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      For Kaia,

      My books are never finished until you have read them

      Red pen at the ready

      And complained about how mean I am.
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      They called me Boy back then. The spruikers, the stagehands, the tumblers, the columbines, the songbirds, the masks. Even the other lambs of the crew, the ones who were younger than me. If I had a real name, it was long forgotten.

      Madalena called me Baby. That wasn’t my real name either, but it made me feel special. I would sit on her dressing table, swinging my legs, while she painted her face with cosmetick and told me stories of the old days, of the Pearls Beyond Price, of the songs they used to sing. I’d stay with her for hours: the only one who wanted to listen, the only one who didn’t whisper behind her back about how she was pushing forty and maybe it was time for a new stellar to take her place. I didn’t care about any of that cack.

      Oyster wasn’t much of a town. What do you expect from a place called Oyster? It was shellfish, shellfish and more shellfish. Folks came from all over to buy crab and mussels and, oh aye, oysters from our pier. Most families in Oyster had a boat, or crewed a boat, or were waiting for a place on a boat. The rest of them shucked the oysters or worked the market. The whole town smelled of salted shell.

      Then there was the Mermaid. She was an old musette, peeling paint and shabby curtains, but she was ours, and she was famous, even more famous than the shellfish to the right kind of people. They came from all over to see the show in oyster season.

      We were the lambs from the Mermaid. We didn’t have to go to school, not even in summer when the musette was closed because the oysters were too scarce for us to pull decent audiences. Every young cove and demme in town wanted to be us. We didn’t stink of fish. Just cosmetick grease.

      Only the luckiest lambs in town got a chance to join the troupe. The stagemaster took on one or two every season, and half the time they wouldn’t make it through — they’d rip a costume or drop a piece of scenery or prove to be no good at the tumbling and gurning between acts. The failures would be booted out swift as you like, back to the life of boats and markets and shellfish that was all Oyster had to offer them.

      I was eight years old when I heard the name ‘Aufleur’ for the first time. It was the month of Fortuna, nearly winter, when the oysters are their meatiest. I’d been sent to fetch supper for the stagemaster and when I got back, Madalena was having one of her turns. I could hear the screams from the street.

      As soon as I stepped backstage, I was seized by a mob of columbines, all spindly arms and fluffy tulle,  surprisingly strong.

      ‘Here he is!’

      ‘It’s the Boy!’

      ‘Where have you been?’ barked the stagemaster. ‘Get up there, Boy, she listens to you. Talk some sense into the daft old haddock.’

      I was pushed and shoved up the rickety steps to the stellar dressing room. It stank of gin and lime. Madalena had turned to her favourite activity in dark times — destroying one of her costumes. This was, I happened to know, her least favourite frock, with a murex fringe that made her look like a reading couch. She ripped it with savage glee, her false fingernails breaking off under the strain.

      ‘Raddled, am I?’ she screamed as I closed the door. ‘Past my prime?’

      ‘Did they say that?’ I asked in a low voice.

      ‘Might as well have! They want Adriane to play the Angel at Saturnalia. That’s my role! The stellar role. They’re raising her up to replace me!’

      I’d heard rumours, of course. Whispers in the props room and the ticket booth. Madalena had too many years under her jewelled brassiere for anyone who knew how to count, and everyone knew that Adriane had been in and out of the stagemaster’s loft above the box office at odd hours, emerging with her hair messed up and her knickers showing.

      Aye, I knew what that meant, too. I was young, not stupid.

      No one said to my face that Madalena’s star was falling; they wouldn’t, knowing she was the closest I had to a mam. I still heard the whispers. I wasn’t going to be the one to break Madalena’s heart, though, so I lied to her, bare-faced lie after lie, about how the Mermaid was nothing without her, no one would buy a ticket without her there, how she looked better than Adriane anyhow, and audiences liked a demme with meat on her bones.

      Hard work for an eight-year-old, but I’d been born and bred to the stage. There are no better liars than mummers or masks. I’d been around the crew long enough to know the book by heart.

      Madalena let me soothe her with my borrowed words, this time.

      A few days later, when the stagemaster announced to the cast that Adriane would play the Angel, Madalena bit her lip so hard it almost bled. We all braced ourselves for a new bout of screaming, but she said nothing. She bowed her head and let the axe fall.
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      There was no bigger audience than the Saturnalia crowd. We always put on a special show from the Ides of Saturnalis through to early Venturis. The house came from as far away as Aufleur, the city to the north, and Bazeppe, far to the south. Some were brightly dressed Lords and Ladies, on pilgrimage to our town to eat oysters fresh with creamy mayonnaise. They were still licking their fingers and dropping the shells as they paraded into the Mermaid.

      It was the same show every year: saints and angel, harlequinade, pantomime with saucy songs, cabaret of monsters. That last one was why the stagemaster was picky about his lambs, because it was us who performed it, done up in animal costumes and pretending to be fierce. It was a game, like everything else about Saturnalia: a festival of topsy-turvy. I sometimes think that was why Madalena gave in on the Angel role. She feared people might see her as another Saturnalia joke — the ageing dame pretending to be an ingenue.

      It was the Kalends of Saturnalis and I was in the streets with Kip and Benny, pasting up the broadsheets for the show, when his Lordship came upon us. He was beautiful. No other word for it. I’ll never forget how beautiful he was. His face was soft like a demme’s, and he had long hair all hung about his shoulders. He wore a high top hat like the fancy toffs who paid three silver ducs to see the show from a private box, even though everyone knew the view from the dress circle was better. He had a long coat, and wore a chain at his throat. I couldn’t figure if he was a theatrical or a genuine toff, and was so busy trying to work it out that I stared at him too long and Kip elbowed me in the side.

      ‘Are you young seigneurs from the theatre?’ he asked, and we preened, all three of us, to hear him saying ‘theatre’ about our lowly musette.

      ‘Aye, sir,’ said Benny, and Kip nodded along. I kept staring.

      His Lordship smiled, and no matter how highborn he sounded, I knew in that moment he was an actor like us. Just another mask with something to sell.

      ‘Is it a good show, your Saturnalia revue?’ he asked next.

      Kip and Benny fell over themselves to get out the usual patter: ‘You won’t see anything like this in your big city, squire; folks come from all over to see it; don’t you know our columbines were trained by the Duchessa of Bazeppe herself; don’t you know our cabaret of monsters act has been stolen by every musette north of here...’

      He tired of the gabble eventually, and turned to me. His eyes were deep like coloured glass, all green and blue and maybe yellow if I looked hard enough. ‘What do you say?’ he asked.

      ‘There ain’t better,’ I said, my voice coming out clearer than I’d expected.

      The Lord smiled. ‘Excellent to hear. You had best introduce me to your stagemaster, then. I wish to arrange a private show.’
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      The day after the Kalends is ill luck for a performance, and we still had more that a market-nine of rehearsals to go, but his Lordship showed the stagemaster enough coin that he got his show, straight away. The columbines and songbirds complained, shrill gulls that they were. The masks weren’t any happier, but they knew better than to make a flap. Adriane wasn’t safe enough in her Angel costume to make a fuss, and Madalena stayed quiet for once. No shrieking; she watched the rest of them hop about.

      The stagemaster quelled all complaint with one short speech. ‘This mad toff has forked over enough shine to see the ceiling refurbished twice over. There’ll be spare for a meat dish a day and new costumes this winter, so shut the fuck up about it.’

      There was plenty of salt tossed around backstage to keep what luck we had left all in the right places.

      We started with the cabaret of monsters, us lambs peering through our masks as we sang, trying to make sense of our audience of one. His Lordship sat smack in the middle of the dress circle and watched us hard, like a cormorant waiting to snatch a fish out of the water. He sat through hours of our best acts and never clapped once.

      We did pretty well, I thought, though Adriane was so nervous she tripped over her pearl-crusted hem and sang half her notes too thin. Madalena did her best with her smaller part as Mother Sospita, with only half a song and a dozen lines to speak. At least the stagemaster had the grace not to push the role of Ires the Crone on her.

      At the end, when we were arrayed on stage waiting for some sign of approval, his Lordship stood up and leaned over the balcony. ‘Do it again,’ he said in a chilly voice. ‘Only this time, the one with the voice will play the Angel.’ He pointed directly at Madalena. Adriane looked as if she had been slapped.

      His Lordship turned and climbed the next set of stairs to the gods, the seats so high that we rarely sold them out. Those who liked a cheap ticket preferred the pit, where they had to stand but at least they could see whether the tumblers were coves or demmes. Our patron sat up there, chin in hand, as we went through the entire performance again, act by act, exhausted though we were. Madalena sang her heart out, the performance of her life, every gesture aimed skywards at her handsome benefactor.
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      Days later, we learned the true story of what his Lordship wanted of us. We were going to Aufleur. To this day I don’t know how much his Lordship paid, but it was enough to make the stagemaster sweat and stutter like it was his first audition when he explained it to us.

      The Lord had hired us, every mime and painted prop. For the first time in twenty-five years there would be no Saturnalia revue at the Mermaid in Oyster. Instead, we were to perform at a theatre in the city, a city so large most of us could barely imagine it.

      We were taking the show to Aufleur.

