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For anyone who dared to bare their soul










Love is like a tree: it grows by itself; it strikes its roots deep into our whole being, and frequently continues to put forth green leaves over a heart in ruins. And there is this unaccountable circumstance attending to it, that the blinder the passion, the more tenacious it is.


—The Hunchback of Notre-Dame, Victor Hugo


The lion cannot defend himself against snares and the fox cannot defend himself against wolves. Therefore, it is necessary to be a fox to discover the snares and a lion to terrify the wolves.


—The Prince, Niccolò Machiavelli
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1478


The Republic of Florence was the birthplace of the Renaissance, a city filled with artists, innovators, scientists, and philosophers. And yet it was always perched on a knife’s edge, surrounded by powerful rivals and allies: Milan to the north, Naples to the south, and the ever-scheming Rome, ruled by the Holy See. The Medici, Florence’s rulers in all but name, walked a fine line between greed and public service as enemies circled, waiting for the right moment to take down the ruthless family once and for all. And like a tale spun from fable, magic stirred across the peninsula, sometimes hidden in the shadows out of fear of persecution, sometimes welcomed, shaping destinies in irrevocable ways.










Pietre Magiche


SUNSPIRE


Shaped like a spire in radiant gold with shimmering streaks of amber. Produces intense light and warmth, heals wounds, dispels darkness and fear, and grants energy. 


SEAWEAVER


Smooth, oval stone in a pale sea-green with rippling, wavelike patterns. Allows control over water and the tides, influencing currents and waves.


SHADOWGLASS


Flat disk in smoky black with translucent, shadowy swirls. Provides invisibility, the ability to traverse through shadows, and absorb and store secrets.


NIGHTFLAME


Hexagonal shaped in deep, midnight blue with fiery veining. Holds an eternal flame in its center, transforms nonliving things into living beings. Allows for the control of fire and life energy.


MOONHAZE


Crescent moon shaped in a pale lavender with glittering white threads. Invokes sleep, alters memories, turns dreams into nightmares, and provides protection from evil spirits.


LODESTAR


Shaped like an arrowhead in glittering silver with a mazelike pattern etched onto the surface. Produces a shimmering path that bends reality, transporting a traveler to their destination almost instantaneously.


ECHOSTONE


An orb in steely blue with a metallic sheen. Allows thoughts, emotions, and communication between two people who possess paired stones, no matter the distance or the differences in language. 










Prologo


Cava Della Luce | Quarry of Light


• September 1468 •


Ravenna Maffei disliked magic because her parents did, but on the day her aunt took her to visit the quarry for the first time, she learned what it was to truly loathe it.


It was her thirteenth birthday. The sky was a perfect bright blue, with lazy clouds meandering far overhead. She tipped her head back, letting the sunlight wash over her face as she made animals out of the wispy shapes. Her aunt maneuvered the old wooden cart on the narrow dirt path, making room for another hauling alabaster blocks to pass them by to their left. Ravenna clung to her arm, breathless and impatient for the first sight of Cava della Luce—she’d been waiting weeks and weeks for this trip.


People who had seen the quarry said the stone sparkled and shimmered in the sunlight, and her imagination had taken flight. To Ravenna, all stones held secrets. But with a chisel and a mallet, she could unearth each one, discover what the stone was meant to be. A brave hero, a clever maiden, a wise owl, a lovely swan. She leaned against her aunt’s arm, wrapping her fingers around the linen sleeve of her tunic.


Her aunt tipped her head down. “What are you dreaming about, Ravenna?”


Ravenna stared at the lush scenery sweeping by them. Cypress trees and vibrant wildflowers dotted the rolling hills. The air was scented by fertile tilled soil and distant olive groves. Ravenna inhaled deeply, not wanting to forget any part of the day she’d waited so long for.


“Sculpting.” A sudden thought had Ravenna straightening next to her. “How much alabaster can we bring back, Zia?”


“You’ll have plenty to practice with,” she said. She flicked the reins, the mules pulling them back to the middle of the well-trodden path. “But remember what your mother said, Ravenna. Sculpting must not get in the way of your chores at the locanda.”


She thought of linens that needed washing, and floors that needed sweeping. There were chamber pots to scrub, and firewood to collect. Her lips twisted, excitement dimming for a moment. As the eldest child of innkeepers, she, unfortunately, had many chores.


But ever since she could remember, all she’d ever wanted to do was make pretty statues the same way her aunt did. Her aunt’s were of heroic men and women with capes that swirled, and hands that gripped bows and arrows. It amazed her how her aunt could capture a pivotal moment in time, how she was able to capture what bravery looked like. Perseus with the sword that beheaded Medusa, Theseus about to slay the Minotaur. Ravenna wanted to carve goddesses. The swift-footed Atalanta, Circe holding her potions, Athena in her armor.


It felt like magic to her, a kind of magic that didn’t feel forbidden or scary.


Her aunt tweaked her nose. “I didn’t mean to make you sad. Thirteen years old. I can’t believe it.” She pointed ahead, her hand wrinkled and weathered. Wind teased her long, curly hair, gone completely white. “We’re almost there.”


They crested a hill and at last the quarry came into view, a sprawling open pit carved into the hillside, opening to various tunnels. The sun’s golden rays sparkled over the creamy white stone, glimmering like a polished mirror. The silver veining caught the sunlight, like a lightning bolt in a thunderstorm. Ravenna craned her neck, shifting forward in her seat for a better look. Wooden scaffolds, pulleys, and cranes lined the edge of the quarry. Quarrymen moved like industrious ants on the ledges and paths carved into the stone walls.


Her aunt pulled back on the reins, the mules coming to a gradual stop. Ravenna leaped off the wooden seat, her skirt flying around her stocking-clad legs.


“Ravenna, stay close and don’t wander,” her aunt warned, but she said it with a smile as she carefully climbed down. She massaged her lower back, wincing. “Now, help me find—”


But Ravenna was already running toward the edge of the pit, heels thudding against the uneven path. The wind tore at her hair as she streaked ahead; she thought she heard her aunt laughing. When she was as close to the edge as she dared go, she chanced a look down. Terraced ledges spiraled downward, making her think of the seashells her aunt brought her from the coast.


“Still impatient, I see,” her aunt said dryly, taking hold of her hand. “Let’s go down together.” They followed the path, giving a wide berth to the quarrymen who were transporting tools and shouting instructions. Ravenna swung her aunt’s arm forward and backward, unable to contain her excitement. The sound of picks striking stones filled the air, interspersed with the groaning of the cranes lifting the heavy blocks. With her free hand, Ravenna brushed the pads of her fingers against the wall, marred by deep grooves left behind by chisels and picks.


“I think this is what the moon must look like,” she said. “Don’t you think?”


Her aunt smiled. “The moon is yours to make of it what you will.”


They finally reached the bottom, and her aunt waved to a middle-aged man in conversation with several workers. He glanced over his shoulder at them, his graying brows rising to meet his hairline at the sight of Ravenna. He finished instructing his workers, and then approached them with long, purposeful strides.


“An odd place to bring a child,” he said by way of greeting. He was a short man, worn down by the sun and the toil of hauling rocks. The coarse linen of his tunic was dusty and streaked with dirt. He tugged at his wide-brimmed hat, also dusty.


Ravenna’s aunt tugged her close to her side, and she was engulfed by her billowing tunic and strong arm around her narrow shoulders. “Buongiorno, Gioberto. My niece has been wanting to learn how to sculpt, and we’re here to pick the perfect stone for her birthday.”


His weathered face tightened. “She’ll be another oddity in the family.”


Ravenna flinched, pressing closer to her aunt.


“Thank God for it,” her aunt said brightly, unperturbed by his manner. Her aunt was a renowned sculptress, but she’d never married and had no children of her own. Ravenna heard the gossip about her whenever she went to the market, but it never bothered her. She supposed because it didn’t seem to bother her aunt.


Her aunt jingled the leather bag strapped to her belt and arched a brow. “We’ll take a look at the stone, if you’re still interested in selling it to us?”


The man’s eyes brightened at the promise of a sale. He gestured to a makeshift shelter where a group of men were sharpening their tools. “This way. I have much to show you.”


Ravenna followed the pair, keen gaze flickering from the tall stacks of alabaster, ready for loading onto carts, to the tools—chisels, picks, mallets, and wedges—scattered about. She veered off, finding an abandoned chisel and picked it up. She glanced at her aunt, deep in conversation about sizing and pricing and she didn’t know what else. Ravenna drew close to the wall, jagged and sharp, and struck it with the chisel. She kept going, moving along, her attention on the shimmering veins of the stone, following its progression into a tunnel. It sparkled even in the dark.


