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I scrambled up on the low line of rocks with the others and saw what they’d been looking at.


It bobbed against the rocks, caught there by the rising tide, black water lapping against brilliant scarlet wool. I caught a glimpse of dark hair spreading like floating seaweed, bloated white fingers, and the gleam of gold trim on a too-familiar uniform jacket. Then I had to look away, clasping my arms across my lurching stomach.


“Grace of Mercy,” I whispered.


“He’s one of ours,” Marcello said grimly. “A Falconer.”
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Chapter One


It seemed a shame to burn a place so green.


The tiny island interrupted the path of the prevailing current from the Serene City, and trash collected along its curving inner shore. It was a mere mound of rock and sand, a navigational hazard without even a name. But flowering bushes edged the narrow strip of beach on which we stood, giving way to an improbable clutch of young trees and brush in the center. A salty breeze off the lagoon coaxed sighs from leaves that had so far escaped the encroaching yellow of autumn.


The whole place appeared far too flammable. Not that it mattered much, with balefire.


I calculated angles and took three steps across the sand. It couldn’t hurt to stay upwind. This might be a training exercise, but it could still kill us all if things went wrong.


Zaira lifted her brows beneath the windblown tangle of her dark curls. “Are you done dancing around? We’re not here to practice the minuet.”


I judged the space between us. Three feet, perhaps. Not nearly enough for me to make it to safety if she lost control. But then, thirty feet might not be enough either.


I nodded, heart quickening. “All right.”


“I won’t set you on fire,” Zaira promised. “This time.”


“I trust you.” I didn’t add, when you’re you. There was no trusting what she became when the flames took her.


She glanced at Marcello, who waited a good fifty feet away along the gray stretch of sand. He stood at apparent ease, his black curls loose against the collar of his scarlet-and-gold uniform, the Mews looming watchfully over his shoulder across the calm lagoon waters. But his hand, hooked so casually into his belt, touched the grip of his pistol.


Not that it would do him much good. The only thing that could stop Zaira’s fire was the word I could speak to seal it. However, in this exercise, I wasn’t supposed to; Zaira was practicing control. Which meant that if I made a tiny error in judgment, waiting a second too long, people would die.


I much preferred my university days, when failing a practical lesson would have meant nothing worse than a stern lecture from my professor.


“Are you ready?” Zaira called.


Marcello nodded.


Zaira held out a hand to me, palm up, as if she expected me to put something into it. The jess gleamed golden on her stick-thin wrist.


My mouth went dry as blown sand. “Are you sure you want to do this?”


“No, I came out here for a picnic. Of course I want to do it. Release me.”


I drew in a breath of damp sea air, then let it go again, shaping it into the most terrible word I knew.


“Exsolvo.”


Zaira closed her hand. When she opened it, a pale blue flame licked up from her fingers.


It was a small thing, for now, but wicked as a hooked knife, lovely and fatal. It clawed the air with hungry yearning. Balefire.


The slim twist of flame leaned toward me, against the wind. I took a step back.


“Hold your ground, Lady Amalia.” It was Balos’s voice, deep and firm. He stood twenty feet down the beach in the opposite direction from Marcello, along with Jerith, his Falcon and husband. “You need to get used to it. You can’t let it distract you in an emergency.”


“It’s hard not to get distracted by something that wants to kill you,” I muttered.


“It’s nothing personal.” Zaira grinned, but the tightness around her eyes betrayed her strain. She was afraid, too. “It wants to kill everyone.”


“Now light something on fire,” Jerith called. Somehow, he sounded more like a child daring a schoolmate to cause trouble than an older warlock instructing a young one.


Zaira flicked her wrist at a squat bush with shiny, round leaves. A spark leaped from her hand, searing a bright path through the air, and landed inside it. Blue-white flames sprang up from within the bush, crawling hungrily up its blackening branches, withering every leaf to ash.


“Keep it contained,” Jerith said. The mage mark gleamed silver in his eyes as he watched Zaira’s face. “Don’t let it spread.”


“I know what I’m doing,” Zaira snapped. Sweat gleamed on her temples.


“Oh? Then what’s that?” Jerith jerked his chin at the fire.


Only a jutting charred stick remained of the bush. But the blue flames reached higher than ever, straining for the tree branches above. Thin lines of flame meandered outward, searching, following the bush’s roots under the ground.


One slithered along the sand’s edge—thin, powerful, and rapid as a snake—heading toward Marcello. Memories of figures writhing in an agony of blue fire and the stench of charring human meat seared my mind. I sucked in a breath but held back the word to seal her power again, though it strained behind my teeth.


I had to trust her to handle it. That was half the point of this exercise.


Zaira reached toward the racing line of fire, as if to gather it back, but it only leaped higher. A faint blue gleam shone in her eyes. Marcello took a hasty step backward, but the flame was faster; it would reach him in seconds. I opened my mouth to cry out the word that could save him.


“Zaira!” Jerith called sharply.


Zaira sliced a hand through the air. The balefire winked out, leaving a smoking black smear on the ground.


“See? Fine.” She tossed back her mane of dark curls. “Completely under control.”


But her hands trembled ever so slightly, before she shoved them into her skirt pockets.


“Revincio,” I sighed, sealing her power. My knees felt ready to buckle with relief.


Jerith shook his head, a diamond glittering in his earlobe. “Control will be much harder when it’s a company of Vaskandran musketeers or some Witch Lord’s pet chimera coming at you with venomous claws.”


I shifted my feet uneasily. “We’re not at war with Vaskandar.”


Jerith laughed. “Oh, don’t be coy, my lady. Your Council secrets are safe with me. Anyone who’s heard of their troop movements knows they’re preparing for an invasion. It’s only proper we afford them the same courtesy in return.” He jabbed a finger at Zaira. “And that means improving your control to the point where Lady Amalia can release you without worrying about getting set on fire along with the enemy.”


Anger flashed in Zaira’s eyes. “So the Empire can use me as a weapon.”


