Sienne faltered. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have overstepped.”

      Alaric scowled. “That’s right, I… damn it, stop giving me that look.”

      “What look?”

      “The ‘Alaric killed my puppy’ look.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “You do trade on your big eyes a lot, Sienne,” Dianthe said. “It doesn’t work on me because I have sisters.”

      “I, on the other hand, dread having it turned on me when supper is over and it is not my turn to wash up,” Perrin said.

      “I do not know this look,” Kalanath said, “unless it is the one you use when you do not want to do a thing and I am available.”

      “I do not do any such thing!” Sienne exclaimed. The corner of Alaric’s mouth twitched in a smile so comical it startled a laugh out of her. “I just—you’re all mad, that’s all, utterly mad. Do you really think I’m so manipulative?”

      “Not that,” Dianthe said. “Just efficient at using your assets. If we thought you were doing it on purpose, we’d have said something earlier.”

      “Now I can’t look at any of you.” Sienne laughed again. “I had no idea I had such power. Good thing enchantment is forbidden, or I might have made that look a weapon.”

      “I thought enchantment was impossible,” Dianthe said.

      “No, just totally forbidden. Nobody is allowed to teach the charm language, and if you’re caught with so much as a single charm in your spellbook, you’re stripped of your book and severely punished.”

      “So not forbidden the way necromancy is,” Alaric said.

      “No. Necromancy is evil, but it doesn’t take a person’s free will. I’ve heard there are charm spells that don’t—there are stories of one that puts people to sleep, for example—but charm is so dangerous there aren’t any exceptions made for those few.”

      “I approve of that,” Alaric said. Sienne nodded. The wizard who had created and enslaved Alaric’s people almost certainly had used charm spells to do it.

      The door opened. “Two hundred lari,” Haritt said, extending a purse to Alaric. Alaric took it without counting it. “I will show you the door,” Haritt added.

      Alaric muttered something under his breath, but followed Haritt, the rest of them trailing along behind. Descending the stairs into darkness felt like the sun setting. Sienne was grateful when they were outside and moving rapidly away from the crumbling old house.

      “Now what?” she said.

      Alaric opened the purse and took out a handful of coins, which he put into his belt pouch. “Perrin and I will negotiate for horses,” he said. “We’ll be traveling through civilized country for most of this, and the faster we get there, the sooner we can return.” He handed the purse to Dianthe. “The rest of you—shopping. Standard equipment.”

      “We don’t need two hundred lari to outfit ourselves for a few weeks’ journey through civilization,” Dianthe protested.

      “No, but we do need new tents, and I don’t feel bad about getting Tonia Figlari to pay for those. If I judge that map correctly, we’ll be sleeping rough at least four nights, and it rains a lot this time of year. And if you can find the appropriate maps, buy those too.” Alaric let out a deep breath. “Plan on leaving tomorrow morning. I want this over with as fast as possible.”

      The others nodded. Sienne looked back over her shoulder at the ruined house as they walked away. A pale blotch at one of the upper windows might have been Tonia, watching them go. Sienne’s moment of sympathy for the young woman disappeared. They might be traveling mostly through civilized territory, but scrapping was dangerous work, and this girl had manipulated them into this job without a single thought that they could be risking their lives. Sienne might bat her eyelashes, or whatever it was this “look” of hers did, but she’d never be so callous of other people. And for what? Some ducal title to a place most of the way to the Empty Lands? Sienne, daughter of a duke, had no illusions about the value of a noble title—but then she’d left hers behind months ago, so clearly she didn’t value it the way Tonia did hers. Even so, rank wasn’t nearly as important as people’s lives, or shouldn’t be.

      She turned away and followed Dianthe and Kalanath toward the market. Normally, she was excited at this point, the start of a new job. At the moment, all she felt was a bitter taste in her mouth.
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