Delighted, she kept going.


The noise of the workers faded, and the path twisted and turned, walls towering around her like a maze, every so often revealing the entrance to another tunnel. Ravenna kept to the main path, going deeper into the earth. Even then, she didn’t think to be afraid. The veining shimmered under her touch, and she thought of what she might make of it, if the stone belonged to her. She crept farther, entranced, images of lightning bolts streaking across her mind.


She made another turn, deeper into the gloom.


Ravenna stilled, awareness creeping over her. She had wandered too far, and now her mind filled with her mother’s scolding, reminding her of the creatures that thrived in the dark, wolves and sleeping bears and vampyres who lived off blood. She turned around, intent on following the glimmering veining back out into the sunshine. A hint of it clung to the shadows, illuminating enough of the pathway for her to see.


A shape materialized from out of one of the tunnels, a hulking outline of a man towering over her. Ravenna stopped, her breath catching. Was he human—? Her grip tightened on the chisel, the wood rough against her palm.


His voice was a gruff whisper. “Now, where did you come from?”


“I came with my aunt,” she said. Her voice sounded so small compared to his.


“I saw,” the man grunted. “An old woman.”


Her words were dust in her mouth. She could barely swallow from her terror. “She’s waiting for me.”


“You ought to go back,” he said. “This is no place for a child.”


Tension eased off her shoulders, but only a little. He was still a stranger. Ravenna nodded, backing away from him, not looking where she was going. He stayed where he was, keeping his distance, but then frowned suddenly.


“Careful, there’s a shaft behind—”


Ravenna’s heel slipped, and she lost her balance. Her arms went wide, windmilling, but she was still falling backward, down a sharp incline. The man lunged for her, fingers curled like claws, and latched on to her arm.


“Careful,” he yelled, the sound reverberating in the dark.


The pebbled ground gave way beneath them, and now they were both sliding down. The man yanked her back, and Ravenna’s teeth clacked together. She glanced over her shoulder. A dark pit loomed behind her, nearly obscured in darkness. Stark terror filled her—it made it hard to think, it made her dizzy. Her body trembled, violent shakes she couldn’t control. Something strange unfurled within her, bubbling to the surface in a cresting wave that soared over her. Whatever it was, it moved like a current, sweeping outward, flowing through her veins, shooting past her fingertips. Blue light filled the tight space of the tunnel, glimmering in the dark, washing over them both.


“Che cazzo!” The man exclaimed as he tugged them up to level ground.


Ravenna gaped at the magic flowing out of her, watched it wrap around the man in a tight grip. Confusion speared her. “What—I don’t—”


He released her, but the magic still clung to him. It clawed its way beneath his clothes, forced itself into his mouth, rushed into his ears, filling him up.


She shrank back, her back hitting the jagged wall. “No, no!”


The man screamed as his skin wrinkled with age, slowly at first, but then faster and faster. His back bowed, his tall frame shrunk, worn down in a matter of seconds. The man’s hair went from brown to gray to stark white.


Shame clouded her mind, making her head swim. “I’m sorry,” Ravenna sobbed. “I’m sorry.”


Footsteps pounded down the tunnel. Her aunt came into view, panting, chest heaving. She gasped at the sight of the magic swirling around the man, covering him as he turned brittle, old before their eyes. He let out a rattling cough, the last sound he made in life, before slumping to the ground.


But the magic still wasn’t finished.


It hovered over the body, feeding off the sagging flesh, licking it clean until there was only a pile of bones left. Ravenna dropped to her knees, tears dripping down her cheeks. Horror climbed up her throat; it tasted like acid. Nausea grabbed ahold of her; she was going to be sick.


The magic hovered over the remains, and then it drifted back toward her, shimmering blue. Ravenna cried out and held up her hands to ward it off, but it swept into her again, racing up her veins and settling deep in her chest. It snaked through her like a serpent who’d found its prey.


She looked up to her aunt, cheeks scalding hot, tearstained. Emotions battled within her: shame, terror, confusion. She didn’t understand what was happening to her. Her life had changed in an instant, she’d been human mere moments ago, and even at thirteen, she understood that perhaps she . . . wasn’t anymore.


It was unthinkable.


The quarryman’s screaming reverberated through her, relentless. She’d killed him. She had sinned. He was gone, dead because of her. Ravenna trembled, flooded with guilt. An odd sensation curled between her ribs, as if there were something resting near her heart.


Ravenna knew what it was: evil.


She recalled suddenly a time when, one cold winter years ago, a witch had come to the inn, begging for a safe place to spend the night. Her parents had allowed her to stay one night. The next morning, they told her never to grace their door again.


Magic of any kind was not welcomed in Volterra, but most especially witches.


Her aunt stared back at Ravenna, her hands high into her curling hair, gripping the roots. Her skin was pale, dark eyes huge in her narrow face. “Your mother is going to kill me.”










Capitolo Uno


Volterra


• The ninth of April, 1478 •


They put her little brother in a cage.


Her brother, who wasn’t so little anymore, but because Ravenna Maffei was older, she would always think of him that way. Antonio hung in a wrought iron cage for a full day before the Florentine army allowed her to see him. And even then, it was only from a distance, just close enough to see his long legs dangling fifteen feet over the Piazza dei Priori, just close enough to see his grubby hands curled around the bars in a tight grip. She had taken one look at him and anger had cut through her, sharp and lethal, like a blow from a sword. It hurt to think, to breathe.


Because her anger was useless.


And Ravenna didn’t like to feel useless.


Which was why she was now carrying a bulky ladder through the narrow lanes of Volterra in the dead of night. Overhead, the moon glowed serenely, illuminating the uneven path. Ravenna gritted her teeth, sweat dripping down her face and the back of her neck, following the line of her spine, made strong by years of carrying and carving stone. She’d been walking for what felt like hours, covered head to toe in a dark cloak that did its job too well. Despite the cold wind nipping at her cheeks, heat coated her skin. She didn’t dare remove the hood, however.


No one was allowed out of their homes past sunset.


She swept her gaze up and down the cobbled street, ignoring the nervous energy bubbling in her belly. It was a risk to be out during the night at all with the curfew in full effect, but what was she supposed to do?


Allow her younger brother to slowly starve? Absolutely not.


Her pulse ticked hard in her throat. It was time to act, but carefully. There were still those loyal to Florence, hidden within the city, still those in thrall to the accursed Medici family.


And it was because of that family her home lay in ruins.


It had been Lorenzo de’ Medici’s idea to build a massive fortress deep in the heart of Volterra to lord over them all. It had been his idea to confiscate the property of families who dared to question his mandates. His idea to install a curfew, requiring people be in their homes by dusk.


It was because of him she’d lost family and close friends.


She would not lose her brother.


A stray cat screeched, making her startle. She paused, ears straining. Every street in Volterra had its own personality, and Ravenna knew them all like she knew her own pulse. At this time of night, reckless pleasure seekers defying the curfew dipped in and out of taverns overrunning Via Ricciarelli. She avoided Via Porta all’Arco for the same reason, which left the handful of less-traveled paths.


Quieter, but more dangerous.


For a moment, she considered turning back. But then she thought of the Florentine infantry soldiers staring up at her brother’s dangling feet, jeering. Of the rotten food they’d thrown at him while her brother fought to keep his face expressionless, even when they’d executed his friends. She’d never been prouder of him.


The risk was worth it.


Ravenna turned the corner, awkwardly managing the long ladder, and walked briskly. She was no stranger to hard work or to carrying heavy loads.


She knew how to settle arguments between guests, knew how to wrangle her younger siblings into dutiful submission, and how to budget the inn’s expenses for the month. Suppliers and merchants trembled in her presence; no one could out-negotiate her in trade. Ravenna could cook a respectable meal in under an hour for a room full of hungry travelers, and she was a master at brewing anything from hearty ales to soothing herbal teas.


And if she needed to defend herself, she could do that, too. Thanks to her father, she always kept a dagger hidden in her boot. If she couldn’t reach her weapon, well, there was always the ladder.


The magic inside her woke with a soft curling sensation between her ribs. It was a reminder that she had a third option if things became dire. But Ravenna would rather someone stab her than use the dark magic hidden within her.


She made a turn onto the next street.


Tall stone buildings flanked her, bearing the scars from the battle against Florence. Gaping holes, shattered windows, crumbling walls. It had been brutal and bloody; hundreds had lost their lives. The people of Volterra hadn’t stood a chance against the Medici and their hired henchman, the terribly efficient Duke of Urbino.


Ravenna forced herself to look straight ahead.


It was easier than thinking about the family that had once lived there.