“No. So you don’t kill anyone you don’t mean to.” Jerith’s smile was bitter. “The Empire will try to use you as a weapon whether you’ve got good control or not.”


Balos slipped a thickly muscled brown arm around the storm warlock’s slim shoulders, and I wondered if Jerith spoke from experience.


Marcello approached, a frown marring his brow. I couldn’t help but appreciate the flattering lines of his uniform doublet. Never mind all my efforts to remind myself over the past weeks that we weren’t courting—couldn’t court—at least not yet. I wasn’t ready to throw away the power of political eligibility.


“That was better,” he said.


Zaira flicked a glance down the beach to the ashy remains of last week’s practice. I’d had to seal her, that time. “Damned right it was. Do you think I’d put up with any of you if this weren’t working?”


“We should try again,” Marcello suggested. “For longer, this time.”


I eyed the tangle of brush and overhanging branches surrounding the charred stump of the bush Zaira had burned. “Maybe in a place where it won’t spread quite so easily.”


Marcello’s eyes caught mine for a moment. Their corners crinkled with wry amusement. “Good idea. I won’t deny my heart got some exercise at the end, there.”


I smiled back, but an uneasy flutter stirred under my breastbone. In the weeks since we’d returned from Ardence, he’d been friendly and courteous, professional to a fault; it was as if we’d never shared that desperate kiss, at what I’d thought was our final farewell. I wasn’t sure anymore, when he smiled, whether I glimpsed an undercurrent of hurt beneath it.


His gaze slid away, scanning the beach. “How about over there?”


He gestured to a line of barnacle-crusted rocks that extended into a thin spit a short distance down the beach, at the point

of the tiny island’s crescent. Balefire could burn on stone—or water, for that matter—but at least a chance breeze wouldn’t dip a tree branch into the flame.


Zaira shrugged her indifference, so we started over in that direction. She seemed in no hurry, and though I’d worn breeches, my city boots turned awkwardly on the soft, sliding sand; we soon fell back behind the others.


It was just as well. There was something I needed to ask her, a gnawing unease I had to face.


“Jerith’s right,” I said quietly. “It’s no feint, this time. Vaskandar is preparing for war. And you know what the Council will ask you to do.”


“Yes, I heard. Musketeers, chimeras.” She tugged gently at the jess on her wrist, as if testing whether it might come off at last. “Should be easier than burning some scraggly old bush, frankly. Small is harder.”


“Are you …” I tried to think how to phrase my question. “How do you feel about this?”


“Why does everyone ask about my feelings? Graces’ tits, you and Terika …” She clamped her mouth shut.


“Perhaps we care about you.”


Zaira snorted. “Must be nice to have the luxury to worry about bilge like that. In the Tallows, you learn feelings are worthless. They’re what drunkards piss away the morning after.”


Some things were worth arguing with Zaira about, and some weren’t. “I don’t want to see you put in a position where you’re forced to use your fire to kill.”


“As opposed to what? Roast meat skewers in the market? There’s not much else it’s good for.” She shook her head. “You heard Jerith. To the Empire, I’m a tool for killing, nothing more. And they’re not half wrong. If I stay in the Falcons, I’ll leave a wake of ashes through Vaskandar. Your pretty little qualms and niceties won’t change that.”


That if bordered on treason. Imperial law gave the mage-marked no choice, compensating them with riches and lavish comforts for their mandatory conscription into the Falcons. But I had no doubt Zaira could successfully run away anytime she chose; it was only knowing she could leave that had reconciled her to staying. For now.


“I wish I could get my Falcon reform act passed before war breaks out.” I kicked at a rock, sending it skittering across the sand. “So every mage could choose whether to become a soldier. But my mother says there’s no way I’ll get the support I need in the Assembly with Vaskandran armies at the borders.”


Zaira gave me a sideways glance. “That thing, still? It’ll never pass.”


“Once the Vaskandran threat eases, it might,” I insisted. “I have a few dozen members of the Assembly willing to back it already. I just need time.”


“A few dozen. Out of a thousand. Forgive me if I don’t wait like a good little girl for you to free us.” Zaira stopped, hands on her hips. “You don’t think that’s why I’m still here, do you? Because I’ve got hope for your stupid law?”


“No.” I raised my brows. “I assume you stayed for Terika.”


“I like Terika,” Zaira admitted. “But if you think I’d let her chain me to the Mews, you don’t know me.”


“I suppose not,” I sighed.


“I’m here for one reason.” She leveled a finger at me. “To learn to control my power well enough not to hurt anyone. Well enough to hide. Because now the world knows I exist, and there’s nowhere I can run where they’ll ever leave me alone.”


“Ah.” I didn’t know what else to say; it was true.


“They might swallow your law for artificers or alchemists. Devices and potions don’t make people wet their breeches the way balefire does. But they’re too afraid of warlocks.” She shook her head. “No sane person wants someone who can single-handedly destroy a city on a whim to wander around free. The whole continent of Eruvia wants me locked up safe in the Mews—or better yet, dead.”


“I don’t want you locked up or dead,” I protested.


“Oh?” Zaira lifted a skeptical brow. “If I decided to run away and take my chances in hiding, what would you do?”


It was an uneasy question I’d worried at frequently over the past weeks. Not least because it was hard to imagine any future where Zaira would be content to stay cooped up in the Mews for long. “I’d try to find a way for you to do it legally. To convince the doge and the Council to let you go.”


“They’d never let me go, and you know it.”


“Well, then, I’d use my influence to do what I could to stop the Empire from coming after you. To keep you safe.” My heartbeat quickened at the inherent rebellion in that declaration; my duty as a Falconer would be to help them find her.


But then, I was more than just a Falconer.


“Safe?” Zaira let out a bark of a laugh. “I make everything unsafe. I’m danger salt—add me to anything, and I make it more interesting.”


“I can’t deny that seems an apt assessment. But if you ran away, where would you go? What would you do?”


Zaira kicked at the sand in silence, scowling. “I don’t know,” she said at last. “If I knew, I’d already be doing it. But this is the first step: getting my fire under control. After that, I can figure out what to do next.”