      Madalena was beside herself with excitement. She queened it over the masks and columbines, secure once more as the stellar of the company. Adriane made several visits to the stagemaster but he wouldn’t budge. The Lord’s coin pouch meant more to him than anything she kept in her cotton knickers.

      I’d never been on a train before, nor had the other lambs. Me and Kip and Benny and Ruby-Red and Liv spent the whole journey staring out the windows, dizzy with the strangeness of being outside Oyster, loose in the world.

      We piled off at the other end, staring at the sight before us, the high dark buildings and domes, the finery of it all. Aufleur. The big city.
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      The Vittorina Royale had been a fine theatre once, there was no doubting that. But she had been abandoned for years when we first clapped eyes on her. I still remember the crestfallen look on Madalena’s face when she realised the grand city stage she had been imagining was just as old and rundown as the Mermaid. But then we walked inside, through the house, and Benny tugged my arm, pointing up at the ceiling. I swear I stopped breathing for a moment — I’d never seen anything so beautiful in my life. The ceiling was all mirrors and gilded saints, and when the lanterns were lit it gleamed above the stage like a sky full of stars.

      ‘The Vittorina may be getting on in years, but she’s a queen worthy of the best,’ his Lordship said, and Madalena simpered at his words.

      I suppose you’ve noticed I never named him. He told us he was ‘Lord Saturn’ — the same as the saint of revels. Seemed unlikely, but no one in theatre has the name they were born with.

      ‘Where’s your bean crown, then?’ Ruby-Red asked him cheekily.

      ‘Left it in my other coat,’ he replied, pulling a face and making the young ones laugh. Such a quick tongue, that one.
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      We moved into the Vittorina, making her our own, figuring out the ropes and tunnels and secret corners. We had from the Nones to the Ides to pull the show together, and we sweated to make it happen. He decided at the last minute that his private performance would be the dress rehearsal, the nox before the Saturnalia festival itself, which gave us an extra day, but it was still a scramble — and it meant performing on another nefas day which none of us liked at all.

      Ill luck already dogged us. Props broke, costumes were lost, and it turned out that Aufleur had some daft law that restricted horses and wheeled vehicles during daylight hours, so we had to transport everything we owned across three districts in dodgy hand carts.

      Matthias fell sick, a hoarse cough that racked his body and took his appetite. That left us without a merchant’s son, and the stagemaster lined up the lambs, demanding that one of us take his place.

      ‘Baby should do it,’ said Madalena.

      ‘The lad’s too young,’ the stagemaster said in disbelief.

      She stretched and smiled. ‘He has the voice of a princel, if you give him a chance.’

      Madalena was happier here. She really thought this was her big break, her dream come true, singing to fine toffs in a city instead of in our own little musette back home. I missed the smell of salted crab and the sound of the sea.

      The stagemaster reluctantly agreed that my pipes were up to the role of merchant’s son, but I was too short to fit Matthias’s costume so he made Kip do it instead. I tried not to care too much. There would be other roles. I minded more that Madalena was head over heels in love with the toff who called himself Lord Saturn, and she was going to get her heart broke clean through.

      Her dressing room at the Vittorina Royale was no bigger than the one back home, though it had fancy giltwork around the mirror. I caught her gazing around sometimes like the room was a steak dinner. Something to be proud of, rather than something she’d been tossed by a cove who only wanted to impress some other lady.

      Oh, aye. There was another lady. Of course there was.
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      It was the nox before Saturnalia, and we were about to raise the curtain of the Vittorina Royale for the first time. The Lord told us we could open the doors to the general public from tomorrow, so Benny and I went out pasting posters  like at home, except there were vigiles patrolling the streets here who’d give us a whack if they caught us pasting on public buildings.

      We went as far as the Forum — a jaw-dropping place full of every kind of temple and building imaginable. Our posters were merry and bright and called us the Mermaid Revue, making us sound like some exotic troupe from the far south. But this show — the first show really though we all called it our second dress rehearsal to keep the bad luck at bay — was open to no one but his Lordship and his guests.

      We peeped through the side of the curtain, watching them enter.

      Lord Saturn wore that high hat of his, and a long coat that shone green and violet. He led his crew through to the dress circle — a gang of demmes and seigneurs dolled up to the nines. Liv and Ruby-Red giggled, laying bets on whether they were real aristos, another theatre troupe, or something a lot more scandalous. They always talked like that around me, assuming I was too little to know what they were on about.

      I watched them, Lord Saturn’s crowd. Finely dressed, but only some of them knew how to wear the clothes. They weren’t aristos, that was for sure. They flocked around this golden demme with short curling hair and a frock more daring than anything a columbine would wear on stage. Her arms were bare, and you could see that she had taut muscles, like she knew how to haul scenery. That was no lady.

      She was Saturn’s, though. You could see it in the way she moved, the way she laid her hand on his, the look on his face as he presented her with... us.

      We were a trinket to please his demme. The worst of it was, she wasn’t even impressed. The whole time the saints-and-angel play went on, Saturn’s lady looked bored, like she was waiting for the real show to start. Some of her retinue applauded at the closing song, but she shrugged one golden shoulder and they stopped.

      Madalena sung her guts out. She almost convinced me (who knew her better than anyone) that she was a real angel made of sugar and steam. When that half-applause stopped, she looked like she was going to slit her wrists.

      The harlequinade was next — columbines dancing and Larius swanning about as Harlequinus in the middle of it all. Madalena was supposed to change costume for the pantomime, but instead she shut herself in her dressing room and refused to come out.

      The stagemaster shouted at her through the door, and finally sent me up to talk sense into her. She said not a word, no matter what I cajoled through the keyhole.

      The harlequinade ended and we sent on the tumblers, though they only had so many turns to run through and it would become obvious soon enough that we had no pantomime to follow.

      The stagemaster sucked in a breath finally and called for Adriane to find a frock so she could cover Madalena’s songs. Adriane burst into tears, for Madalena had six separate numbers in the pantomime and she didn’t know the words.

      When all seemed lost, Lord Saturn himself strode backstage and demanded that Madalena open the door for him.

      When she heard his voice, she let the door fall open a crack so he could push his way in. He took her face in his hands and kissed her, a grand finale kind of kiss that left her cosmetick smeared across his face. ‘Sing for me,’ he commanded. Madalena turned as if hypnotised, fumbling for her costume.
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      We got through the rest of the show. Madalena performed the comic turns of the pantomime perfectly and vanished backstage again as the lambs trooped out for the cabaret of monsters.

      Here’s the funny thing: Saturn’s golden lady, so bored through the whole proceedings, sat up and paid attention to us lambs in our animal costumes. I could feel her eyes on us — on me — as we went through our paces. When we took our bows, she stood and left without a word. A bunch of the young seigneurs followed her, chorus to her stellar.

      Lord Saturn stayed. I don’t know if I loved or hated him for that. He applauded in the empty musette. He showed up later at Madalena’s door with an armful of flowers. Her cosmetick was streaked and she was tired as hell, but he told her she was beautiful, and meant it.

      Madalena’s smile, her real smile, not the one for the stage, was always something to see.

      ‘Put these in water for me, will you, Baby?’ she said, dumping the flowers on me as she strolled off with her new fancy man, arm in arm with him.

      It was the last time I saw her alive.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      There was an itch in my skin when I awoke. Nothing big, just a niggle, making me jig about impatiently as I went down to breakfast.

      ‘What’s up with you?’ asked Ruby-red with her mouth full.

      ‘Naught,’ I muttered.

      We were opening for real this nox. The stagemaster spent half the day convincing us that the golden bitch knew nothing about theatre and we shouldn’t take her rudeness to mean three beans about how good our show was. We almost believed him.

      There was enough to do that no one noticed until the afternoon that Madalena wasn’t there. Not in her dressing room, not sleeping late, not anywhere in the Vittorina Royale. Gone.

      The itch grew fiercer.

      By the time we raised the curtain, Adriane was cinched into Madalena’s angel costume and the stagemaster was red-faced and spitting.

      We had a full house. It was the first day of Saturnalia, and nothing draws the crowds like a festival. Most of them were locals, and most of the centime seats went to other theatricals, out to see who had taken on the Vittorina Royale after so long without a performance in the old dame. It was the biggest audience we’d ever played for. Madalena wasn’t there.

      When it was over and we were sweating cosmetick, dizzy with applause, already figuring out what parts we’d have to change for tomorrow, the stagemaster grabbed me by the collar. ‘Tell Herself when she shows her face that she’s fired,’ he growled. ‘We don’t need her. We’re going places.’

      Madalena had never missed a performance before. Not once. I checked her dressing room. His Lordship’s flowers were already starting to fade.

      The itch spread to my feet. I went walking, trying to shake out the bad feeling, but all that did was remind me how big this city was, how none of us belonged here.
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      It wasn’t me who found Madalena’s body. That would tie the story up nicely, wouldn’t it? If I sniffed out a trail of blood or used the devastating intellectual abilities of an eight year old to track her down. Instead, it was one of the columbines who found her in the alley behind the Vittorina Royale. Madalena was still wearing the bright scarlet and purple milkmaid’s frock from the pantomime. Her body had been ripped apart, as if by animals. Blood everywhere.

      They didn’t let me see. Of course they didn’t. They tried to keep it from me, because I was a lamb and the only one in the whole damn troupe who really loved her. But I heard stories, each of them bloodier.