She crossed an alley and came across two shadows huddled against the wall. The moon illuminated the hazy outlines of their bodies, and the shadows spooled into the form of two men, one tall and slim, the other short and barrel-shaped. The latter wore a rounded biretta, covering his shorn hair, and a heavy chain around his neck, denoting his elevated status. His face reminded Ravenna of the sword strapped to his hip: sharp and formidable. She would have known him anywhere: he was the Capitano of the Volterra militia. A powerful man and their greatest defender against the Medici, even more so now that the city had fallen.


The other man was a stranger to her.


Both were tense, in the middle of an argument. They traded harsh words in the shadow of the alley. The Capitano dropped his gloved hand to the hilt of his weapon. Ravenna slowed. She was already frowning by the time the taller man sensed her. He half turned in her direction, his profile limned by a hazy moonbeam. He coolly arched a brow at her, turning farther, revealing the rest of his countenance.


Ravenna stopped, the ladder lurching awkwardly.


She had never seen a more beautiful face.


Dark winged brows curved sardonically over heavily fringed dark eyes, nearly black, pinning her to the cobbled stone. The rest of his face was a study of perfect angles and arches. A full mouth that held in wicked secrets, and cheekbones, cut sharply, just like the tip of his jewel-encrusted sword. Despite the swirl of gray clouds crowding the moon, peridot, diamonds, and emeralds glimmered back at her.


Her fingers itched for a chisel and scalpel. She wanted to capture his face in marble, all his striking lines, and carve a voluminous cloak swirling around his long legs.


He looked reckless, an ill-advised idea incarnate.


The man’s gaze traveled over her form, shrouded as it was in her own heavy cloak, and to the long ladder stretching past her shoulders at both ends. His expression remained flat and devoid of emotion, his body still and contained, immovable.


His voice was cold and remote. “It’s past curfew. Move along.”


Ravenna glanced uneasily to the Capitano. His warm brown eyes locked with hers and he jerked his chin, encouraging her to leave them to their discussion. She hesitated, and when the taller man took a step forward, the Capitano’s voice lashed out.


“Now, signorina.”


Ravenna set off down the lane, her stomach knotting. Their conversation had nothing to do with her, and she had somewhere to be, but with every step she took, Ravenna had the uncanny sense that she was making a mistake. But what could she do?


Only one thing. She pressed on.


The narrow street bled into the ruined Piazza dei Priori. The Florentine army had come burning hot for the heart of the city, fire practically spewing from their mouths, like the dragons circling the mountains to the north. The square was in ruins, but Ravenna looked past the destruction to one of the iron cages hanging in the piazza.


It held a single captive.


Antonio lay slumped against the bars, restlessly kicking his legs. Relief bled through her. She peered around the square, noting the long wooden tables situated in front of the magnificent bell tower, still mercifully standing. A new dais was positioned next to the tables, and Ravenna’s stomach flipped.


She couldn’t think about tomorrow and what it would bring.


Not yet.


Antonio was looking in her direction, head tilted, as if he couldn’t believe what he was seeing. Ravenna darted out from the alley, and his legs stopped swinging. He let out a low whistle, the song of a barn owl. She returned the call, breathless; the ladder was heavy, and she could feel a bruise blooming across her shoulder.


Antonio whistled again, but this time it sounded like a screeching owl. Ravenna paused, legs shaking. Had he seen someone? But the piazza was blessedly empty. Just worried, then. She pressed onward, navigating random piles of collected debris and rubbish.


“Ravenna,” Antonio whisper-yelled. “What are you doing here?”


“What does it look like?” She righted the ladder and tilted her head up.


“There is a curfew,” he hissed.


“I didn’t see any guards.”


It wasn’t technically a lie.


The cage swung in the cool breeze, its chains creaking and rattling like an enraged ghost. Antonio pressed his thin face against the thick bars, their iron rusted. He had lost weight, and his eyes were bloodshot; he probably hadn’t slept since he’d been locked inside. “You’re supposed to be the responsible one.”


Ravenna held on to the rungs and climbed. The ladder was high enough to reach the heavy door, which was wide enough to force a person through and secured by a large padlock.


She glared at it as she reached for her scarsella, a tapered pouch riveted onto her leather utility belt. It held a small chisel and carving knife, a hand-stitched booklet bound with a waxed linen cord, and charcoal sticks wrapped in a slim leather sleeve. Ravenna never went anywhere without it. Her clothing had also been chosen with care: a dark burgundy gown, expertly made but with simple adornments, the wool cloak with the hood pulled up and over her head. Her favorite part about the dress? It had pockets enough to suit her practical needs.


She pulled out the small carving knife, intent on the padlock.


“Don’t,” Antonio warned. “If I run, the first place they’ll look is the inn.”


Ravenna nodded, having expected his reply. “When they don’t find you there, the soldiers will move on.”


“And then they’ll place you in the cage. I must stay.” He wrapped his hands around the bars. “Go home.”


She ignored him, even if he was right. She put away the carving knife and then withdrew a thick loaf, seasoned with rosemary and garlic, from within her bag. He snatched the bread out of her hands, tore a big chunk off with his teeth. Seeing him reduced to a feverish hunger reignited her anger. Deep caverns marred his tanned skin, hollows under his eyes and cheekbones that hadn’t existed before he stood up to one of the few Florentine soldiers that had remained behind to ensure order and enforce the infernal curfew. And to prevent any uprisings against the Medici.


But looking at her brother’s gaunt face, she knew her brother would never give up the fight.


Ravenna was angry. But her brother burned fiery hot, lit from within by a holy fire. She reached forward, snaking her arm between the bars. He let her brush his dirty hair off his brow, something he would have never allowed if the circumstances hadn’t been what they were.


“I have a plan,” she whispered.


Antonio finished chewing, brows raised expectantly.


“I’m going to get you released,” she said.


“How?” Bitterness stole over him, creeping across his face like a winter storm. “You heard those bastards. They won’t let me go, even for a king’s ransom. I’m a cautionary tale.” His lips twisted in disgust. “Another warning.”


“I have a way,” Ravenna insisted. “You’ve been stuck up here so you might not have heard about tomorrow.”


Antonio snorted. “Rather hard to miss the preparations for the festival.” He gestured to the tables, the raised dais. “Who’s coming?” His hands curled into fists. “Is it them? The Medici? Come to gloat?”


He uttered their name like he would a curse.


“It’s not a festival,” Ravenna said. “It’s a competition. The Medici family aren’t hosting it, but their allies are. They are supposed to arrive tomorrow morning.”


His belligerent expression faded; he dropped his arms to his sides, leaned back against the bars. “You don’t mean . . .”


“Yes, them. The immortals.” She paused. “The Luni famiglia.”


They stared at each other for several awestruck beats.


No one knew where the Luni famiglia came from, only that they’d arrived in Florence almost a century earlier, and that ever since they’d ruled the city in all but name. There were many who believed them to be fae, but that didn’t explain why they elected to live in a distinctly human city, intimately involving themselves with human affairs, when the fae infamously only made disastrous bargains.


If the Luni famiglia were indeed fae, then they were unusual ones.


And except for the Medici, no one else wielded that kind of power.


Long before Ravenna was born, the Holy Roman emperor had granted the Luni family a dukedom in thanks for their service to the Republic of Florence. The eldest son had been proclaimed a knight, and he stood to inherit their fortune, most of their properties, and the coveted title. His younger brother supervised the Florentine army—he was the one who had delivered the Duke of Urbino to their front gate—and their youngest sister was proclaimed a countess.


And if that wasn’t enough, tales of the siblings’ beauty and grace were sung in every tavern, banquet, festival, and tournament up and down the whole of the peninsula.


Ravenna couldn’t abide the tales or the songs.


No matter how outrageously beautiful and wealthy and powerful they were.


“Why on earth would they be coming here?” He narrowed his dark eyes at her. “And what does that have to do with me?”


“They’re hosting a competition for sculptors. Participants need to present their best work—” She gestured to one of the tables. “And the Luni famiglia will pick a winner.”


“Again,” Antonio said impatiently, “I don’t see how—”


“I will be competing.”


Antonio jerked forward, and the cage swung wildly. Ravenna grasped one of the bars to help settle the motion.


“You’re not a sculptor,” Antonio said.


She released the bar, stiffening. “Yes, I am.”


“Have you lost your mind?” Antonio asked. “You’re a woman. Who’s going to let you participate? No one.” He shook his head at her, baffled and despairing all at once. “I’m surprised at you, Ravenna. Our parents have already suffered a blow with my being locked up in here, why degrade their name further?”


“Because I want to help you,” Ravenna said quietly, stung.