“So you’re only remaining with the Falcons until then?” My throat felt strangely tight. Of course I wanted Zaira to be free, and my life would certainly be quieter without her in it. But it would be a lonely sort of quiet.


“That depends.” Zaira’s voice dropped low. “After that idiocy in Ardence, I made myself a promise. If the doge orders me to burn down people who don’t deserve it, that’s the line. I’m gone.”


I nodded. “I understand. But if he orders you against Vaskandar? What then?”


“If they invade us, that’s different.” She brushed off the thought of war with the Empire’s most powerful neighbor as if it were an annoying insect. “I’ve heard the stories of the Three Years’ War from the wrinkled old relics in the Tallows. Grandfathers strangled in their beds by bramble vines, children fed to bears—the Witch Lords don’t know mercy. If they come across our borders, I’ll show them they’re not the only demons in the Nine Hells.”


Ahead of us, Marcello stopped at the crest of the rocky spit as suddenly as if the wind had slammed a gate in his face.


“What’s that in the water?” Fear bleached all the color from his voice.


Jerith and Balos hopped up beside him and looked down on the other side of the rocks. Balos clapped a hand to his mouth; Jerith swore.


Zaira and I exchanged glances and ran to catch up with them.


Zaira crested the rocks first, her skirts whipping behind her. She took one look down into the water and gave a decisive nod, as if confirming a suspicion.


“Dead,” she said.


I scrambled up on the low line of rocks with the others and saw what they’d been looking at.


It bobbed against the rocks, caught there by the rising tide, black water lapping against brilliant scarlet wool. I caught a glimpse of dark hair spreading like floating seaweed, bloated white fingers, and the gleam of gold trim on a too-familiar uniform jacket. Then I had to look away, clasping my arms across my lurching stomach.


“Grace of Mercy,” I whispered.


“He’s one of ours,” Marcello said grimly. “A Falconer.”
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I couldn’t bring myself to help as Marcello, Zaira, and Balos hauled the body out of the water. When Zaira called me a wilting pansy, I merely nodded, lips tight, and kept my eyes averted.


At least I’d kept my dinner in. Jerith staggered back from the woods to my side, wiping his mouth, even paler than usual.


“Oh, that poor bastard,” he groaned.


“Who is he?” I asked, throwing a nervous glance to where the others bent over the corpse. “Did you recognize him?”


“No. He’d been gnawed on too much. But his name should be on the uniform.” Jerith sank to the sand and rested his forehead on his knees. “I don’t have a problem with dead people. Seen dozens of them. Blood, terrible burns, I don’t care. But not in the water. Not days in the water like that.”


I nodded an emphatic agreement. Thank the Graces the wind blew across my face, carrying away the death-tainted air.


The others rose from the corpse. Balos remained over the dead man, his head bowed. Marcello walked past us to the water’s edge, his face drawn and haunted, and swished his hands in the clean salty lagoon. The pain pulling his handsome features taut cut me like a knife. I started toward him.


Zaira stomped up to us, wiping her palms on her skirts.


“Well,” she said, “that’s a bloater if I ever saw one. A week in the water, at least.”


Jerith lifted his head, swearing. “A week? Verdi!”


Marcello straightened. “I know. It’s too long. His Falcon must be dead, too.”


“Oh, Hells.” I hadn’t thought of that. When Falconers died, their Falcons had several days to get new jesses, or the innocuously

 lovely golden bracelets leaked deadly magic into their veins, slowly killing them.


It was never supposed to actually happen. Or at least, Marcello believed the intent was preventive only, to remove the incentive for criminals or foreign powers to murder Falconers. I, however, suspected that the doge considered it well worth killing a Falcon to keep them out of enemy hands.


“Who was it?” Jerith asked, his voice strained.


“Anthon. He became a Falconer a year after I did.” Marcello stared out across the lagoon at the Mews. “His Falcon was Namira, an artificer from Osta. They were on leave, to visit her family. But they must never have made it to their ship.”


“What happened?” I glanced over to where Balos stood, solemn and still; I couldn’t see the sad scarlet bundle beyond the low line of rocks. “Did he drown?”


“His throat was cut,” Marcello said curtly. “He was murdered.”




Chapter Two


A pall hung over our table at Lady Aurica’s dinner party. Marcello barely spoke, and the servants whisked away his plates almost untouched for the first two of the fourteen planned courses. Zaira, on the other hand, attacked her food with even more ferocity than usual. Marcello’s sister Istrella bent over a small pile of fiddly artifice bits she’d brought in her silk purse, a worried frown creasing her brow as she twisted a slip of wire. An old dowager at the next table gave her a disapproving side-long glance and a sniff for this behavior, but it was just Istrella being Istrella.


I didn’t have the heart to try to support a conversation on my own. I hadn’t known the murdered Falconer or his presumably deceased Falcon well enough to do more than put faces to their names: Anthon had been growing a beard, and rubbed it self-consciously when he talked. Namira had been my mother’s age, with bright sharp eyes and an iron-gray frost upon the tight curls of her close-cropped hair. But it still seemed wrong to be at a party the day after we found a body.


The servers laid a nut course before us, a bountiful harvest of several kinds piled artistically with flowers and greens on a silver platter. Zaira plucked up a walnut; the harsh crunch as she cracked the shell jabbed at my nerves, and I could stand the silence no longer.


“Do they have any idea who did it?” I asked Marcello.


He lifted his head. Shadows beneath his eyes suggested he hadn’t slept much. I hated to see his clean-lined face so tired and worn. I wished I could reach out and smooth the worry lines from his brow.


“No,” he said. “It doesn’t make any sense. Namira was an artificer. She designed protective wards and taught new Falcons. There’s no reason anyone would want to kill her, or poor Anthon either.”


Zaira scowled at her plate. “I’d love to get my hands on the bastard who did. Namira was all right.” A sharp crack punctuated her sentence, and she popped another nut into her mouth.


“My mother suspects Vaskandar.” I cast a glance three tables over, where the Vaskandran ambassador lifted a glass with a pair of wealthy importers. “Only because they keep moving troops to the border, even with autumn upon us, and they’re clearly planning something.”