      Wild animals. How the frig do you get yourself torn up by wild animals in the middle of a city?

      But you know the answer to that question, or you wouldn’t be here.
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      The audiences kept coming. Even with Adriane’s reedy pipes. Apparently our kind of revue had been out of favour for years in the big city and the crowds were hungry for it now. They lined up to buy half a shillein’s worth of nostalgia — a nice way of saying we were old-fashioned but they liked us anyway.

      No one spoke Madalena’s name aloud. That’s the way it is backstage. There’s none like masks for superstition. Once you’re gone, you’re gone. They were as silent about her now as they had been about my mam all my life.

      I snuck into the stellar’s dressing room before they gave it to Adriane and stole the old poster Madalena had kept all these years of her and my mam, beaded up and laughing. Come to the Mermaid and See the Pearls Beyond Price.

      I’d never asked her my mam’s name, waiting for the right time to get her brandy-sozzled and softened up about it. Too late now.
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      After the eight days of Saturnalia, the audiences trailed off. The stagemaster talked about heading home, eager to spend his Lordship’s gold, to be the big man in Oyster when he hired on for the refurbishments of the Mermaid. We’d be famous: the lambs who went to the big city.

      The day to return kept getting put off, though. There was talk of sticking around through Venturis. Some of the columbines sneaked off to audition in other musettes — there wouldn’t be many of them coming back with us.

      I wanted to go home so bad, but not without Madalena. The stagemaster had her cremated at some temple outside the city bounds and set in a stone without even her name on it, because that cost too much. No one had said a word about calling the vigiles — musette folk don’t invite the law into our lives. Last thing we wanted was the city thinking we were trouble, maybe blaming us for other crimes.

      I couldn’t go home without knowing who had killed her and why.

      I tried asking in the Forum if anyone knew of a Lord Saturn, but they laughed at me. Turned out there were no Lords in the city. A flower-seller took pity on me and said if he wasn’t a Baronne or a Comte or even a Duc, then he was spinning a yarn.

      ‘Some chancer with a bean crown making a fool of you,’ she said sympathetically, and gave me a cake because she thought I was some scraggy street-orphan who had need of feeding. The cake was dry, but I still remember the taste of it.

      As I headed back, I caught sight of a trio of seigneurs laughing and gaming in a corner of the Forum, by the Basilica. I knew them. They weren’t dressed as fancy now, but they’d been in our audience on the eve of Saturnalia — the golden lady’s chorus boys.

      I followed them. When they split up near the main road, I followed the one with red hair because he’d be easier to track in a crowd. That, and he wore a bright green cravat tied badly, like he didn’t know how. I’d spent enough time picking up pins for the wardrobe mistress that I could feel a bit superior. I could have done a better job of it.

      Bad Cravat led me up and down the Lucretine before he turned and caught me, one hand grasping my collar like the stagemaster did. ‘What are you, little rat?’

      I should have been scared, right? He was bigger than me, though no older than Matthias, barely old enough to play leading man. But I wasn’t scared, I was angry, and I fair spat the words at him: ‘I want to see Lord Saturn. Take me to Saturn.’

      His eyes flickered a bit, looking me over. I still had posters tucked into my belt — I’d been gathering them so we could re-use the backs for the new performances.

      ‘You’re one of those theatre pups,’ he said quietly. ‘Cabaret of monsters, aye? You were the ferax.’

      It was uncanny that he knew me from that one performance, and me in a sweaty leather mask.

      ‘Take me to Saturn,’ I said again, brash and far too confident.

      ‘Oh, you don’t want that. Run back to your theatre.’

      He released my collar and turned to leave, but I grabbed onto his belt. ‘Did he set them animals on her? Were they his?’

      Bad Cravat’s face was all pale, sort of sick-looking, as he looked me over again. ‘No,’ he said finally. ‘They were hers. Scurry home, ratling.’

      With that, he prised my fingers from him and walked away. I tried to follow him again, but he turned into an alley and when I caught up he had vanished, like a stage trick.
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            SATURN AND TASHA
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      We stayed through Venturis and Lupercalia. Adriane had learnt from the best. Whenever the stagemaster made noise about heading back to Oyster, she’d scream like a fishwife and besiege him in his office until he gave in, over and over. One more show. Then another. Hardly anyone in the city had seen our old revues, so we had enough material to do something new every month.

      The year turned.

      My birthday came and went, and I didn’t say a word about it to anyone. Madalena was the one who remembered it each year, with a new shirt if she was flush and a handful of sweets if she was down on her uppers.

      Ruby-red turned twelve and made it into the columbine chorus. Matthias got sick again, and the stagemaster gave more of his roles to Kip. Benny left, because the boot factory paid more than the stagemaster ever would. Half the columbines ran off to other theatres, and half of those came back again, regretting it. There were always new demmes and coves lining up, hungry to see their star rise.

      Saturnalis came around again and we’d been in the big city a year. The stagemaster didn’t talk about us going home any more. We were stuck with each other.

      We had a packed house on the Ides of Saturnalis. A new revue for once, though the play was still saints-and-angel — we’d started a fashion there. Half the musettes in the Lucian put on similar shows. Adriane was pregnant and still pretending she wasn’t. The costumes were let out three times, and we knew better than to joke about it where she could hear. I had a solo of my own in the pantomime, playing a capering orphan with a secret past. The stagemaster said I had a gift for comedy.

      Lord Saturn bought a ticket that first nox. He didn’t bring any of his chorus. Just sat there in the front row of the dress circle as if nothing had ever happened. The stagemaster threw out a line in his introduction about our private benefactor and Saturn bowed his head while all the fine demmes and seigneurs peered at him.

      I knew Aufleur pretty well by then. Pasting posters for a year will do that for you. I’d got better at tracking people without being spotted, too. I practiced being quick and quiet, waiting for my chance. This time, I was going to find out his secrets.

      I followed him home.

      I’d never been up on the Balisquine before, the hill where the Old Duc lived. The vigiles would cripple any lamb they caught up there with a paste brush, and I knew about the lictors, too — axes, they carried. Didn’t want to get on the wrong side of them. Saturn walked quick, like he had somewhere to get to or something to hide. I could see the flickering lamps of the Duc’s Palazzo, but he didn’t go near it, which was a relief.

      I scampered after him and crested the hill, looking across to a ruined old tower. There were white birds everywhere. Owls,  snowy white, all sizes. I’d never seen an owl properly before, just heard the occasional hoot or seen a silhouette over the city. They were beautiful in the half-moonlight. Bright as anything.

      Saturn walked towards the tower, casting off his top hat, his long coat, his boots. Then he... changed. Flew apart into pieces and became all feathers and air, beak and claws. Hawks. I knew the shape of them from the bird-puppeteer who used to fill in between the tumbling spots back at Oyster. Saturn’s hawks were larger, though. Sharper. He flew in a cloud around the owls, and then they all vanished into that ruined tower, down, down.

      I walked slowly across the grass and reached out to grab the brim of his hat as if it might not be real. I waited, but he didn’t return.

      Hells, yes. I stole his clothes.
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      Every time I got a half-day off, I’d go up on the green around the Balisquine and lie in wait for his Lordship. Sometimes I saw the owls, sometimes the hawks, but never a real person. Not until sometime late in the month of Martial, with the cold of the city starting to ebb into spring.

      ‘You again,’ said the voice. It was Bad Cravat, who still hadn’t learnt how to tie a piece of silk like a civilised person.

      His suit was ill-fitting, and the wrong colour for his red hair. The wardrobe mistress would despair of him. He tried to speak like a seigneur, but his hands had seen rough work. He couldn’t fool me.

      ‘What do you want up here, ratling? Looking for another top hat to steal?’

      ‘You know what I want,’ I said boldly. ‘I want Saturn. I want the... bastard’ — I’d never said the word before; the stagemaster washed our mouths out if he caught us being coarse — ‘who killed Madalena. Who let her be ripped apart by animals. I know enough to know that’s not supposed to happen in cities!’

      A look crossed his face. ‘Was she dear to you, lad?’

      ‘Don’t you lad me, you’re not that old,’ I said. He wasn’t nearly of age, I could tell that. ‘She was the closest thing I had to a mam, and I want answers.’

      ‘Get away from here,’ he said, in a low voice. ‘Don’t come back.’

      There was movement out the corner of my eye and I turned — just as a lion leaped out of the tower. Lioness, I should say. I’d never seen one apart from the mask Ruby-red used to wear in the cabaret of monsters. This was the real thing. She was long and muscled and golden, and she was looking directly at me. I swallowed hard.

      She shimmered and shaped herself from lion to woman, all golden and glowing, eyes as yellow as her hair. Saturn’s woman.

      ‘Garnet,’ she said to Bad Cravat, ‘what have you brought?’ She was practically licking her lips as she looked at me. ‘Such a treat.’

      ‘He’s nothing,’ Garnet said. ‘A beggar child.’ Who had taught him to lie? He was as bad at that as he was at choosing his clothes.

      ‘Did you kill her?’ I blurted. The lion lady raised her eyebrows, sort of prowling around me. ‘Madalena. The Saturnalia before the one just gone.’

      She laughed then, throwing her head back. ‘You expect me to remember who I killed over a year ago?’

      I was burning up all over. Madalena never harmed anyone and all she wanted was to be a stellar forever, for people to love her.