“Ravenna—”


She held up her hand to ward off another one of his protests. “You haven’t asked me what the winner will receive.”


He made a scoffing noise at the back of his throat. “It hardly signifies.”


“It does. If I win, the prize is a boon. Anything I want.” Antonio widened his eyes, and Ravenna held his gaze. “My prize will be your release, and the dropping of the charges against you.”


Her brother gaped at her, hope unspooling in his dark eyes. But his face shuttered, and any hope he had felt vanished. “There’s no chance of you winning. Not when you’re competing against Mirandola and Bramante.”


Ravenna resisted the urge to rattle the cage.


Because he was right. It was an impossible feat.


Her odds of winning were practically nonexistent. Their parents were honorable innkeepers, known for their hospitality, not for their artistic abilities. The only artist in the family had been her aunt, and she’d taught Ravenna everything she knew, but she was long gone. Her parents allowed her this one eccentricity because she so adroitly managed everything else at the locanda.


However, she was talented, and she would do whatever it took to free her brother from the literal cage he sat in fifteen feet off the ground.


She wished he’d have faith in her.


Especially because she still couldn’t breathe seeing him locked up.


“Go back home,” he muttered.


She gaped at him. “Antonio, I’m only trying to help.”


“That’s not what you’re doing. It’s cruel to give a man hope when there is none.”


“Don’t talk like that,” Ravenna pleaded. “Don’t give up, there’s always hope. You’ve been acting different ever since the Medici came, Antonio. This isn’t like you. Angry all the time, bitter and defeated.”


He glowered at her, anger curling his lip in an ugly sneer. “I know you think you can fix everything in the known universe, but this is something out of your control. You can’t save Volterra. You can’t even save yourself.” Ravenna flinched. “You can’t save me. I’m who I am because of what they’ve done to our home, to my friends.”


“But—”


“Leave me.”


Ravenna wouldn’t accept that.


She reached again into her bag, pulling out a wheel of cheese wrapped in a cloth napkin. Wordlessly, she handed it to him. Antonio stared at it with clear yearning, but Ravenna knew he’d rather yell at her instead.


“Please eat. Do it for our parents if not for me.”


Antonio sighed, but took the food. “You’re only delaying the inevitable.”


To speak further would be to invite another argument. She kept her mouth shut as she descended the ladder, but this time she was the one who wanted to yell. The whole way home, she made a vow to herself.


Ravenna would save her brother, even if it killed her.










Capitolo Due


The hour grew late, and the night became longer and darker as Ravenna laid her tools in a neat row on the scarred wooden table in her studio. The flat and claw chisels, the rasp, a file, her hammer—practically an extension of her palm—her favorite pumice stone, and a soft-bristled brush. Ravenna glanced at the single window that allowed spools of moonlight to gloss over the cramped space. She’d lined the sill with eggshells filled with cinnamon and cloves, painted stones, and snips of parchment with poetry, riddles, and fragments of stories written on them.


Offerings to keep the fae at bay.


Her mother was as superstitious as she was practical, and she’d raised Ravenna to be the same. Magic had no place in Volterra. Best to keep it out by any means possible. And stifle her own.


Ravenna turned back to her worktable. It was her favorite time to sculpt marble, during the midnight hours while all the world slept. She inhaled deeply, comforted by the familiar scents the storage building kept trapped within its stone walls: flour, vanilla, aged wine, canvas, and pine. Outside, the wind began its nightly howl as winter gave its final cry across the rolling hills of Volterra.


Ravenna tied a clean linen apron twice around her waist, lit another candle, and then eyed the bozzetto critically. It stood only a foot tall, but there was something about the figurine that seemed to overwhelm the quiet of her studio. For her subject, Ravenna had chosen Pluto, god of the underworld, and even without his face completed, the air around him swirled menacingly. The lushness of his clothing accentuated the broad width of his shoulders, and his strong hands were edged with blunt fingers capable of wielding the most dangerous of weapons.


Even without a face, he seemed threatening.


Finish me, topolina, or you’ll regret it, he seemed to say in a deadly hush.


Ravenna had never been called a little mouse before in all her life.


With a burst of annoyance she took the flat chisel and hammer and struck the marble. It gave way easily, the white stone as pure and sparkling as if it had come from the moon.


With expert strikes, she nibbled away at the stone, angling cheekbones, carving the fine line of his eyelids, trapping the shadows that made up the contours of his face. With the claw chisel, she scratched the long sweep of eyebrows into place, the arched curve both sardonic and stern. With every step, Ravenna worked to improve each strike: deepening the lines, softening his mouth, adding the wavy details of his shoulder-length hair.


It wasn’t until Ravenna finished that she’d realized what she’d done.


The face that stared back at her belonged to the man from the alley. Not the Capitano, but the one with the perfect face, coldly beautiful and aloof. Ravenna gaped at the statue, annoyed at herself. How could she have immortalized his face in a work that was meant to save her brother?


She shook her head, furious at herself.


The wind outside the studio gave a sudden howling protest, and the wooden door burst open with a sudden slam. She jumped at the sound, dust swirling off the worktable, covering her homespun dress in speckles of white and gray. She gaped at the whirlwind as if she were caught in snowstorm, but then the wind abruptly retreated, as if satisfied with the mess it had made. The wooden door swung shut.


Her mother would say it was an ill omen.


Ravenna stepped away from the bozzetto and tilted her head. There was still something missing from the piece, an elusive something that would set her work above the rest of the competition. Her calm demeanor wobbled. She’d never presented her work before, other than to her own family. But now there would be an audience, critics evaluating her work. And she knew exactly what they would say.


She was an impostor.


Her creation was amateur, with no heart and soul.


She was a woman doing the noble work of a man.


Ravenna set her tools on the table, thrust her hands on her hips. She couldn’t control what the others thought, but she could control what she did now.


And that was to create something to save her brother.


“Ravenna!”


She half turned. Her littlest sister, Tereza, stepped shyly inside her studio, dragging her favorite blanket behind her, a ratty thing that had kept company with all the Maffei children.


“Amorina,” Ravenna said. “Little love, did you come here by yourself?”


Tereza walked to the tall wooden worktable and stood on tiptoe, clutching the edge to keep balance. “All by myself. Who is it?” she asked. Her dark brown hair was fitted in a braid that draped over a slender shoulder. At only five, Tereza exuded a calming presence, at odds with the rest of the family who spoke in loud and louder volumes. She tucked her index finger inside her mouth, a habit their mother had tried to curb.


“Pluto,” Ravenna said. “Do you know who he is?”


Tereza nodded once, her delicate features scrunching. “Not the hero.”


“Depends on who you ask,” Ravenna said with a wink. “I’ve always thought villains are misunderstood.”


Tereza pulled her finger out of her mouth with a small pop. “It’s not done.”


The corners of Ravenna’s lips deepened. “I agree. What’s missing, do you think?”


“Something shiny,” Tereza said, shrugging.


Ravenna pulled at her bottom lip with her teeth. Something shiny. An idea flickered in her mind, one that terrified her even as it sunk deeper in her, a stone tossed into a river.


Tereza dropped down from her tiptoed position and turned back to the door. “Mamma says for you to come inside. That your eyes will suffer in the dark. That your work is done, and no one is asking for perfect. But she said to tell you it is perfect. I don’t know why. She hasn’t seen it.”


Ravenna tugged at her sister’s long braid. “And what else?”


“She doesn’t want you to go tomorrow.”


Her heart squeezed. “You’re a good little messenger.”


“She also said your breakfast is cold,” Tereza said seriously. “And that it serves you right. She says you are too thin and lonely.”


“Five more minutes,” Ravenna said, rolling her eyes. “Will you tell her?”


“Yes, but Mamma won’t like it,” Tereza said before slipping out the door.


Ravenna stared at the door, unseeing.


Her idea tugged at her.


She flicked her eyes to the long wooden shelves lining the storage walls, where she’d hidden a terrible secret. It was locked in a box, out of sight, but the air seemed to pulse around it. The hidden magic swirled around her. It whispered against her skin, coaxing her to come closer.


No one in Volterra knew she had a whisper of that magic living inside her.


Only her parents, her best friend, Maria—and Antonio.


She’d told him back when they used to tell each other everything. Before the Medici battle had made him someone she barely recognized. Now she bore her secret on her own; even her parents refused to mention it.


As if she carried the plague under her clothes.


The magic seeped into the air, curling around her. She felt the familiar rise of it inside her, answering the call. Wanting to be let out. She gritted her teeth, resisting. But her gaze landed on her marble statue, well-made but plain. It wasn’t good enough.