Marcello frowned. “I fail to see how murdering a single artificer and her Falconer would give them an advantage.”


“Namira was a highly skilled designer specializing in runic artifice,” I said. “Maybe she was working on some project Vaskandar was worried about, like a new kind of weapon or battlefield trap. We could look through her notes for clues.”


“You always have good ideas, Amalia.” Marcello smiled wistfully. “That’s one of the things I love about you.”


The word struck me like lightning, despite his casual tone. Love.


He hadn’t used it since that moment in Ardence, when I was dying of poison and we’d parted with little hope of seeing each other again. I think I might love you. I’d tried to forget; circumstances had been desperate, after all. And it would be foolish to dwell on whether he loved me, or I loved him, when I’d made the political decision to remain unattached, at least for now.


Which made me a fool, because naturally I’d thought of it nearly every day in the weeks since.


“Namira was working on adapting some of the lovely spiral runework you find in ancient Ostan tomb murals,” Istrella said unexpectedly, without looking up from her project. “She was going to do more research in Osta. I was quite jealous; I want to go see the wirework artifice filigree in their royal palace someday.”


“Maybe we can go together,” I suggested, and Istrella flashed me a smile.


“I should have known they were missing.” Marcello dropped his voice so low I could barely hear him. “They were due to arrive in Osta days ago. But because Namira was on leave, I didn’t expect them to report in.” He shook his head, his mouth set in a grim line.


I let my voice soften more than was perhaps wise. “Don’t blame yourself.”


“Who said I’m blaming myself?” He tried a rather unconvincing smile.


“Anyone who knows you.”


“The Falcons’ safety is my responsibility.” He rubbed his forehead. “Especially since the promotion.”


“Promotion! You didn’t tell me you got a promotion.” I’d noticed some extra braiding on his collar, and fancier falcon’s-head buttons, but had just assumed it was a new dress uniform.


He hadn’t told me. The realization pinched and twisted inside my chest. Perhaps he had simply been too busy; or perhaps he was keeping me at a distance.


Istrella glanced up from the wire she was coiling, beaming proudly. “Yes, he’s Captain Verdi now. Second only to Colonel Vasante at the Mews. He can approve funding for my projects himself! I’m quite excited. He doesn’t ask too many questions about safety precautions.”


Marcello’s eyebrows lifted in alarm. “Maybe I should fix that.”


“Congratulations,” I said, lifting my glass to him, determined to show no hurt in my smile. “I know you’ve been working toward this for a long time.”


Marcello shrugged, tugging at the gold trim on his collar uncomfortably. “Thank you. It’s already not what I expected, though.”


“Oh?” I raised an eyebrow. “More work? More politics?”


“More guilt.” He grimaced. “Colonel Vasante seemed to feel our handling of the Ardence situation showed I was ready for greater responsibility. But I’m afraid I’m already letting her down. With Vaskandar preparing for war, I should have assigned extra guards for all Falcons traveling outside the Mews.”


Zaira grunted. “Punch yourself in the privates about it if you really want, but I’m more interested in blaming His Oily Excellency, there.” She jerked her head toward the Vaskandran ambassador, who had stood to greet a countrywoman, his head bobbing ingratiatingly. “He keeps going off to talk to people in a side room.”


“Does he?” I craned to look. Graces knew I should have been watching him, too, and not letting memories of death and decaying flesh smother my awareness.


He was a middle-aged man, with the look of old muscle gone to seed. A robust blond beard provided a counterargument to the bald spot that flashed each time he bowed. Even his wardrobe struck a compromise: a Raverran-style brocade jacket in Vaskandran forest green. I searched my memory for his name and dredged it up from my last visit to the embassy, when I’d attended a truly grueling tea party with Prince Ruven: Ambassador Varnir.


Zaira was right; Varnir gestured to a door across Lady Aurica’s dining hall, and he and his companion—a tall, graceful woman in a long leather coat edged with jagged Vaskandran embroidery—began picking their way between the tables.


“I’d give a lot to overhear what they talk about,” I said.


Istrella’s head popped up from her work. Marcello had made her leave her artifice glasses at home, and the mage mark stood out bright gold in her eyes, giving them a feverish gleam. “Oh! Really? Let me see what I can do.”


Humming, she produced a tiny pair of pliers and began coiling wire around her dessert spoon. Marcello and I exchanged affectionate glances; leave it to Istrella to come up with an artifice solution to any problem. She slid a few beads onto the wire, then pulled a pin from the unruly pile of her bushy hair and dipped it into a tiny bottle of ink among her supplies. Within moments, she’d scratched out a simple circle and a few runes on the back of the spoon.


“Is that an amplification circle?” I asked, impressed. We had a couple of those in listening posts in our palace, but I’d never heard of anyone knocking one out with the casual speed of a market quick-sketch artist.


“Yes.” Istrella beamed. “I made you a listening device!” She thrust the spoon toward me with the grand air of a favorite aunt offering a sweet. “It’s a bit fragile, but it should work all right while it lasts.”


“Istrella, you are a miracle.”


Zaira grinned and pushed her chair back. “Right, then. Let’s go see what’s so secret it made a diplomat walk away from a free dinner.”
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Zaira led me to a hallway adjoining the private room into which our quarry had disappeared. She scanned the short, unremarkable corridor critically; it connected the dining hall to what smelled like the kitchens, adorned by nothing more than a couple of slim potted evergreens and a somewhat tarnished mirror in an elaborate silver frame.


“Right.” She faced the mirror and began fussing with her hair, prodding the artful twists and jeweled pins my maid had spent half an hour arranging. “You lean against the wall like you’re bored of waiting for me, and see what that crazy girl can do with a bit of cutlery.”


I laid Istrella’s spoon against the wall. Tinny voices emerged from it immediately.


“You understand, my situation here is delicate …” That sounded like the ambassador.


“Bored and waiting,” Zaira snapped, without looking away from the mirror.