      ‘The actress from the Vittorina Royale!’ I yelled. ‘The one who trusted Saturn to look after her! But he didn’t, did he?’

      ‘Tasha, he’s too young,’ warned Garnet, but she turned fluidly and slapped him, knocking him to his knees.

      ‘I decide who is too young,’ she said. Then she looked at me and smiled again, all teeth. I had thought she was beautiful, but she wasn’t, not really. She only believed that she was.

      ‘Come and find me this nox,’ she said, and reached out to pull the silk cravat from around Garnet’s neck. She rubbed it against her hair, her stomach, and passed it to me. It smelled of her, of perfume and lion and bitch. ‘Find me,’ she said again. ‘And I will answer your questions. Even those you don’t know you have.’

      She shaped herself into a lion again and left us, her body gleaming in the sunlight as she trotted off down the hillside.

      Garnet stood up, looking shaky. ‘Go home,’ he said. ‘Not the theatre. Keep going to whatever ten-centime town you come from. This isn’t for you. You don’t want it.’

      I breathed in the scent of the lioness, and tucked the silk cloth into my pocket. ‘You don’t know what I want,’ I told him.
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      I left the theatre that nox after the show ended. I could smell her in the alley out the back. Tasha. The scent of her was so strong and certain, I didn’t have to inhale from the silk cloth in my pocket to be sure of it.

      I followed her scent up the Via Delgardie and all the way to the Lucian district, which was still full of people at this time of nox — their musettes and theatres stayed open later than ours. I tracked her through a maze of side streets, and then she disappeared somewhere near the Circus Verdigris. Only she didn’t disappear, her scent went in and down between buildings, somewhere I couldn’t follow.

      ‘Good enough,’ said a voice. A dark-eyed lad slipped down off a wall to face me. He was as tall as Garnet, broader in the shoulders, and he wore his fancy clothes better. Another came out of the darkness, a bright-skinned lad with curly blond hair, and then Garnet himself.

      ‘Bring him down to her,’ said Garnet.

      The lads grabbed me and hauled me down into the darkness, into a space between buildings that I’d never seen for myself, down a path that shouldn’t exist, deep into the undercity of Aufleur.

      I didn’t fight. This was what I wanted.

      Tasha had a sort of den deep in the ruins beneath the real city. It was cozy, lit with oil lamps, and her scent was everywhere.

      ‘Impressive,’ she said, stretched lazily across a bed covered with cushions. ‘See how the little rat burrows. One of us, boys. You can taste it on his skin.’

      ‘What do you want with him?’ demanded the dark lad, whom the others called Ash. ‘He’s a sprat. Is he going to hang around and pour drinks for us for the next few years?’

      Tasha grinned. ‘Not that. I have a better idea.’ She reached out and took my chin in her hand. ‘Do you want your revenge against Saturn, ratling? Do you want to know all his secrets?’

      I forgot that I blamed her for Madalena’s death, forgot that I had to be back at the theatre by sun-up or the stagemaster would beat me, forgot that she was a lion. I leaned into her, trusting her. There was something about her that reminded me of what it was like to have a mam, of how it felt to be loved.

      Tasha embraced me lightly, as Madalena did sometimes when she was feeling her years. ‘Do you like me, little rat?’

      ‘You smell of sunshine,’ I muttered, half out of my senses. I had no idea what was happening, but everything about her drew me in, making me trust her.

      Tasha laughed. ‘Hear that, my cubs? The boy’s a poet.’

      And she tore me into pieces.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            PART II

          

          
            A SURFEIT OF KINGS

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            4

          

          
            ONE DAY AFTER THE IDES OF BESTIALIS

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      DAYLIGHT

      Sunlight shone into the broken theatre through holes in the walls and the sagging ceiling, catching motes of dust. The last of the bodies had been carried out by daybreak, but the place still smelled of death.

      Isangell, the Duchessa d’Aufleur, had awoken to the news that there was a disaster in the Vittorine. The Proctor of that district was overwhelmed by distraught and protesting citizens. He sent to the Palazzo begging for more lictors to protect himself and his family.

      The day after an Ides was traditionally nefas: ill luck. It was hard to argue with that tradition on a morning like this.

      Isangell stepped into the ruined theatre, shivering at the sight of the damage. Broken glass was everywhere, thick slabs of it, some of the edges still black and crimson with dried blood.

      ‘We will need to perform a cleansing ritual,’ said the Matrona Irea in a solemn voice. By virtue of her senior position in the Priestesses of Ires, she was the only woman apart from Isangell herself who served as one of the City Fathers.

      The Master of Saints, an elderly thin man with a hooked nose who had terrified Isangell when she was a child, snorted. ‘Raze it to the ground,’ he suggested. ‘No amount of ritual can return fortune to this place.’

      ‘A blood sacrifice could do it,’ grunted Brother Typhisus of the Silver Brethren.

      ‘Hasn’t there been blood enough?’ demanded Matrona Irea, and promptly launched into a lecture about the healing properties of honey cakes and blessed water while the other priests scoffed at her.

      Isangell ignored the three of them, walking further into the theatre. She had dreamt of such places as a child, had begged her mother to let her attend a pantomime or a harlequinade. She’d had a book full of columbines in pretty gowns like flower petals, and had imagined quite seriously running away to sing and dance with the theatricals. Her mama informed her in a haughty voice that musettes and columbine halls were not for respectable people. The closest Isangell came to such shows in her childhood were the circuses at the sacred games, with an occasional tumbler, songsmith or dancer thrown in between the many ritualised fights and battles.

      When she was older, she disguised herself as a commoner and snuck into performances at the Argentia and some of the other musettes. It was a delicious secret, one she had shared with no one but her dressmaker.

      This was awful. Broken statues and blocks of buttery golden stone had smashed one of the balconies, and now lay scattered across the stage.

      Isangell pulled herself up onto the stage, feeling as if she did not belong there. She wasn’t about to burst into song in front of the priests and her other retinue, but she was still going through the motions of some sort of performance.

      The Proctor arrived, a blustering, bearded man surrounded by lictors.

      ‘High and brightness!’ he greeted her, breathing hard. ‘Grateful as I am for your support, I require further assistance. The people talk of ousting me from office. Some measure of funding to restore and improve the safety of public buildings would go a long way to —’

      Isangell turned away from him. ‘Did you hear that?’

      She hurried into the wings, ignoring his protests, stepping over broken pieces of scenery and a heap of scattered animal masks.

      ‘Is someone still here?’ she called.

      A small noise cut through the silence, like a child’s whimper.

      ‘Hold on, I’m coming for you!’ Isangell pushed further in, hearing a couple of lictors come after her, protesting.

      She pulled back an expanse of canvas that covered a row of wooden nooks and looked inside. A grown woman sat hunched there, knees drawn up to her chin, eyes wide and frightened like a child’s.

      ‘I know you,’ Isangell said as her eyes adjusted to the darkness. ‘You were looking after my cousin. You’re one of them.’

      She did not dare say the words ‘Creature Court’ aloud with so many senior priests within earshot.

      The demoiselle stared blankly out of her hiding place, not seeming to recognise her.

      ‘Rhian,’ Isangell said, hoping she remembered the right name. ‘Demoiselle Rhian. Are you... can I help you?’

      She gasped as the other woman’s hand lashed out, squeezing her wrist painfully tight. ‘You,’ said Rhian, eyes wide and bloodshot, lips flecked with saliva. ‘You have to tell them. The sky is coming. We will be the last city to fall, but we will fall.’

      ‘Let me get you a dottore,’ Isangell pleaded, trying to pull her wrist free.

      ‘Not long now,’ Rhian said, her whole body shuddering. ‘Everything ends at Saturnalia.’
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      Velody burrowed out of her usual nest of blankets. The air was cool as she placed her bare feet on the floor. She still wore the ragged underskirts from the ridiculous antique museion dress she’d had on when she crossed over from that other place, the empty Tierce that hung in the sky. The dress itself lay over the corner of her bed, already fading. It wasn’t bright emerald green any more, but a muted grey colour. The fabric crumbled like dried leaves. Velody took a deep breath, remembering the pain as Ashiol dragged her through the ceiling of that theatre, the screams of the wounded beneath them.

      Velody went to her wardrobe, reaching in for where her work dresses always hung. She felt nothing but air. The wardrobe was empty. Further investigation revealed her clothes packed neatly in boxes at the bottom.

      They didn’t think I was coming back. Well, how could they?

      Everyone had thought her dead. She wasn’t sure they were wrong. She should be glad her clothes hadn’t made it to a market stall already.

      Months passed here while I was in a city that no longer exists, lungs not breathing, heart not beating, with a man everyone knew to be dead.

      Garnet. Oh, saints. The cruellest Power and Majesty in the history of the Creature Court, and she had brought him back.

      Velody dressed with shaking fingers on the buttons, and finally got up the courage to leave her room. Her step on the stairs was quiet and she noticed Macready and Delphine before they saw her. They were bundled together into a chair in the workroom, his hands in her hair, her legs across his, as they talked together in low voices. A couple, then. What else had she missed while she was away?

      Velody slipped into the kitchen without disturbing them, expecting to see Rhian at the stove, making porridge or tea or something comforting. The kitchen was empty.