Her Pluto had no chance of winning.


Not without magic.


Ravenna went to her shelves, pushing aside a platter piled high with extra tools, blocks of extra pumice stone, samples of alabaster from Cava della Luce. She found the box she was looking for, a box she’d carved herself. Her hand hovered above the lid, fingers trembling. Suddenly, she was thirteen again, lost in a tunnel, and the man was reaching for her, trying to save her from falling. The dark magic within her stirred, fed by the onslaught of a powerful emotion she couldn’t control.


It was revulsion.


Bone-deep revulsion at what she could do and who she was.


With a fortifying breath, she lifted the lid and peered inside.


The pietra magica glittered back at her.


She felt its heat without touching the surface, as if she’d drawn near an uncontrollable blaze. The color was a moonstone blue with a single cobalt flame in its center. It went by many names. Little flame. The fiery one. Ignis lapis. But Ravenna had always called it by the name her aunt taught her, born in antiquity: Nightflame.


One of the seven kinds of magical gemstones mined from the fae lands, and the hardest to find.


Her fingers closed around the gemstone and she flinched as she felt the initial burn—a burst of pain, lasting only a second, before it turned icy in her palm. Shame burned hot at the back of her throat. She hated how it felt like she held the fires of hell in the palm of her hand. And the worst part was that she had no way of getting rid of her ability.


She didn’t know a lot about magic, but she knew at least that much.


She knew, too, that only witches and wizards could bear the touch of the magical gemstones, depending on how powerful they were. Full-blooded witches could use and manipulate all seven, but those born with weaker magic might only manage two or three. Ravenna had been born with just enough magic to handle one pietra magica—a small inheritance from a forgotten and unknown witch ancestor that had left her tainted.


It was magic that endangered her life, like it did for all other witches, who lived a nomadic existence, constantly on the move for fear of discovery, and only sometimes visiting cities that welcomed magic within their borders. Cities like Florence, where they were revered.


But even then, witches had to be careful.


The Holy Roman Emperor Frederick III welcomed magic in his court, but his rival, His Holiness Pope Sixtus IV, called it heathenism. It was widely known that the pope had a particular hatred of witches. His Holiness used his power and influence to block trade between them and other magical creatures. For decades he’d hunted and executed them, a reign known as the Veil of Fire. Witches went into hiding or fled the peninsula. Where the emperor might bestow favor on a witch, the pope only handed out a death notice. For this reason, all magic existed in a gray area, living between two powerful rulers who were at each other’s throats over what to do with the odd werewolf or vampyre or witch. Only the fae, who were known for their otherworldly beauty and immortality, were exempt from such scrutiny. Ravenna didn’t precisely know why, but she suspected it involved gold.


Lots of it.


Ravenna held up the Nightflame to her Pluto. If she used it, then everyone in Volterra would know she could hold hellfire in her hands. They would come for Ravenna with pitchforks. And that was just with her ability to bear the heat of the Nightflame. If they ever found out about her other magic, hiding deep under her bones, they would tie her to a stake and laugh when the flames consumed her.


She bit her lip, considering.


If she carved a place for the Nightflame, the Luni famiglia would notice and approve of her choice. They might pick her. 


But if they didn’t . . . then her life in Volterra was over.


Ravenna closed her eyes, the weight of her decision pressing down on her, making it hard to breathe. She cleared her mind, letting the quiet of the studio soothe her thoughts. When she opened her eyes again, she knew what to do. She walked to the worktable, picked up one of her charcoal pencils, and marked the spot where she’d place the Nightflame. A place where Pluto’s heart might be, the flame flickering under his collarbones. The blue stone would be a sharp contrast to the pure white marble, creating a unique and wholly unexpected work of art.


A work of art that might win.


Or seal her fate.










Capitolo Tre


Ravenna loaded Pluto into her cart as morning light spilled across the golden stones of the inn. Her parents could not believe their sensible daughter intended on competing. But no amount of yelling, pleading, or begging could change Ravenna’s mind. She felt the weight of their gaze at her back; worried and desperate to talk to her.


She was sorry for that. But it had to be done.


She draped a cloth over her work, bracing herself for the conversation with her parents, but the sound of a baby’s happy shriek cut through her thoughts. Ravenna turned away from the inn, shielding her eyes against the rising sun. Maria, her oldest and dearest friend in the whole world, led her young son up the path, his little hand grasped in hers as he tried to tug free. She wore the look of a young mother: exhausted, exasperated, but her eyes held a quiet love that glowed whenever she glanced down at her son.


Ravenna slipped her hand inside her apron and pulled out an almond biscuit. “Buongiorno, Francesco.”


The child let out another shriek, pulling free, and toddled his way over to her. He snatched the biscuit, promptly dropped onto the dirt, and then stuffed the whole thing into his mouth.


“You’d think I never feed him,” Maria said dryly.


Ravenna glanced at her friend, noting the tired line of her drooping shoulders. Maria’s dark skin seemed to stretch over her bones too thinly.


“Have you eaten?” Ravenna asked. “Come, let’s go inside. The bread is fresh out of the oven.”


Maria nodded absently, one eye on her son. “That’s not why I’ve come.”


Ravenna smiled, knowing the answer but asking it anyway. “Which twin told you?”


“Stefano, of course. He came earlier this morning, spinning tales about a competition and how you were up all night sculpting while your mother was up all night crying.” Maria gave her a baffled look. “Is it true?”


Ravenna let out a tired sigh. “Yes.”


“Do you have to participate?” Maria demanded. “Is there—”


“I have to,” Ravenna said. “And if things don’t go my way, my parents will need you here.”


Maria’s lips pinched with concern. “Lord knows how I would have survived without your family, of course they can depend on me.” She bit her lip, considering. “But you saw what it did to me when I lost Francesco. Think of what it will do to your parents to lose two of their children.”


Guilt crowded Ravenna. Her best friend had lost her husband in the battle, and ever since, Maria spent most of her time at the inn, helping where she could, raising her son away from the home that held painful memories. “I have to try.”


Maria nodded, accepting her words like she’d accepted her secret all those years ago.


“You know I had to ask.” Maria glanced over Ravenna’s shoulder. “Your parents are watching us from the window.”


Ravenna turned around in time to see her parents dart out of sight.


“Go speak with them,” Maria whispered. “I’ll take him to see the cows and when it’s safe to come inside, we’ll do so.”


Ravenna rolled her eyes as she retrieved another biscuit from within her apron and handed it to Maria. “This one’s for you.”


Bracing herself, she walked up the path to the kitchen entrance to find her parents already seated at the wooden dining table. Expressions were grim, lips flattened and tight.


Mamma glanced pointedly at the pulled-out chair directly across from her.


Impatience gathered deep in Ravenna’s belly, but she sat, calmly laced her fingers in front of her, and raised her brows. They regarded her silently, as if waiting for her to come to her senses.


She would not.


Nothing was said for several tense beats.


Ravenna held Mamma’s gaze. She had her mother’s angled cheekbones, tanned skin, and thick brows. Her father had gifted her his autumn hair that shimmered gold and red in the sunlight, and his brown eyes, the color of pale amber. She had his flat feet, and her mother’s trim waist, and from both, a gift for hospitality.


“We just received word Capitano Lombardi is missing,” Mamma whispered. “No one has seen him since last night.”


“But I saw—” Ravenna’s hand flew to her throat as if to trap the rest of her words.


Papà gaped at her. “What? What did you see?”


The image of the tall stranger from the night before crossed Ravenna’s mind. The cold dark eyes and flat voice, the beautiful symmetry of his face. She had last seen the Capitano with him. A man clearly not from Volterra. Ravenna recovered her voice. “I just saw him the other day.”


Papà nodded, his expression grim. “Always patrolling the streets, helping wherever he could.”


“Not anymore,” Mamma said. “There’s a rumor he was paid off to stop interfering with the Medici soldiers.” Her next words were edged in a sour note. “Anyone can be bought.”


“Who told you that?” Papà scoffed.


“Emilia,” Mamma said in a way that suggested Ravenna’s father better not argue with her.


Papà waved this off. “Oh, you’ll believe anything. She’s a gossip.”


“She heard it from Angelica,” Mamma said.


“Another gossip.”


Ravenna leaned back against her chair. Capitano Lombardi had accepted a bribe? She didn’t know him well but knew enough of his character for the news to shock her. Dimly, she was aware of her parents’ continued squabbling, but it took them saying her name a few times for her to notice.


“Ravenna,” Papà whispered, hoarse. His eyes turned pleading. “These are dangerous times, even if the rumor isn’t true. Please don’t do this.”