“Oh! Right.” I leaned back against the wall, pillowing my head on my hands as an excuse to hold the spoon near my ear.


“I want all the information you can get me on these people.” That must be the woman. Her voice was flat and cold, stripped of accent or inflection, utilitarian as a knife. “Their movements, their connections, their patterns.”


“I see.” Paper rustled, and the ambassador was silent for a moment. Then he sighed. “I’m so sorry, but I fear I can’t help you with this matter. I am a diplomat, not a spy.”


“You serve the Witch Lords.” Even through the spoon, I could hear the warning in her voice.


“Yes, of course,” the ambassador soothed. “But, forgive me—you are not a Witch Lord. And I dare not risk eliciting any more ire from the Raverrans. My position …” His voice faded. I shifted to bring my ear closer to the spoon, ignoring a glare from Zaira as she pretended to check her lip paint.


“The Lady of Thorns commands this,” the Vaskandran woman snapped. “She will accept no refusal. More than your position is at stake.”


The Lady of Thorns. There was something familiar about that name, but the memory eluded me, dancing just beyond my mind’s grasp.


A long sigh vibrated through Istrella’s device. “Very well, very well. I’ll see what I can do. But I beg you to be circumspect, for both our sakes.” Whatever paper he held crackled again. “Wait. Some of these people are here tonight.”


“I know,” the woman said. “Best you not think of it.”


“Why is this one circled?”


A moment of silence. I held my breath, straining to hear the answer.


“That’s between me and my lady,” the woman said at last.


The ambassador muttered something I couldn’t make out. Then, louder: “That’s why you’re here, isn’t it? Don’t you dare do anything at this dinner! You’ll get us both arrested.”


“You do not command me.”


“You’ll ruin all the deals I’m working on for the other Witch Lords!” There was a tearing sound, as if he’d ripped the paper in half. “You may have your orders from one Witch Lord, but I serve all seventeen. If you barge in to the middle of my negotiations and start causing major incidents, I’ll have to answer to the rest of them for … Where do you think you’re going? I’m still talking to you!”


Zaira let out a sharp sigh. “I told you, I’ll be done in a minute!”


I jumped, startled. Istrella’s spoon came off the wall. A server carrying a tray with bowls of fragrant seafood bisque passed by, hurrying from the kitchen.


“Graces wept. You’re hopeless,” Zaira muttered. “I might as well just kick you next time, if you’re going to react like that.”


“Sorry.”


“Did you learn what you needed? I can’t keep this up much longer.” She nodded approvingly at her reflection.


I glanced past her, to the main hall, and saw the ambassador stalking back to his table, his face red with anger. There was no sign of the woman.


“We should get into that room, if we can,” I said. “They talked about a list of names, and it sounded like he might have thrown it away. If we can find the pieces, it might tell us something.”


“Should be easy enough.” Zaira jerked her head toward the dining hall. “Come on.”


She led me not to the side room door but to a table near it, which held a gilt-edged guest book for writing messages to our hostess. Zaira bent over it with apparent interest. I’d learned enough from our adventures in Ardence to play along, studiously avoiding glancing at the door, no matter how much I wanted to.


“Too many people watching,” Zaira muttered. “Wait here and write in the guest book, to look busy, and I’ll go get them to look the other way.”


I bent dutifully over the guest book as she moved off, not without some trepidation at the thought of what Zaira might consider a suitable distraction. Lady Aurica was one of the backers for my Falcon reform act, and the last thing I wanted was to ruin her dinner party.


I dipped the silver-tipped guest book quill in the provided ink and began scribing a message thanking Lady Aurica both for the occasion and for her commitment to a better future for Falcons in the Empire. It couldn’t hurt to leave that where other guests might see it.


“Ah, Lady Amalia,” came a smooth, soft voice at my elbow. “Still pursuing your noble dream of untethering the Falcons, I see.”


I started, spattering fine drops of ink across the page. I’d had no idea anyone was standing so close to me. I turned to face the speaker and nearly dropped the quill when I saw who it was.


Lord Caulin, a mouse-haired slip of a man, officially advised the doge on Raverran law. But due to my mother’s position on the Council of Nine, I knew his true role: the so-called Chancellor of Silence, an unofficial and highly secret post that oversaw the imperial assassins and liaised with the criminal underworld. He had a reputation for being quiet, efficient, and completely ruthless in achieving his ends. He radiated such nondescript diffidence that my eyes tried to slide off him, but I knew better than to underestimate him. The man was dangerous.


He also could be useful. Certainly his skills were more applicable to discovering the intentions of the ambassador and his lady guest than mine. But a memory flashed to mind: my mother, shaking her head at the Marquise of Palova after the latter had suggested enlisting Caulin’s aid in gathering some piece of intelligence. The man is competent, but whenever he gets involved in an endeavor, it acquires a body count.


Perhaps it was best not to mention why I was lurking near this door after all.


“Of course I’m pursuing it,” I said. “The mage-marked deserve the same choices as any imperial citizen.”


“Oh, certainly they deserve it.” Lord Caulin chuckled, as if I’d made a little joke. “But tell me, Lady Amalia, do you truly think the Assembly passes laws to give people what they deserve?”


“It’s our duty to rule for the good of Raverra and the Empire,” I said stiffly. I stopped myself before scanning the room for Zaira.


Lord Caulin inclined his torso toward me in a deferential half bow. “Precisely. And the mage-marked are powerful tools to secure that good. Are they not?”


“People aren’t tools, Lord Caulin.”


He lifted wispy eyebrows. “What a quaint notion. Ah, the idealism of the young.” He shook his head. “You’ll understand someday; you are your mother’s heir, after all.”


He was treating me like a child. A few months ago, perhaps I might have deserved that. But I’d done well enough in Ardence.


I lifted my chin. “Compassion isn’t the same as naiveté.”


“If you say so, my lady.” Lord Caulin bowed deeply. “I pray you do not learn otherwise the hard way. Enjoy your evening.”