      ‘Where were you?’ said a voice behind her. Delphine stood in the doorway, her hand loosely held in Macready’s. ‘Tierce,’ said Velody, telling the truth without thinking. ‘What month is it?’ It seemed ridiculous that she had to ask.

      ‘Bestialis,’ said Macready. ‘The day after the Ides. Though most of the day is gone, so it is.’ He looked Velody over as if she were the shade of her ancestors. ‘What do you mean, you were in Tierce?’

      Velody sat at the familiar old kitchen table facing them both, her hands flat against its comforting surface. It was such a difficult question, so complicated, and she was expected to answer without even a cup of tea inside her?

      Tea was a distant memory. She had consumed nothing since she threw herself into the sky, except for that dried cake she had found among the ashes in the temple back in Tierce... and that brought back memories of Garnet’s body hot inside hers, which was the last thing she needed.

      Where was he now? She last saw Garnet and Ashiol fighting in the lake, years of stored-up anger spilling out as they pummelled each other. Then they were gone, both of them, and she had no idea what Garnet might do next. Have I let a monster loose in the city?

      ‘Tierce is gone,’ said Delphine. ‘You told us that.’

      It was true at the time. It felt like a million years since Velody told Rhian and Delphine about the city of their birth, which they had all forgotten since it was swallowed by the sky in one of many battles, invisible to daylight folk.

      Velody nodded. ‘It’s really gone now. For a while it was... in a place between here and the other side of the sky. But it crumbled underneath us, we managed to escape.’

      Oh yes, she sounded insane. But Delphine had taken far more on trust this year.

      ‘And by “we” you mean Garnet,’ said Macready. There was a studied lack of accusation in his voice.

      ‘Yes,’ said Velody.

      ‘As you say,’ he said, and let go of Delphine’s hand so he could busy himself with lighting the stove.

      Velody could feel the distance he put between them. Many possible excuses ran through her head — he’s changed, he’s different, you don’t know — but she couldn’t say any of that to Macready. He and the other sentinels had suffered so greatly at Garnet’s hands, when he was Power and Majesty. Besides, Garnet had left her swiftly enough, as soon as they got back to Aufleur. There was no reason to trust him.

      Where is he?

      ‘Where’s Rhian?’ she asked instead.

      Macready and Delphine exchanged a glance.

      ‘I’ve been looking for her all day, so I have,’ said Macready. ‘She didn’t come home after the Vittorina Royale.’

      Velody’s throat tightened. ‘She was there? When the ceiling came down?’ What was Rhian doing in a theatre? Was she so much better that she could go out in public like that instead of hiding within the walls of their home? ‘Mac, a lot of people were hurt —’

      ‘You think I don’t know that?’ he snapped. ‘She’s not dead. The Proctor’s men were all over the place today, carting bodies out of the theatre. She was not among them.’

      ‘She’ll come home,’ Delphine said softly. ‘She has nowhere else to go.’

      ‘Lot of good that will do her if she...’ Macready trailed off, looking uneasily at Velody. ‘Tea?’

      ‘What aren’t you telling me?’ she demanded. ‘I’m not a child to be coddled.’

      ‘No one’s saying that, lass. But no one wants to pile it all onto you at once.’

      ‘Rhian’s the Seer,’ Delphine said in a clipped voice. ‘I’ll have tea, please. Lots of it. With sugar.’

      Velody stared at her. First Delphine was a sentinel, and now this. They spent so many months protecting Rhian from her own fears, and the very real threat of the Creature Court. Now she was one of them.

      ‘It’s my fault,’ she said.

      ‘Well, of course it is,’ said Delphine.
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      Ashiol was still shaking with fury as he returned to the Palazzo. Garnet was back. Velody betrayed him. Poet betrayed him. There was a conspiracy to put Garnet back in power. He was not going through that again.

      Garnet could not be allowed to take power, not after the tyrant he became, last time he ruled the Creature Court. Ashiol could not stand by his former friend through the madness and vicious cruelties.

      I was loyal last time. So loyal I knelt down and let him carve me into pieces without raising a fucking hand to him. I can’t do it again. Can’t be that again.

      I will not serve.

      The only way to avoid it was to become the Power and Majesty himself. If only Ashiol had got his act together after Velody’s ‘death’ to demand the oaths. He didn’t have the luxury now to wallow in grief and irresponsibility. He would drag the Creature Court to him, kicking and screaming if he had to.

      He stood on the grass, staring at the bars on the outside of his windows, remembering how Macready had wrapped skysilver wire around them to ensure Ashiol remained imprisoned during his most recent madness. There was no danger of that now. Ashiol’s thoughts were searingly clear for the first time in months.

      He had allowed Macready to cage him, allowed himself to be domesticated by his own sentinels. Now he reached out, seizing the bars and letting the wire burn his palms as he wrenched it free. His animor gave him strength, but using it made the wire more painful.

      When Ashiol was done, the bars lying twisted and broken at his feet, he climbed in the window and threw himself onto his bed. His hair was still damp from the unexpected plunge into the lake during his fight with Garnet and he rubbed it impatiently against the quilt until it felt dry.

      He awoke later with Isangell’s milksop of a factotum leaning over him. ‘What do you want?’ Ashiol growled.

      ‘Her high and brightness requires your attendance,’ said the little squit. If his nose turned up any more at the state Ashiol was in, it would have to be pinned to the ceiling. ‘Would the Ducomte like to bathe first?’ he added.

      ‘No, the Ducomte would not like to frigging bathe,’ said Ashiol. ‘Bring me breakfast. Meat.’

      ‘I could ring for it,’ the factotum stuttered, reaching for the bell cord.

      ‘No,’ Ashiol snapped. ‘You. Fetch. Now.’ He leaped up and seized a random suit of clothing, tossed it on the bed. ‘Why are you still here?’
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      When Ashiol reached the Duchessa’s rooms some time later, he was partially sated by a pile of bacon, sausages and steak, having sent the cringing factotum back to the kitchens twice to restock the platter. He felt almost human.

      Isangell looked up as he entered. ‘I’m glad you used the extra time to make yourself presentable,’ she said dryly, her eyes sweeping over his bare feet and barely buttoned shirt.

      ‘You summoned me, high and brightness?’ Ashiol replied, not bothering to press the usual sarcasm out of his pleasantries.

      ‘Oh, stop it.’ She was unusually sombre. ‘I went to the Vittorina Royale today.’

      ‘Did you enjoy the show?’

      ‘Ashiol,’ she said sharply, ‘it was the site of a terrible disaster. As well you know.’

      ‘I’m afraid I’m not up on the theatre gossip. Was the masked melodrama as dire as rumoured in the newspapers? The Orphan Princel isn’t as good as he used to be, you know. I hear he’s getting on a bit.’

      ‘I know it was you,’ Isangell said in a low hiss. ‘Your people. I’m not a fool, Ashiol. Whatever happened to that theatre was not natural. The place is full of bricks and stone that shouldn’t be there.’

      Ashiol hadn’t known that. ‘What kind of stone?’

      ‘Soft and gritty to the touch. Yellow.’

      The sandstone of Tierce. Holy fuck. Had the sky thrown back more than Garnet and Velody?

      ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ he said again. He had more to worry about than explaining a destroyed theatre to his daylight cousin.

      ‘Oh, really?’ she said. ‘And I suppose you would be surprised to hear that half of the dead carted out of that theatre died not from blood loss or being crushed, but from the Silent Sleep? I find it very hard to believe the show was so dull.’

      Ashiol tapped his foot on the floor. It was almost nox. He had to get to the Lords and Court before Garnet had a chance to bully them or Velody a chance to be nice to them. Of course it mattered if the Silent Sleep was taking a firmer hold on the city, but he didn’t have time for it to matter.

      ‘And then there’s your Seer,’ said Isangell out of nowhere.

      Ashiol’s foot stopped tapping. ‘What do you know about her?’

      ‘She’s asleep in my bed. I found her tucked away in the wings of the theatre, ranting like a mad thing. Like you used to.’

      ‘Charming.’

      He jumped to his feet and pushed the bedroom door wide open. The bed was empty and rumpled. No sign of the Seer. (Rhian, he had to remind himself, not Heliora, who was gone to her grave.)

      Isangell joined him in the doorway. ‘She was here a moment ago.’

      ‘Looks like you put bars on the wrong windows,’ Ashiol said with some satisfaction. He turned away. ‘I have to go.’

      ‘Without doing anything? Without explaining anything?’

      ‘Believe me, gosling, you don’t want to know.’

      ‘Don’t call me that,’ Isangell snapped. ‘I’m not one of your animals. This game you play is getting serious, Ash. Real people are being affected by it.’

      He gave her a fierce, empty smile. ‘The game was always about real people. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have to bring them to heel.’
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      DAYLIGHT

      Lady Livilla’s rooms had no windows. Topaz and Bree shared one room and the rest of the lambs from the Vittorina Royale were crammed into another. Livilla had her own. Each room was connected to a balcony that overlooked a wide concrete courtyard with a canal running through it — and no sight of the sky, no hint whether it was daylight or nox. Topaz had learnt fast that you didn’t ask Livilla questions, not if you wanted the smile to stay on her face. The lambs were good at keeping her sweet, cooing over her costume closet and delighting at the cakes and fruit she provided for them. They’d never eaten so well in all their lives.