She bit her lip and averted her gaze. His terror was a palpable presence, a ghost hovering between them, an ill omen that promised doom and heartache. Ravenna tucked her hands under her thighs to keep them from trembling.


Papà continued in the same hushed whisper. “If you reveal what you are, what you can do, it’s not just your life at stake, but ours, too.”


“The villagers will come for us. Our neighbors, friends. They won’t allow us to stay in Volterra,” Mamma said. “The Church will cast us out, too.”


“They will schedule his execution any day now, like the others. Do you want me to do nothing, let my brother die?” Ravenna asked quietly. “Is that it?”


“There has to be something else,” Mamma fretted. “Anything other than . . .” She swallowed audibly, shaping a word silently before finally spitting it out. “Magic.”


Ravenna lived for the moments when Mamma looked at her with love. But there were furtive glances between her parents Ravenna caught from time to time that made her blood freeze in her veins. Terror that she might release the magic she worked so hard to hide away. It bubbled under her skin, waiting like steam to be released from within a burning pot.


They were right to fear her.


Ravenna didn’t know what her limits were. Tension curled between Ravenna and her parents, a widening chasm. It grieved her, and the ever-present shame she carried rose to the surface. She stared down at the scarred table, their words washing over her, testing her resolve.


What she wouldn’t give to be somebody else. Anyone, so long as her own parents weren’t ashamed of her and the secret they had no choice but to keep.


But there was a chance her magical ability could save her little brother.


His life was at stake. Wasn’t that more important?


Papà cleared his throat. “Can we pay a guard to release Antonio?”


That was a terrible idea. For one thing, none of the guards could be trusted. For another, the Florentine army could justify arresting them for such an act. Ravenna inhaled sharply, forcing herself to look up and meet their gazes.


Cool, practical resolve settled over her.


Ravenna’s voice was clear, with nary a wrinkle. “Like it or not, mine is the best plan. If I don’t win, you will have to cast me out. Let it be known that I am no longer your daughter, and loudly denounce all magic to anyone who will listen.”


“Ravenna,” Papà whispered. “How can you ask this of us?”


Mamma leaned forward. “What will become of you if you don’t win?”


“What will become of Antonio if I don’t enter?” Ravenna countered. She forced herself to say the worst thing she could, the thing they all felt but were too afraid to say out loud. “If Antonio dies, will you be able to live with the regret? Because I won’t.”


Her parents fell silent.


Ravenna stood up, restless, and brought down two cups from the wooden shelf, and a pitcher of diluted spiced wine. “I was up early and finished chopping the dates for the fish pies.”


Her mother reached for the cup and took a long sip.


“You’ll need to sprinkle cinnamon and nutmeg before cooking them, Mamma,” Ravenna said, as her mother drank. “I sent the twins out to collect eggs so you don’t have to, and Tereza is picking wildflowers to decorate the dining tables. What else?” Ravenna tapped her bottom lip. “All the linens from the upstairs rooms have been washed, but they are still hanging out to dry. The horses have been fed.”


Her mother sputtered. “Ravenna—”


“Papà, I left an inventory of our supplies in your office. We’re low on fruit, but please don’t let Niccolò charge you too much for his apples. Despite what he thinks, they aren’t made of gold.”


“Ravenna—” her papà began.


“Don’t forget the guests in room three aren’t eating at the inn tonight. They’d rather the new tavern near the Piazza. Their mistake,” she added with a wink. “I made panforte for dessert.”


“When did you have time to bake a cake?” Mamma exclaimed. “Have you slept?”


“Have you eaten?” Papà added.


She brushed their questions off. Ever since the incident at the quarry, she had worked hard to be someone her parents might be proud of—despite the magic she carried. Taking care of the inn, her parents and siblings, managing the household, it had all become second nature. If she worked hard enough, if she always put her family first, then maybe they could forgive what she’d done.


Maybe she could forgive herself.


Ravenna swooped down to their cheeks but froze when her mother flinched.


“I didn’t mean it,” Mamma said quickly. Her eyes turned pleading. “I didn’t.”


She had, though. It had been instinctive. A hot blush stole over Ravenna’s cheeks. Her eyes burned. She would not cry in front of them; they felt bad enough already and she would give them this small mercy. The cathedral bell tolled, loud and thundering like a winter storm. Ravenna glanced at the door. “I’m late.”


“I’ll be there, Ravenna,” Mamma whispered.


Papà reached for her mother’s hand. “Me too.”


Terror formed a hard lump at the back of Ravenna’s throat. She forced a smile and nodded. “Tonight we’ll all be eating together at the table. Everything will be fine.”


 


Everything was not fine.


Swollen gray clouds hung above the crowded Piazza dei Priori, threatening a dramatic downpour. Ravenna tilted her head upward, lips twisting. She had taken pains with her hair, twisting the braided mass high at the crown of her head, and curling some of the strands where they could artfully graze her cheekbones just so.


The people of Volterra paid attention to the quality of the cloth that you wore, and so Ravenna had dug out her finest gown from within her trunk, a dress she only wore for Easter service. It covered her from the neck to her wrists, and down to her ankles. The fabric had come from Florence, a luxurious velvet dyed in a soft blue that reminded her of quiet early mornings and a mug filled with lavender-infused water. Gold thread adorned the neckline in ornate swirls and loops and flowers she had sewn herself.


Ravenna wrapped her woolen cloak closer to her body, fighting a shiver as she pulled the wagon carrying her bozzetto toward the long wooden tables situated in the middle of the piazza, already crammed with other figurines. Her creation would survive the rain, but the cold wind was snapping at her edges, aiming for flesh.


Antonio hung above the rows of tables, his cage swaying. He wrapped his hands around the bars and peered down at her, his mouth set in a mulish line. She gave him a smile, but he didn’t return it. Even from where she stood, she could read his expression.


Hope and terror and exasperation. And beneath all that, a simmering anger, at himself for getting caught, at her for trying to fix him, at the Medici for what they did, at the whole universe for its cruelty.


I can handle Antonio, Ravenna thought.


She just had to win his freedom first.


Her parents didn’t like it when she behaved unexpectedly. They feared her loss of control because it might unleash her deadly magic. It had taken her many years to recognize when she was near her breaking point. It was a riotous feeling clamoring within her, demanding she act and act immediately. A moment when the scales tipped and her magic burst out of her, through the tips of her fingers. The only way to prevent it was to control her emotions, and to do that, she needed time.


Her gaze skittered around the square, taking in the robust crowd. It had never seen so many people in the history of Volterra, she was sure of it. It was lined on all four sides by honey-colored stone buildings, and from one end to the other, members of various guilds huddled in their respective communities.


She found an unoccupied section at one of the tables, small and near the edge, and pulled the wagon alongside it. When she placed her uncovered Pluto onto the surface, the artists flanking her looked at the bozzetto, and then to Ravenna.


They wore mirrored expressions of incredulity.


Her palms dampened, but her hands remained steady. She was a creature who had made her life in the shadows, existing in the background, where her parents wanted her. Standing out in the sunlight always unnerved her.


“Who made this work?” one of them asked.


“I did, signore.” She raised her chin, kept her eyes level to his. There was nothing written against her participating in the competition. She had every right to be there.


“I know this child,” the other said. “You are the innkeeper’s daughter.”


“I am the daughter of Gherardo di Giovanni Maffei,” she said evenly. “Basilia Maffei, my aunt, began my training when I turned thirteen.”


Her answer spread up and down the table, and gathered speed until the rest of the townsfolk caught on that the respectable innkeeper’s daughter dared to compete alongside the men. The rest of the participants openly glared at her and at her creation. When they saw the Nightflame embedded in the marble, there were more mutterings, more uneasy exclamations. They inched away from her as if she were a leper. Some booed and hissed, others spat in her direction.


Ravenna ignored the whirlwind of disapproval swirling around her.


Instead she forced herself to gauge her chances of winning. There were many figurines on display, each with its own particular charm.


Impostor, the figurines all seemed to whisper.


Her stomach tightened into an intractable knot. Ravenna turned away from the table, eager for something to do.


She didn’t have to look far.


The damned Bodone family huddled off to the side of the pulsing crowd, separate and unwelcome. A month had passed since they’d been excommunicated, and since then no one welcomed them on their doorstep, least of all the Church. It had all begun when Signor Bodone got drunk one evening and shared his thoughts about His Holiness.


Specifically about the pope’s miraculously long life.


Up and down the peninsula, His Holiness was worshipped, but there were others who wouldn’t drop to their knees before him. They whispered of unnatural magic, a mark of the Devil himself. Signor Bodone was convinced there was dark magic involved, and he tried to persuade the other tavern patrons to his line of thinking. In Volterra, everyone was always taking sides over one thing or another. Unfortunately for Signor Bodone, most people believed God had blessed the pope with a long life, like he had done with Abraham and Noah. No one could argue against scripture, not even someone as well-connected as Signor Bodone.