I frowned after him as he slipped away, his black velvet coat and breeches remarkable for their simplicity among the colorful brocades and velvets of the dinner guests. But even trying to track him across the room, I lost sight of him almost immediately.


Then a great crash caught my attention. I spun to see a serving boy, flushed bright red, bending to pick up a fallen tray from an impressive spray of shattered pottery.


Zaira tugged my arm. “Don’t you get distracted. Come on.”


I barely had time to return the quill to its stand before she whisked me through a sliver of open door, then closed it neatly behind us.


The room was appointed for exactly the sort of private aside the ambassador had just indulged in, or perhaps for meetings even more intimate. A few chairs formed a tight, conversational cluster around a small gilt table. Luminaries glowed softly in niches on the walls, and an oil lamp on the table provided a warmer, less steady illumination.


I pushed uneasy thoughts about what Lord Caulin’s subtle warning might mean out of my head. We might not have much time before the ambassador noticed we were in here—and I didn’t particularly want to explain myself to Caulin, either.


“Look for the paper,” I urged. Zaira dropped to the carpet and started peering under chairs.


My gaze strayed to a small fireplace with an elaborately carved mantel. A fire had been laid, but not yet lit, the wood arranged neatly in the grate.


Well, I knew what I would do with an incriminating document. I crossed for a closer look, and sure enough, a crumpled ball of paper lay fresh among the ashes.


I pulled it out and smoothed the two wrinkled halves of a list on the table, while Zaira peered over my shoulder.


A blunt hand spelled out perhaps twenty names. A rough line circled the third one.


Istrella Verdi.


“Oh, Hells,” I breathed.
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I dashed out of the side room, the list clutched in my fist, to find my worst fear waiting for me: Istrella’s chair empty, her artifice supplies still spread across her place at the table. Marcello sat alone, poking his spoon into his seafood bisque without much enthusiasm. My stomach dropped as if I’d missed my footing on a canal edge.


“Where’s Istrella?” I demanded.


“In the ladies’ necessary. Why?” He stood. “Is she—”


Zaira and I didn’t wait for his question. We ran through the crowded hall, Zaira’s fluttering petticoats brushing against startled diners; I’d worn an ornate brocade jacket and breeches—the party wasn’t quite formal enough to mandate a gown—and had more luck pushing through the narrow gaps between chairs. For once, I pulled ahead of her.


A dressing room served as antechamber to the necessary, its door painted with a quaint border of leaves and flowers. I threw it open on an airy room with tall windows, their gauzy curtains blowing in the pungent evening breeze off the canal. My heart froze to sharp-edged ice in an instant.


Istrella lay sprawled on the floor, like a wilted flower. A faint whiff of peppermint hung in the air.


The cold-voiced Vaskandran woman knelt over her, a dagger shining in her hand.




Chapter Three


The Vaskandran woman rose to her feet, drawing a second dagger to pair with the first.


“Lady Amalia Cornaro.” Her eyes met mine with the readiness of a cat preparing to spring. “How convenient.”


My pulse jolted, and I grabbed my flare locket. But at that moment, Zaira burst into the room.


Istrella’s attacker cursed and bolted for the window in a swirl of dark coat and blond braid.


I didn’t care. I threw myself down by Istrella and laid a hand on her neck. Warm and alive, with life pulsing and breath flowing. Dizzy relief washed through me.


Zaira bounded to the window, knife in hand. She threw back the curtains and leaned out into the night air. “Demons take you, coward!”


An oarsman called back something rude from the canal below. “Can you still see her?” I asked, my chest tight. “Should I release you?”


“No.” Zaira spat on Lady Aurica’s rug. “She’s gone.”


Marcello arrived at the door, pistol out, and emitted a strangled cry, his eyes locked on his sister.


“She’s fine,” I assured him quickly. “Just knocked out with some sleep potion.” I chose not to mention that I’d heard this

was common practice among assassins who didn’t want their targets’ screams to give them away.


He came and cradled her head off the floor. “I should have gone with her.”


“Into the ladies’ dressing room?” I clasped his shoulder; his muscles were rigid under my hand. “She’s all right. Nothing happened.”


But it would have, in another minute. She might have been dead as poor Anthon, a week in the water. A shudder traveled down my spine.


I had no doubt Marcello was thinking the same thing. I’d never seen him so pale. He shook his sister gently. “Come on, ’Strella, wake up,” he murmured. “I’m sorry.”


A thin trail of drool trickled down her cheek, but she didn’t stir.


I crouched down beside him, then hesitated. What was the appropriate thing to do to comfort an upset friend, when that friend was someone you’d kissed but declined to court? The space between us had once been charged with forbidden possibility; now any attempt to navigate those few inches presented a maze of complications.


I settled for patting his shoulder. “She’ll wake up soon. She’s all right. You’re taking care of her.”


He nodded, his lips thinning to a determined line. “Do you know who did it?”


“Vaskandar. And there’s more.” I uncrumpled the list I still clutched and spread it out on a nearby vanity. The plain, clear pen strokes spelled out name after name, some of them more than a little familiar.


Jerith Antelles. Terika. Istrella Verdi …


I swallowed. “You’re on here, Zaira.”


She crossed from the window to see. “What? Where?”


I pointed to her name. She couldn’t read yet, but Terika had been teaching her letters and a few words, so I was reasonably certain she’d recognize it.


Zaira frowned. “Is that Terika’s name, higher up?”


“Ah, yes.”


She swore. “Nobody threatens Terika. I’ll burn them till their teeth melt. Who else?”


“High-value Falcons. All the warlocks are here, and the Master Artificer. Marcello, you should check to make sure these people are well and accounted for.”


“As soon as we get safely back to the Mews,” he promised, a grim edge to his voice.


I scanned down the list, recognizing Falcon after Falcon, to the last name. My eyes stopped as if they’d hit a brick wall.


Amalia Cornaro.


Zaira must have seen something in my face. “What is it?” she demanded.


“I’ll tell you later.” I kept my tone as light as I could, despite the alarm singing its piercing song in my veins, and glanced meaningfully at Marcello. He didn’t need more to worry about quite yet. Zaira grunted acknowledgment.