      Topaz still did not understand why she was here, or what this Creature Court expected of her and the others. All she knew was that Lady Livilla was kind, and protected them as the Orphan Princes had not.

      They had a roof over their heads and meat in their bellies. That was enough to secure the loyalty of a bunch of theatre brats.

      The Orphan Princel was their first visitor. Topaz knew it was Himself when she heard his voice down below, singing the lead of the Bestialia chorus.

      Livilla, busily dressing up the children, waved a hand. ‘Send him away,’ she said.

      ‘Go on, then,’ said Bree, determined to show Topaz which of them was higher in the ranks.

      You may act the stellar, lovie, but you’ll never rise out of the chorus, Topaz sniped silently, and went out onto the balcony.

      ‘Ah,’ said Himself, a sad smile crossing his face. ‘That answers one of my questions. What are you doing here, Topaz?’

      ‘The Lady gave us a home,’ she said defiantly.

      She owed Himself plenty, but he wasn’t the one who looked after them when the theatre came down in pieces, when Bart died. He hadn’t even glanced in the direction of the lambs. He did nothing to prepare them for this world of animal shapes and blood and threats.

      ‘Send Lord Livilla out to speak to me,’ he commanded.

      Time was, not one of the lambs would have dared deny his word. He was the stellar and the stagemaster, and everyone knew they got what they wanted. Not us, though. Not this time.

      ‘Did you know?’ Topaz demanded, no longer caring that he’d been the one who had brought her to the stage, had cared for her so tender when she was hurt. ‘Did you know I had a mess of crawling lizards inside me? Did you know this thing that all of us are?’

      ‘Aye,’ he said, and there was a world of hurt behind the small glass circles of his spectacles. ‘I tried to give you a place to be safe —’

      ‘We’re safe here,’ she snapped. ‘No stones raining down to smash us dead. Bart’s gone, you know that? Do you even remember which one he was?’

      ‘Send Livilla down,’ Himself said again, nice as pie.

      ‘She don’t want to see you!’ Topaz yelled. Why couldn’t he get angry like a normal person?

      A second man stepped out of the shadows and the look of him made her shudder. He was wrong, like Himself was wrong, like Topaz and the Lady and Bree and all of the lambs, now. His wrongness shone out of his bright white skin. He had red hair, and he wore a flash suit, all scarlet and velvet like he was the stagemaster here.

      ‘She’ll see me,’ he said, in a voice that carried all the way up from the courtyard to her bones.

      Topaz opened her mouth, but Lady Livilla came out, stood at the balcony with eyes as dark as a blackout.

      ‘Hello, Garnet,’ she said, all cool, though there was a tremble in her throat that Topaz was close enough to see. ‘You made it back.’

      ‘Aye,’ said the scarlet seigneur. ‘I might have expected a warmer welcome, my love.’

      ‘I have more things to think about than whether you’ve decided to be alive or dead,’ said the Lady.

      ‘So I hear,’ said Seigneur Garnet, sharing an amused look with Himself. ‘Kidnapping children, Livilla? Really?’

      ‘You’ve got the story wrong,’ said Livilla, hands on hips. ‘These courtesi were unclaimed. I rescued them from the theatre. They are mine to love and protect.’

      Himself’s cool expression cracked at that. ‘Courtesi? All of them? Livilla!’

      ‘Don’t pretend to be shocked, Poet,’ said Livilla. ‘You knew exactly what those children were. You knew what that little song of theirs would do. As soon as Garnet came swanning back through the sky like he never left us, you abandoned those children without a thought.’ She preened a little. ‘They trust me.’

      ‘They shouldn’t,’ declared Himself, looking shaken. ‘Did you force out their powers? They’re children!’

      Livilla arched her eyebrows like a pantomime dame. ‘Does this evoke traumatic memories for you, Boy? Are you going to cry?’

      ‘You really are a stone cold bitch.’

      ‘Right back at you, dearling,’ said Livilla, dismissing him. Her attention was squarely on the other cove. ‘These rooms are mine. Velody let me have them, and Ashiol too. You’re not the Power and Majesty any longer, Garnet. And since you returned arm in arm with Velody, you are nothing to me.’

      Garnet laughed at that. ‘Accusing me of infidelity, Livilla? You, of all people?’

      ‘I’m not accusing you of anything,’ Livilla said frostily. ‘I know what you are. You’re going to have a war on your hands if you try to take power again. That means you can’t afford to piss me off.’

      ‘You’re not choosing Ashiol over me,’ Garnet said disbelievingly.

      ‘I’m not choosing any of you. My courtesi were slaughtered by one of our own and no one was there to stop it from happening. No one gave a damn, because it happened to me. If anyone tries to take my lambs from me now, I will bring you all down.’

      She turned dramatically and disappeared back into her rooms.

      Garnet looked like he had been bludgeoned about the head.

      ‘Topaz,’ said Himself in his melodic voice, ‘you can’t trust her. What she did to you and your friends —’

      ‘I don’t know what she did to the lambs,’ Topaz interrupted him. Livilla’s antics made her bold. ‘I know what you did. You used us. When I turned into lizards in an alleyway, she was there to look after me. Where were you?’

      ‘Many things happened last nox,’ he said, frustration dripping from him. ‘Important things.’

      ‘Aye, I figured it was something like that,’ she said sharply. ‘We don’t need you. Push off.’

      Without waiting to see if he did so, she went back inside to Livilla and the lambs.

      Courtesi. It was an odd word. She supposed she would find out what it meant, eventually.
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      The horde of black cats that was Ashiol poured into the abandoned cathedral at the edge of the Forum and swept down the staircase. He shaped himself into naked human form, startling a courtesa who was arranging tea and sandwiches on a tray. ‘Oh!’ she protested.

      ‘My apologies, Damson,’ he said briskly. ‘He in?’

      ‘He’s not seeing anyone,’ she said, and gestured discreetly without saying anything more.

      Ashiol strode into the room she had indicated. Priest sat in a large, overstuffed armchair, smoking a cigar while his other remaining courtesa, Fionella, laid waistcoats and soft shirts into a large trunk that sat on the four-poster bed.

      Ashiol eyed the scene. ‘Going somewhere?’

      ‘My boy,’ said Priest, his voice rather less booming than usual, ‘your timing is impeccable as ever.’

      Priest nodded to Fionella, who drew an embroidered dressing gown from the trunk she was packing and held it out for Ashiol to shrug into. He did so, even going to the trouble of belting it for the sake of his host’s pretence of modesty. ‘How are things with you, Priest?’

      ‘Ah, Ashiol. Don’t pretend you care.’

      ‘I’ve been preoccupied,’ Ashiol said vaguely.

      The Pigeon Lord was not looking his best. He had lost weight around the face and it made him look flabby and older than his years. Ashiol was Priest’s courteso once, in the few months between Tasha’s death and his own ascension to Lord. They’d got along well enough.

      ‘Why is your courtesa packing a trunk?’ Ashiol asked.

      Priest sighed and inhaled from his cigar with no evidence of enjoyment. ‘I think it’s time for me to be on my way. Pastures new and all that. I didn’t mean to stay in Aufleur so long, but events overtook me. You know how it is.’

      Ashiol stared at him. ‘You can’t leave.’

      ‘Can’t I? You made a fair enough job of it, even if you gave up after five years. I think you’ll find I have more staying power when it comes to exile.’

      ‘But why?’ Ashiol blurted, only to be met by an expression weighted with disapproval.

      ‘You ask me that?’ Priest said softly. ‘Have you so short a memory?’

      ‘Garnet isn’t going to take power again,’ Ashiol insisted. ‘I won’t let him. This time I’m going to do it right.’

      ‘Glad to hear it, my boy,’ said Priest heavily. ‘But I’m too old to make it through another battle of Kings. I don’t have the soul for it any more.’

      ‘But I need you,’ Ashiol said in frustration.

      ‘Need?’ Priest repeated. ‘What right have you to need anything from me? I’m tainted, boy, from the inside out. Those devils from the sky crawled under my skin, and turned me into more of a monster than I ever thought I could be. For all my crimes, I’ve never murdered in cold blood before, not like I did with Livilla’s boys.’

      ‘It wasn’t you,’ Ashiol said, baffled that Priest would even think so. ‘We all know that.’

      ‘Do you all?’ said Priest in an angry rumble. ‘Has anyone informed Livilla of this? Or my Bree, who trusted me more than life itself before the dust swamped my soul and took over my hands? I hurt her while that creature took possession of me, so badly that she would rather throw her lot in with the wolf bitch.’

      Fionella the courtesa took out her frustrations on the trunk, throwing things in. ‘You should go,’ she said to Ashiol. ‘He won’t listen to you. He won’t listen to any of us.’

      ‘You’ll leave with him, though,’ said Ashiol.

      She did not meet his eyes. ‘I’ve lived in Aufleur my whole life. I’ve been a courtesa since I was fourteen... but yes, I will leave. Of course I will. Damson, too. My Lord Pigeon needs us.’

      ‘I need you,’ Ashiol said angrily. ‘All of you.’ He turned back to Priest, words tumbling over themselves in his urgency. ‘Garnet must have made some kind of allegiance with those dust devils. It’s the only explanation for how he got back here. Velody is in league with him. Poet, too. Velody is the one who gave your courtesa to Livilla — humbling you, punishing you for something that was out of your control. Hells, she gave you the tainted waistcoat in the first place. This is her fault, not yours.’