Word reached the pope and his retaliation came quickly.


Together as a family the Bodones were forbidden from being buried in the church cemetery or even given their last rites. And now their friends had turned against them; their reputation lower than wet mud filled with wriggling worms.


It was humiliating and degrading.


It was as good as a death sentence.


Anyone associating with them would be painted with the same tainted brush.


The scales rattled within Ravenna now. She walked toward them, conscious of the crowd’s stares. But she didn’t care; she was sick of seeing the children shivering in the cold, sick of the way their parents hovered around them, despairing.


It was no way to live and she couldn’t look away.


One child looked at Ravenna, somehow knowing she had come to help. A little smile broke over her thin face, and it was that smile that ushered Ravenna forward. She dropped to her knees in front of the girl and pressed a handful of coins into her dirty hands.


“Don’t take it,” Signor Bodone said. “Leave us be, heretic.”


Ravenna flinched. “But you need the money.”


Signor Bodone spat at her feet. “Not from the likes of you.”


His wife clutched at her daughter’s shoulders. Her tone was kinder, but firm. “Please, you are only making our situation worse.”


Ravenna turned away, eyes burning. Doubt coursed through her, making it hard to breathe. Her parents had been right. If she didn’t win, the people in the city would come for her, would come for her family and their inn. The crowd parted before her, unwilling to let even the hem of her gown brush against their shoes.


Ravenna ignored them as best she could.


She must win.


Ravenna held back her shoulders, keeping her spine straight, and made her way back to the presentation table. More townsfolk gathered, not out of interest in the art displayed, but in the hope of catching a glimpse of the immortal family deigning to visit their city. Necks were craning left to right, children ran around their parents’ knees, turning the day’s event into a game. Who would spot the first glimpse of a lavish jacket sleeve, gleaming buckle, or plumed hat?


A trumpet blasted, the piercing sound rising above the hush of conversation, and there were a few surprised shouts and some nervous laughter. An older gentleman startled, waving his arms about as if ridding the air of flies, and Ravenna lunged forward to save her work from toppling over. She glared at him, but he paid her no attention. His weathered face was turned toward the archway lining the square.


The immortal family had arrived.










Capitolo Quattro


The pulsing crowd shifted around Ravenna, a collective heartbeat that accelerated faster and faster as the Luni famiglia made their way to the center of the piazza. A wispy plume of a feather was in her line of sight, and she followed its progression as it fluttered in the harsh wind. She shifted onto her tippy-toes and at last was able to see them, lined up on the platform, dressed in varying shades of blue, surveying the people of Volterra as if they ruled over them all.


Given their close friendship with the Medici, it probably wasn’t far from the truth.


Her gaze went from the patriarch, dressed in velvet and brocade, to his wife, adorned by so many jewels she looked like a comet, that harbinger of doom astrologers were always warning about. And then it tipped to a man at her shoulder, lean and—


Ravenna gasped.


It was the stranger from the night before. The one she’d seen with Capitano Lombardi. She turned to the participants standing next to her, intent on telling them what she had seen, but they drew away from her as if she were an open flame. Expressions of unease and distrust flitted across their faces. The words died at the back of Ravenna’s throat.


She had destroyed her reputation and any credibility she had.


No one would listen to her now. Even if she spoke, she would not be believed.


Frustration lanced her.


Reluctantly, she returned her attention to the dais. The man stood nearly a head taller than his siblings, and his black hair shone like a polished helmet. His clothes were as elaborate as his father’s: silver thread, velvet fabric, everything expertly tailored to his broad-shouldered frame. Over his navy doublet gleamed a plate of armor, polished to a mirror finish. Blue enamel lined the edges of his armor, around the gauntlets and pauldrons, and his breastplate displayed an armored bear beneath a crescent moon, painted in silver. His legs were muscular, likely from years of horseback riding and jousting, a common pastime of wealthy nobles. He probably knew how to defend himself with a sword while reciting lines of poetry from the masters.


All while not allowing even a speck of dirt to sully his clothing, Ravenna thought sourly.


There was something about him that made her think of a fae prince making doomed bargains with gullible humans. She knew such devilish princes existed near the eastern coast of the peninsula, beyond the Foresta Umbra, but they wouldn’t venture this close to a human city. They didn’t like the hustle and bustle, the strange smells, the houses made of stone and brick.


Well, whatever he was, he was certainly immortal. The stories and songs were true. He was beautiful.


Suspicion cut through her as she examined his perfect face. How might a man’s soul be affected by such unnatural beauty? Ravenna guessed that it could only lead to ruin, for him and the unlucky women who had the misfortune of falling in love with him.


Signor Luni stepped forward, stretching his arms out wide. “Thank you, people of Volterra, for welcoming my family into your city,” the man said. “I am Silvio Luni, Duca di Firenze, and this is my wife, Duchessa Juno.” He gestured to the handsome woman with a curvy and supple figure at his side. Large brown eyes dominated her face. They were heavy lidded and expressive, and they flicked from one end of the piazza to the other. “And these are my children, Cavaliere Saturnino,” he said, indicating the young man to the right of his wife. Then he gestured down the line to his other children. “Cavaliere Marco, and our youngest, Contessa Fortuna.”


Everyone in Volterra knew of the Luni family’s connection to the tyrannical Medici family, but the women in the crowd curtseyed and the men bowed their heads regardless. Like any guild member, Ravenna knew how to comport herself in the face of nobility, though what she thought in private was another matter. Signor Luni continued with his speech, but her attention was fixed on the eldest son.


So that was his name.


The knight Saturnino, heir to a dukedom.


No doubt named for the Roman god of time and harvest.


Goose bumps prickled her skin. Names had meaning and power, everyone knew that. He watched the assembly, aloof and imperious, a cold star, harsh in its beauty and power.


His dark eyes unerringly cut to hers.


Her breath caught at the back of her throat, and she stiffened, wishing it didn’t feel as if she’d somehow ensnared the attention of a predator. He hunted her down in the swell of the crowd, wobbly on her tippy toes, trying to look over the shoulders of the men standing in front of her.


He arched a sleek, black brow.


A prickling sensation crept over the back of her neck. Ravenna immediately dropped to the flat of her feet, as if his stare had scorched every thought from her mind. She turned away from Saturnino’s sharp cold-star look, nervous energy skittering across her skin. No one had looked at her that way before. It hadn’t been romantic, but methodical. As if he’d somehow seen the secret parts of herself she kept hidden. Secret dreams and wishes for her life.


A hope to create art from stone. A yearning to atone for the dark shadow of her magic.


It was an impractical dream she’d never spoken out loud.


Even if she’d carried it within her for a long time.


“Let us begin!” Signor Luni finished, wrenching Ravenna from her thoughts.


There was great applause as the trumpet blasted again, somehow reaching the four corners of the piazza despite the thunder rumbling overhead. The famiglia sliced through the crowd. Up and down the long wooden tables, the other sculptors straightened their shoulders, like proud parents presenting their children at court.


The Luni family approached her table, all the statues spread out like a banquet to weigh and taste and judge. They studied one piece after another, slowly at first, but then they moved quicker, as if they knew what they were looking for but weren’t finding it.


Her stomach somersaulted.


Somewhere in the piazza, her own family watched the proceedings, no doubt holding their breath, clutching at each other, wondering what had gotten into their dutiful and respectful daughter. Ravenna glanced up to her brother and found him staring down at her, his hands wrapped tight around the bars.


His expression changed when their eyes met. All his exasperation, his frustration, melted away to reveal a desperate yearning for freedom. She lowered her eyes, fighting the rise of nervous energy climbing up her throat.


It was up to her.


God, what if she failed?


The thought of Antonio’s fate tore at her. She couldn’t bear it.


“I suppose someone in the world might think this pretty, but I’ve seen this idea a thousand times before,” Contessa Fortuna, the youngest Luni child, said in a cool and limpid voice. She drew away from her family with an air of impatience, walking quickly down the line. No one got in her way, giving her enough space to sashay past, her light eyes quickly scanning each statue.


“Trite,” she said, passing another work.


At the next, Contessa Fortuna glared, as if deeply offended by its existence.


“His face looks constipated,” she said of a statue depicting the Roman god Prometheus as a vulture ate his liver. The contessa moved on with a roll of her eyes. But then she paused at another statue—Ravenna thought she might.