I folded the paper up and stuffed it in my pocket. “How’s Istrella?” I asked Marcello. “Any improvement?”


He didn’t lift his eyes from her face. “Maybe a flutter. She’s still asleep. Whoever crafted this potion had some power.”


“You stay with her, then.” I straightened my jacket and checked the flare locket hanging at my throat. “I need to have a little talk with the Vaskandran ambassador.”


Zaira and I stormed out of the dressing room, past our uneaten seafood bisque, between tables of diners craning their necks to see what all the fuss was about, and straight up to the ambassador’s table. He faltered in the middle of telling his companions some anecdote as he saw us coming; the grins slid off their faces, and they inched their chairs back from him.


Good. Let him be afraid.


He attempted a strained smile and half rose. “Lady Amalia Cornaro! What a pleasure.”


I leveled a hard stare at him. “Ambassador, we need to talk.”


His features stilled to a wary blankness. Then his shoulders slumped, and he let out a long sigh.


“Very well, very well. Come, Lady Amalia; let us have this discussion in private.”
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I closed the door to the side room myself, to make sure he didn’t slip an artifice seal on it. Ambassador Varnir bowed us toward the chairs, bending nearly in half.


“Please, my ladies. Make yourselves comfortable.”


I put my hands on my hips. “I think I’ll stand. What is the meaning of this assault on Istrella Verdi?”


“Why, I have no idea what you mean.”


“Don’t spout bilge at us,” Zaira snapped. “We know you were chatting up that ice-eyed bitch in this room right before she attacked.”


He grimaced. “Ah, that assault. Such a terrible thing. It failed, I hope? Yes?”


“If it hadn’t, you’d be on fire now,” Zaira growled.


“Of course.” He swallowed. “I believe Lady Aurica keeps a bottle in here. Do you mind if I … ? Would you like some?” He turned toward a decorative cabinet and rummaged in it, coming out with a bottle and three glasses. His bald spot gleamed with sweat.


“Ambassador Varnir,” I chided, “you’re stalling for time.”


“Of course I am, Lady Amalia. As would any gentleman contemplating how best to keep his head on his shoulders.” He poured himself a glass of red wine, took a long draft, and then filled it again. “I did not endorse any action against your Falcon friend. In fact, I opposed it most vigorously. But you must understand, I have no power over what a Witch Lord sends her own agent to do.”


“So you admit Vaskandar has stooped to assassinating Falcons.”


“Vaskandar? Oh, no, not at all.” He passed me a trembling glass of wine. I took it, pressing it against a certain ring wrapped in wire and graven with artifice runes; the ring stayed cool on my finger, and its central stone remained dark. No alchemy present, but that said nothing about mundane poison.


“Don’t lie to me,” I said sharply. “I know that assassin was sent by the Lady of Thorns.”


“Ah.” Varnir wiped sweat from his brow. “Such a bold accusation! I wouldn’t dream of saying yea or nay to it. However, if you think the action of one Witch Lord represents Vaskandar as a nation, I fear you’ve fallen prey to a common misunderstanding about my country.”


“I’m aware that the Witch Lords are each separate sovereign rulers of their own domains,” I said icily. “You don’t need to school me in the basics of Vaskandran government.”


“Then perhaps you realize,” Varnir said, “that every action you ascribe to our country—from the unfortunate and ill-advised attack on your friend, to trade deals, to the troops gathering on your border—is in fact the doing of one particular Witch Lord or another. Or a cabal of them, sometimes. But you cannot ascribe credit or blame to Vaskandar as a whole—or, thus, to its ambassador, I hope.” He laughed nervously.


I frowned. “Wait, even the troops on the border? Are you telling me that’s a single Witch Lord’s gambit, and Vaskandar isn’t preparing for war with the Empire?”


“Oh, my lady, as to that, I couldn’t possibly say.”


Zaira pushed back her lace-trimmed sleeves. “Say the word, and I’ll light him up.”


He raised his hands, wine sloshing out of his glass, eyes wide. “No, please! I’m not trying to be coy! I couldn’t say because they haven’t held the Conclave yet.”


I exchanged glances with Zaira. “Conclave? Isn’t that the Vaskandran ruling council?”


“No, no.” Varnir pushed the idea away with both hands. “You Raverrans always want it to be like your Council of Nine, but Vaskandar has no ruling council. No one stands above the Witch Lords; their rule over their own domains is absolute. But when they need to resolve disagreements or band together for a common cause—such as war against the Serene Empire, for instance—the Witch Lords call a Conclave. Nothing will be decided until it takes place, about a month from now.”


I set down my glass lest I squeeze it too hard. “So this Conclave might decide not to invade us at all?”


“Oh, no, no, no.” He laughed politely, as if I’d made a dull joke. “There are a sufficient number of Witch Lords set on a course of conflict to render it inevitable, I fear, as I have tried to advise your doge. There are others who have asked me to assure Raverra of their commitment to peace; but each Witch Lord controls their own army. Those who wish war require no additional backing.” He smiled indulgently. “You Raverrans seem to enjoy your certainty that Vaskandar cannot threaten you, but your Empire has never faced all seventeen of our Witch Lords at once. What you call the Three Years’ War, that took place fifty years ago? That was three Witch Lords attacking on their own, with no support from the other fourteen.”


A delicate chill tiptoed between my shoulder blades. Raverra had definitively won the Three Years’ War, but it had wreaked devastation on the border lands that had lasted for decades. “And how many are bent on war now?”


Ambassador Varnir raised his eyebrows. “The Witch Lords do not include me in their councils, my lady. They merely each convey their will to me, and I do my best to fulfill their commands and negotiate their agreements without incurring anyone’s ire.”


“That’s a rat’s ass of a job,” Zaira observed. “But don’t expect mercy from us. One of your people just tried to kill our friend.”


“Terrible idea, that. But I had no part in it.”


“I can tell you were shaken up about it,” Zaira said. “Fumbled that joke you were telling your friends. Barely had appetite for your soup. Forgot to warn us, even.”