      Priest gazed at him, his hand rocking back and forth to make curls of smoke from his cigar. ‘But you, of course, will fix it all. Make everyone better. With tea and currant buns.’

      Ashiol did not smile. ‘Give me a chance. One chance.’

      ‘I don’t have any chances left, boy. I’m tired.’

      No, it couldn’t happen this way. Surely Ashiol could convince Priest to stay. He needed the old man at his side. ‘I let you down, all of you,’ he admitted. ‘I stayed stupidly loyal to Garnet in the face of his cruelty. I should have taken him down years ago, become the Power and Majesty that the city needed. I should have stepped up when he died. I can’t change the past. But the future is ours, if you stand with me.’

      Priest glanced at Fionella, who looked back with one unmistakeable expression of longing before she turned back to the trunk.

      ‘I have tickets to Bazeppe, leaving tomorrow afternoon,’ Priest said finally. ‘You have until then to secure the support of the other Lords and Court. If they are with you, I will stay.’

      ‘And you’ll swear allegiance to me as Power and Majesty?’

      ‘I swore to Velody. To Garnet as well, come to that. I have no wish to die forsworn, boy.’

      ‘Velody and Garnet died. Your oath was severed by that.’

      ‘Prove to me it won’t do further damage to my soul and I’ll consider it. Now get out of here. We have packing to do.’
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      ‘Don’t go out again,’ said Delphine.

      She wanted Rhian found more than anyone, but Macready had been searching the streets all day. He came back from the ruined theatre looking like a man half-dead. He didn’t look much better now, hovering between the kitchen table and the door.

      ‘Another hour, lass.’

      ‘You need to sleep,’ she told him sternly. ‘Velody is looking. Crane and Kelpie are looking.’

      She needed to sleep, too. She felt stretched thin all over. And she wasn’t going to admit that it would be easier to fall asleep with him beside her. Really. She wasn’t that attached.

      Mac took a breath, like he was coming up for air. ‘I remember what it was like for Heliora that first year she was Seer. She went half-insane with it. Did a lot of crazed things. You think Rhian can get through it unscathed? After everything she’s been through?’

      Delphine narrowed her eyes at him. ‘Are you lecturing me about looking after Rhian? I want her found as much as you do, and you’re no good to her if you end up in a gutter.’

      Were they here already, with Delphine playing the nag to a wayward husband? It didn’t suit her.

      ‘I’ll manage, so I will,’ Macready said, and she could see that his thoughts were already out there. He was barely listening to her. ‘Stay here in case she returns on her own. Do you remember how to send a message?’

      Delphine rolled her eyes. He’d spent weeks going over and over how she could communicate with the other sentinels via old Tom, the cat who’d started lurking around the shop ever since Ashiol came into their lives. Sentinels could use the animals associated with any Kings, and she’d got the knack by her second lesson, though he kept reminding her of the techniques anyway.

      ‘I can use mice now, too,’ she said sweetly. ‘And — what creature does Garnet hold again?’

      She wished she could take the snipe back when she saw the look on Macready’s face.

      ‘Gattopardo,’ he said hoarsely. ‘If one of those turns up, bar the fecking doors against it.’

      And then he was gone, the kitchen door swinging behind him. Leaving Delphine behind, like she was some kind of housewife. What was she supposed to do, make soup?

      She stalked up to her room. Fine. She could get to sleep without a cranky Islandser in her bed. No problem at all.
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      It was nox. Velody climbed the Lucretine hill, her feet bare on the stone-lined streets, searching for Rhian. She couldn’t help remembering the last time Rhian had gone missing, on the day of the Lupercalia, with the stink of leather and wine in the air. They found her later, dishevelled and broken, and nothing in her life had prepared Velody for how helpless she had felt to know that Rhian had been raped.

      This was different. Velody had powers at her fingertips now. She could find Rhian, and ensure no one hurt her ever again. All she had to do was open her animor to the sky...

      ‘Lady,’ said a voice out of the darkness. The taste of his power was familiar a moment before his voice was. Warlord.

      He wore a gold silk shirt that made his skin even darker in contrast. The Creature Court lived underground. Honestly, where did they get their clothes? Velody had never seen a shirt made quite that way before, with slash cuts in the sleeves. Did he send home to Zafir for sartorial care packages?

      ‘You look better,’ she said finally, ‘than the last time I saw you.’ Drained, bleeding, exhausted, damaged, but still fighting.

      Warlord gave little away in his expression. ‘We have missed you.’

      ‘It’s good to be home,’ said Velody. ‘Have you seen Rhian — our new Seer? Since the theatre?’

      He shook his head slowly, eyes fastened to hers. ‘I have not. Have you truly returned, Lady?’

      ‘I hope so,’ she said.

      ‘I mean, are you still our Power and Majesty? Is he?’

      Velody had not thought about it. Everything was chaos since she and Garnet fell through the ceiling of the Vittorina Royale. She didn’t even know if he was still in the city, or if he was in any way the same person she had got to know in the broken city of Tierce.

      ‘What do you want from me?’ she asked.

      Warlord laughed hollowly. ‘You ask me that, Lady? You have made us oathbreakers, all of us. We are obliged to serve you and Garnet both. Perhaps we should be grateful Ashiol never asked us for a third oath...’

      Velody blinked. ‘Has Ashiol not been the Power and Majesty?’ If it was Bestialis, she had been gone three months. ‘What has been happening while I was gone?’

      ‘I do not know much. The sentinels have kept Ashiol away from the rest of us. I suspect he ran mad. It would not be the first time.’

      ‘I need to speak to him,’ said Velody. ‘And Garnet. I can’t answer your question until we talk.’

      Warlord looked unimpressed. ‘If you are going to be Power and Majesty, it will not be because of a conversation, Lady. It will be because you draw more loyalty than your rivals. Because the Lords and Court choose you, as we chose you before.’

      Rhian. That was what was important. The politics could wait, couldn’t it?

      ‘Who do you choose?’ Velody said impatiently. ‘Or is this you hanging around in the hope of another bribe?’

      Warlord’s eyes flashed. ‘Your blood saved my life a few months ago. But Garnet was our Power and Majesty first. I will follow the King who shows the greatest strength. Sentiment has no place in these decisions.’

      ‘Forget sentiment,’ Velody said. ‘And to hells with strength — as if strength is the most important thing a leader offers. Tell me which King you would prefer to have in charge.’

      He smiled suddenly, the warrior facade cracking just a little. ‘You. But I won’t follow you if you plan to lose to Garnet.’

      ‘I don’t plan to lose to anyone,’ Velody said, and continued walking up the hill.

      ‘Do you love him?’ Warlord called out behind her.

      Velody spun around. ‘What did you say?’

      He was searching for something in her eyes. ‘The way you returned, both of you. It bleeds through your animor. You and Garnet taste of each other.’

      ‘That’s... disturbing.’ Velody realised why he was asking. ‘Livilla was Garnet’s lover, wasn’t she? Are you hoping that I’ll take him off her hands?’

      The thought of it alarmed her. Sex with Garnet had been... of the moment, about building up their powers and giving them both the strength to escape. Velody hadn’t had any time to think about whether it meant more than that, but the fact that he had bedded half the Court (that she knew about) made him an unlikely boyfriend. Things with Ashiol were complicated enough without them sharing a lover.

      Warlord’s smile was thin. ‘Loving Livilla is like loving the wind. She is impossible to grasp, to possess. Garnet is the same, you will find.’

      ‘And Ashiol?’ Velody asked without thinking.

      Ashiol. Why hadn’t he taken the leadership of the city? She had relied on him. What had he been doing with himself? He was so pleased to see her alive. Her mouth still felt bruised by the kiss he greeted her with on her return. Once he realised she had returned with Garnet, though, he looked as if he hated her.

      ‘You have a fight on your hands, Lady,’ said Warlord. ‘Unless you plan to frig them both into submission. A valid leadership method, it could be said, but you’re mistaken if you think they won’t try the same thing on you.’

      ‘I have to find the Seer,’ said Velody. ‘Garnet and Ashiol can take care of themselves.’

      She was startled by a memory — not her own — of Garnet and Ashiol together, when they were lovers: red hair, black hair, bodies hot to the touch, arms and stomachs, skin against skin.

      ‘I’m sure they can,’ said Warlord, and he stepped back into the shadows, leaving her alone in the street.
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      Macready made it as far as the Gardens of Trajus Alysaundre before he needed to rest. He was dizzy with adrenalin and lack of sleep. Delphine was right, though he would never admit it to the lass’s face. He leaned against one of the crumbling stone walls, breathing hard. Rhian was lost in the city, maybe hurt, maybe under siege from the futures. Vulnerable.

      (Vulnerable, eh? Then what had that tryst with Ashiol been about? Not such a shy and retiring little camellia, was she now?)

      Since Rhian became the Seer, Macready had a new awareness of her, his sentinel’s senses able to pick her presence before she entered a room. Sometimes when they practised her fighting skills, he almost caught a glimpse of her thoughts. It had been like that with Heliora too, when they crossed swords.

      It wasn’t enough, not nearly enough, to be able to track her. Velody had a better chance. Didn’t stop him looking. He blamed himself for taking Rhian to that damned theatre (he had no right to be angry at her, time he acknowledged that) and that meant he had to be the one to find her.