It was a Madonna and child, the cloak of the virgin covered in various glimmering stones. Contessa Fortuna leaned forward, and Ravenna held her breath. Out of all the sculptors present, she feared this one the most. Bramante’s talent was renowned, and Ravenna guessed that everyone in Volterra thought he’d win the competition outright.


But then Fortuna shook her head slightly and pressed on. “Nearly perfect, but not enough to fully impress.”


Ravenna couldn’t keep her jaw from dropping. If Bramante was nearly perfect, what hope did she have? She gripped the edge of the table, her knuckles white. The contessa was only four statues away from her Pluto.


“Well, well,” a cool voice whispered from behind her. “It’s you.”


Ravenna startled, turning from the table. She’d been fixated on the contessa and hadn’t noticed the dangerous knight moving toward her. He stood not a foot away from her, so close she had to tilt her chin up to meet his eyes. His voice had a solid quality to it—not loud, but distinct and measured with blunt edges. She imagined that if his words were tangible things, they’d weigh as much as blocks of stone.


And if they were made of stone, she’d carve every one of them into a weapon.


“Buonasera, Cavaliere.”


The knight’s words held a mocking note. “Where is your ladder?”


“Kind of you to ask. It’s in the shed, where it’s supposed to be.” She dropped her voice to a whisper, and while caution told her to keep quiet, she couldn’t manage it. “Capitano Lombardi is missing.”


The knight looked her over, slowly, as if taking her measure. “Is he.”


“What happened to him?” If she were brave enough, Ravenna would ask him what she really wanted to know: Did you offer the good capitano a bribe?


“How should I know?”


She forced an innocent smile. “Because you were with him last night. Or don’t you remember?”


“I remember everything,” he said, unmoved. “Perhaps I ought to ask you the same question.”


Ravenna’s lips parted in surprise. Was he suggesting that she had something to do with his disappearance? Outrage bloomed on her tongue.


But then his dispassionate gaze flicked to her statue. “He looks familiar.”


Ravenna glanced at her Pluto, the resemblance to the knight uncanny. “Your face looks like it could guard the gates of hell.”


His expression was inscrutable, but it was his dark eyes that unsettled her. They were devoid of any emotion, as they had been the other night. “I’m flattered, Good Samaritan.”


She stiffened at the implication that he’d watched her try to give money to the excommunicated family. The back of her neck burned hot with embarrassment. They had turned her away as if she were a stray dog scratching at their door.


“I have a name,” Ravenna said stiffly.


As before, his stillness stood out to her, adding a sense of gravity to his presence. There was a solid quality to his tall, elegant frame. It only served to remind her that she was not of his world and never would be. Saturnino made to keep walking, but he paused, visibly deliberating. When he opened his mouth, it seemed to be against his better judgment, his reluctant curiosity winning out. “Who are you?”


Trepidation stole over her. Again, she thought of dangerous fae princes. “I’m suddenly wary of telling you.”


“I’ll find out soon enough.”


“But you wouldn’t have heard it from me.”


“And that makes a difference?”


Ravenna would not personally give him anything she didn’t want to, not even her name. “It does to me.”


He looked over her shoulder at her Pluto again, his eyes finally landing on the gleaming Nightflame, at the pale blue fire trapped within. Saturnino’s handsome features froze before shifting to an expression she couldn’t define. A private amusement for his mind only. His eyes flicked back to her. Something fundamental had changed between them. He’d been about to dismiss her, but now he gave her the whole of his attention.


A warning creeped into her mind, but it was too late.


For whatever reason, she had caught his attention, and it terrified her.


Ravenna glanced at her brother in his cage, reminding herself why she was there in the first place. Saturnino followed the line of her sight and said, softly, “Ah.” In a louder voice he said, “I’ve found our winner.”


His tone made it sound like she was doomed for the pyre.


The patriarch of the Luni famiglia strode toward them; he walked with purpose, his footsteps heavy and loud, each one like a herald announcing his esteemed presence.


“Wonderful, Saturnino,” Signor Luni exclaimed. Up close his immortal essence was more apparent than in his son. Signor Luni looked like a middle-aged man, graying hair and beard, but there were no lines at the corners of his eyes, and the skin on the back of his hands was smooth and supple.


The patriarch crowded her, and she didn’t like it. A quick glance behind her confirmed there was nowhere for her to go. Unease bubbled to the surface and her fingers wrapped around her cloak.


A low, triumphant hum came from Saturnino’s father.


Saturnino brushed closer; his cool breath graced her temple. “Congratulations,” he murmured, and before she could reply, before she fully registered the mocking tone, he melted into the crowd. She caught a glimpse of his tall frame and sleek black hair disappearing beneath his hood.


He was heading in the direction of her family.


Alarm crept over Ravenna, but before she could set after him, Signor Luni stepped closer. He stared feverishly, hungrily, at her bozzetto, and then he shifted on his feet, his toes now pointed in her direction.


“Come with me, signorina.” He was still staring hungrily, but this time, it was for her. He grasped her hand, his fingers icy, and she gasped. Signor Luni dragged her through the crowd. Her blood roared in her ears; she was oddly lightheaded. Her eyes went to her brother—his lips were moving, but she couldn’t hear him above the roar of the mob.


Word of the Luni family’s choice spread like wildfire up and down the tables, igniting the crowd as it was hissed from person to person.


An astonished The woman won. The heretic.


A scathing reply: But who is she?


The dismissive answer: The innkeeper’s daughter. You remember, don’t you? Keeps to herself.


And then, faintly outraged, Shocking her family let her participate.


The swirl of conversation grew louder, but Signor Luni dragged her up onto the dais. Ravenna stared back at the many glaring faces, finally seeing her family at the back of the piazza.


“Good people of Volterra, we have found our winner,” Signor Luni exclaimed. He half turned to her and demanded, “What is your name?”


“Ravenna Maffei,” she said, staring at her brother. He gazed back at her, his fist pressed against his forehead, shoulders shaking. He was laughing, the kind of hysterical laugh that came after a close call. She’d seen him do the same thing when they’d found their youngest brother, Stefano, after searching for him the whole of one morning.


The memory gave her renewed courage to raise her voice. “I would like my boon.”


Signor Luni looked at her narrowly. “Your boon. Of course. What is it?”


She pointed to Antonio. “The release of my brother, Antonio Maffei, and all charges against him dropped.”


The crowd rumbled at her answer, but she didn’t care. The only thing that mattered to her then was freeing her brother.


“As you wish,” Signor Luni said, and he airily waved his hand in the direction of the cage. Several of his servants sprang forward to complete the task. Someone lowered the cage to the ground, and then others hacked at the padlock.


It was over and done within minutes.


Antonio climbed out of the cage, then spun to face her with a broad smile. Her parents rushed toward him, their younger children in their wake. Ravenna turned toward the stairs, intent on joining them, but then Signor Luni stepped in front of her.


He blocked the view of the crowd, the dais, her family.


“And now, Signorina Ravenna,” he said, lips curving into a slow, calculated smile, pale eyes gleaming with a cold satisfaction that sent a tremor down her spine, “you are coming with me.”


His words didn’t register at first, as if he’d said them underwater. She shook her head, as if to shake the words dry. “What?”


Signor Luni snapped his fingers, and a young man bounded onto the dais. Without taking his eyes off Ravenna, the duke said, “You have the honor of becoming our artist in residence. Our home is now your home until the foreseeable future.”


They were speaking underwater again, and she was yanked into a fast-moving current. “Your home is in Florence.”


“As yours will be.” The corners of his mouth lifted in a way that chilled her through. “We have high hopes for you.”


“I don’t want to leave Volterra.”


“But you shall.” Signor Luni looked off to the side and motioned for the young man to join them. “This minute.”


“You can’t do this,” Ravenna said.


“This city is ruled by the Republic of Florence, and we may do as we wish with its citizens.” He smiled at her, his brown eyes wild and feverish. “There is work that needs to be done.”


Ravenna felt as if someone had dropped her a thousand feet. “Work? What work?”


“The work of a miracle.”


She gaped at him. Good Samaritan, Saturnino had called her. But she was no saint. Ravenna must not have heard right. But before she could ask him, Signor Luni swept off the dais, and in his place stood the young man.


“I am Tomasso, the steward of the Luni famiglia,” he said, with a slight gesture toward his attire, and Ravenna recognized the same navy and silver color palette the family had worn while standing in a row on the dais. Collectively they had shone like a glimmering constellation under the gathering storm clouds. Their servants and attendants and guards would reflect the same constellation, and altogether, they formed a nebulous galaxy. “I have a carriage waiting for you at the edge of the piazza.” He took ahold of her arm. “You are to come with me now.”
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