      Crane approached him, through the park. They nodded at each other.

      ‘No sign?’ Macready asked.

      Crane shook his head. ‘Some of the injured from the theatre were taken to a hospice near the Palazzo. The Duchessa asked her own dottores to treat them. But no one there has seen anyone who looks like Rhian.’

      ‘Feck,’ Macready said, too tired to even put emphasis on the word.

      ‘Have you seen her yet?’ Crane asked.

      There could be only one ‘her’ Crane was referring to. As far as the lad was concerned, all the light of the sun and moon shone out of the arse of Velody, their former Power and Majesty.

      ‘Aye.’

      ‘Is she the same?’

      Apart from the fact that she came back hand in hand with Garnet?

      ‘She seems no different,’ Macready said shortly.

      Crane shivered. It might have been the chill nox with winter around the corner, or it might have been something else. ‘Three of them. It’s a long time since we’ve had three Kings.’

      ‘Aye. The sentinels are practically outnumbered, so we are.’

      ‘Will there be a challenge all over again?’

      ‘How the feck should I know?’ Macready dashed his hand over his forehead, noting the lad’s hurt look but not saying a word of apology. ‘Depends, does it not? On who gives way. Who’s weaker.’

      ‘Or who is stronger.’

      ‘Come on,’ said Macready. ‘Let’s sweep the Arches.’

      ‘Do you really think Rhian would go there alone?’

      ‘We don’t know what the feck she’d do. But if she’s down there, I sure as hells hope she’s alone.’
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      Topaz was thinking. She hadn’t done much but think since Himself and his Garnet friend took their leave. She was surrounded by noise and chaos as the lambs practised their new stage trick, changing back and forth into creature form.

      The Lady Livilla lounged on a fancy couch, watching the lambs play. Topaz got up her nerve finally and crossed the room to her, ignoring the dirty look from Bree. She went down on one knee, having seen enough aristo plays to know that would go down well. ‘Lady?’ she asked quietly.

      Livilla reached out a hand, brushing over the close-cropped fuzz of Topaz’s hair. ‘Yes, dearling?’

      Topaz could still feel the lizard shapes hot and wild inside her skin, wanting to come out. ‘Did you do this to me?’ She deliberately kept accusation out of her voice, allowing the curiosity to take rein instead. She wanted to know.

      ‘Not to you,’ said Livilla, and there was something almost human in her voice. Less false and brittle. A moment between all the stagecraft.

      ‘But to them?’ Topaz pressed, looking across to the other lambs. Belinny transformed her hand back and forth from a bear’s paw, looking delighted with herself.

      ‘It would have happened sooner or later,’ said Livilla. ‘I pushed it along, that’s all.’

      ‘Cos you wanted us with you and not those others?’

      ‘Do you want to leave me for your Orphan Princel, Topaz?’

      ‘Not now. Not ever. But I don’t know as how you’re any better than him. How can I know?’

      ‘All you can do is serve,’ said Livilla. ‘And hope. If I am a bad mistress, Topaz, you can leave at any time. I hope you know that.’

      ‘Really?’ said Topaz, grazing her lip with her teeth out of nervousness.

      Livilla’s fingers locked around her wrist and she smiled a wolfish smile at her. ‘No,’ she said. ‘Not really.’
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      Ashiol circled the Circus Verdigris. It was close enough to the river that he could hear the sounds of the docks. Nox would be over in a few hours and what did he have to show for it? Priest had set him an impossible task, and would leave if Ashiol didn’t get the support of the others. Poet was already wrapped up in Garnet. Ashiol hadn’t been able to find Warlord, and didn’t have the balls to ask Livilla to make her choice. She always took Garnet’s side.

      In human form, not even bothering to play Lord, he dropped onto one of the tiered benches of the Circus.

      Two sleek brighthounds ran the length of the green arena and back again, yapping at each other, play-fighting.

      ‘How did you find me?’ said a soft voice.

      Ashiol glanced up and saw Rhian perched on a bench a little above him. He should have felt her from a mile away, but he always had trouble reading animor when his thoughts were muddled. It was an excuse for how he had thought Rhian was Heliora only a few days ago. He had gone so far as to fuck her without realising who it was in his arms. The madness of the last few months had left him now, he was sure of it. But he had to deal with the results.

      He had been hallucinating, but what was her excuse? What had she been thinking? Had he not heard her protests, just as he hadn’t seen that she was Rhian and not his dead lover? Had he taken her against her will? He had no frigging idea.

      ‘Believe it or not, I wasn’t looking for you,’ he said. ‘I was looking for him.’ He nodded in the direction of the brighthounds: Lennoc, the newest Lord of the Court. ‘Lief used to run here at nox. I was hoping his hounds followed the same tradition.’

      ‘It’s no good, you know,’ Rhian said, sounding far away. ‘You’ll never get them all to choose you. The battle won’t be won that way.’

      ‘But it will be won?’

      Ashiol had a lot of practice with these conversations, though Rhian was not, would never be, Heliora. He concentrated on remembering who she was, on not letting the hallucinations get a foothold again. This was Rhian. A background presence in Velody’s household, an annoyance more than anything. Velody had been near obsessed with keeping Rhian and Delphine safe, and it held her back from accepting her place in the Creature Court.

      Later, once Velody was dead, Rhian joined the sentinels in guarding Ashiol as his madness ran its course. He remembered she had even let him escape once, for a few precious hours in the sky.

      She was the new Seer. It was perhaps understandable that he had hallucinated that she was Hel, his friend and bedmate, former Seer of the Court. But Ashiol could not for the life of him imagine why Rhian let him think it was true.

      ‘I didn’t say that.’ She took a deep breath and exhaled. It wasn’t yet cold enough at nox for them to be able to see her breath in clouds, but it wouldn’t be long now.

      ‘What are they planning?’ Ashiol asked, though he knew the futility of the question. ‘Poet and Garnet. They have something planned for Saturnalia. What is it?’

      Rhian looked at him, her eyes glazed. ‘You have to get on the train.’

      He stared back. ‘That’s your advice? Time for me to run away? Back to my mother’s estate with my tail between my legs?’

      ‘I didn’t say that. You don’t listen very well to people, do you?’

      ‘I’m not going anywhere,’ he said sullenly. ‘Priest is the one packing up his courtesi and linens and turning tail in the hope that Bazeppe might be shinier than what we have here. I’m not catching a train this or any other nox.’

      No matter how much he might want to.

      The brighthounds had stopped prancing and stared up at them both. They blurred together, shaping into a stocky man with a shock of white hair. He nodded warily at Ashiol and said nothing.

      ‘Lennoc, Lord Brighthound,’ said Ashiol. ‘Will you swear allegiance to me as Power and Majesty?’

      ‘You’ll do a better job, will you?’ Lennoc crossed his arms belligerently. ‘Why you? Why not Velody or Garnet?’

      ‘Because I’ll bite your throat out right now if you don’t,’ said Ashiol, not even bothering to sound like he meant it.

      Lennoc paused, considering. ‘Works for me.’

      He shaped himself back into hound form and bowed his heads before scampering off into the darkness. Ashiol couldn’t resist shooting a look of triumph at Rhian.

      ‘Try that on Livilla, see how far you get,’ she said cynically, sounding so like Hel that for a moment he thought he had lost his mind all over again.

      ‘Why did you do it?’’ he asked on impulse. ‘Why did you let me believe you were her?’

      Rhian looked sad. He had viewed her as a weakness, Velody’s weakness. It had never occurred to him that she might also be his.

      ‘You were safe,’ she said finally. ‘I knew I couldn’t damage you. But I did, didn’t I?’ She stood up. ‘Get on the train, before Saturnalia. The answers are there, not here.’

      He watched as she walked away, and made no move to stop her.

      ‘Ash,’ interrupted a new voice a few moments later. He looked up and saw Kelpie glaring at him. ‘Tell me that wasn’t Rhian.’

      ‘Clearly it was.’

      ‘We’ve been combing this bloody city for that wench. Velody’s climbing the walls, Macready’s bitten pieces out of the furniture, and you just let her wander off again!’

      ‘I’m not the Seer’s keeper, Kelpie.’

      ‘That’s not what I hear.’

      Ashiol rolled his eyes at her. ‘Shut it.’

      If he couldn’t get all of the Lords on his side, he could at least try for a majority. Livilla or Warlord? Rhian had a fair point about Livilla.

      ‘Where can I find Mars at this time of nox?’ he asked.

      Kelpie raised her eyebrows. ‘That depends on whether he wants to be found.’

      ‘He’d be found for you, wouldn’t he?’

      ‘Fuck you.’

      ‘Kelpie —’

      ‘No, seriously, Ashiol. Fuck you. I won’t be used. I’ve been loyal as all hells, but you can’t make me turn over people’s secrets so you can launch some kind of takeover bid against the other Kings. Do you even remember what “sentinel” means?’

      ‘Garnet used you. Abused you. Broke all the rules about what sentinels were.’

      ‘Yes,’ Kelpie spat. ‘And you’re supposed to be different.’

      She turned and walked away from him. He watched her go.

      Aye, that was what he was supposed to be. Different from Garnet. It was a fact worth remembering.
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