“I couldn’t.” He licked his lips. “Some of my masters are more reasonable than others. The Lady of Thorns would have me dragged back to her domain and impaled on a briar tree if I interfered directly with her plans.”


I remembered where I’d heard of the Lady of Thorns, now. My paternal cousins in Callamorne, a client state of the Serene Empire, which bordered her domain, had kept me up staring sleeplessly into the darkness as a child with their grisly stories about what happened to children who strayed into her forests. I’d pulled the quilt of their guest bed up over my head and told myself that the Lady of Thorns wasn’t real. But Ambassador Varnir apparently took orders from this creature of my childhood nightmares.


“Then I suggest some indirect interference now, if you wish to avoid being sent home in disgrace.” I kept my tone reasonable, and refilled his glass for him. “Why would the Lady of Thorns target a fourteen-year-old artificer?” Istrella was an uncommonly strong artificer—one of the Master Artificer’s rare apprentices, in fact, and one of only a handful who could craft the Empire’s most powerful weapons—and her brother was now second in command at the Mews. But Vaskandar shouldn’t know all that.


Ambassador Varnir accepted the glass gladly enough but shook his head. “I don’t know. The Witch Lords don’t confide their plans in me, my lady. I am what you would call a vivomancer, but I do not bear the mage mark; as such, they consider me beneath them. And I’ve found that a professional lack of curiosity into the affairs of the Witch Lords is a vital quality for a man in my position.”


“You’re lucky your position isn’t in the dungeon,” Zaira growled.


“My ladies, please. I have no power to stop the Lady of Thorns from carrying out her plans.” He spread his hands. “I’ve given you all the information I can. That is the preferred currency in Raverra, yes? Was it not enough to buy me some consideration?”


“Enough that I’ll permit you to walk out of here alive and free.” That had as much to do with my urge to get back to Marcello and make sure Istrella was all right as any sense of gratitude, but let him think what he would. “The rest is for my mother to decide.”


The ambassador paled. “La Contessa,” he breathed. He groped for the wine. “Perhaps I’d better finish the bottle.”
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“Ambassador Varnir is a man with a great deal to lose,” my mother told me the following evening, over a plate of buttery pauldronfish polenta. “It’s making him both eager to cooperate with us and terrified to do so effectively.”


Dinner with my mother had once been an uncommon occasion. She often stayed at the Imperial Palace late, coming home past midnight to find the artful meal our chef had prepared for her cold on the dining table under a silver cover. Or she’d eat while hosting some assorted handful of the most powerful people in the Serene Empire, making life-and-death decisions between bites of crab risotto or roast pheasant stuffed with mushrooms and herbs. Since I’d taken on more responsibility as her heir after last autumn’s incident in Ardence, however, La Contessa had made dinner our near-daily information and strategy meeting, though it sometimes meant I had to eat at strange hours or join her at the Imperial Palace.


“So has he given you any useful information?” I tried to make my question casual, as if I didn’t care what my mother thought of how I’d handled him.


“Some.” She sipped her wine. “I am curious as to why you chose not to inform Lord Caulin that you had identified a Vaskandran assassin at the dinner party.”


I supposed it had been too much to hope that she could have simply said, Yes, you did well.


“I didn’t want to betray his identity to Marcello and Zaira. It wouldn’t make any sense to bring in the doge’s legal adviser.” I hadn’t actually thought of that until after the party, but there was no need to mention that. “Besides,” I added, with more honesty, “I remembered what you said, about people tending to turn up dead when Lord Caulin involves himself in a matter.”


“That’s true.” My mother set her glass down and regarded me across the table. “And in this case, I don’t fault you for leaving him out of it. But you can’t avoid getting blood on your hands, Amalia. Not once you join the Council of Nine.”


“I know.” I dropped my eyes to my plate so she wouldn’t see my instinctive rejection of the idea. “I’d just like to put it off until it’s necessary.”


“Hmm. Well, Ambassador Varnir has at least agreed to set up meetings with some influential Vaskandrans who might be swayed against war during the Festival of Beauty next week.” She sighed. “I’ll take it. We don’t get much intelligence out of Vaskandar.”


I swallowed a bite of polenta. “Why not? I know we trade with them.”


“And I assure you that a full third of Raverran merchants in Vaskandar are spies,” La Contessa said. “But the Witch Lords

have little use for those without magic, save as serfs toiling in their fields. Our people can’t get close to the centers of power.”


“What about actual Vaskandrans who are already in place? Can’t you bribe existing servants for information, put pressure on nobles and advisers, that sort of thing?”


“You’re learning.” My mother lifted her glass to me. I fiddled with my fork to try to hide my flush of irrational pride. “But few fish in the Vaskandran pond will rise to such bait. Everyone is too afraid of the Witch Lords. Their power is absolute, and their whims are capricious and frequently cruel.”


I remembered Ruven using his vivomancy to push a knife through his own guard’s wrist as if it were butter, while the man stood paralyzed and silently screaming, and shivered. I could understand why Vaskandran servants wouldn’t dare risk the wrath of their mage-marked masters.


I speared a piece of pauldronfish, thinking. “This upcoming Conclave Varnir mentioned …”


“I’ve been trying to get a spy into a Conclave since before you were born.” My mother ran a finger along the edge of her glass. “What they decide there could determine whether this war lasts three weeks or three decades, and whether a hundred people die or a hundred thousand. We need to use every Vaskandran connection we have to influence its outcome.”


Her voice had sharpened slightly on the word every. I lowered my fork.


“Surely you don’t mean Prince Ruven.”


She lifted an eyebrow. “He did give you a standing invitation to visit him.”


“During our last interaction, we threatened each other with death,” I pointed out.


“Nonetheless, he seems to hold you in high regard.” My mother’s mouth quirked. “I’m not saying you should drop in on him for tea. But your association is a card you have in hand; whether you play it or not, it must factor into your strategy for the game.”


“Fair enough.” I had no desire to come near Ruven again, with his razor-edged smiles and magic that could melt bones or stop hearts with a touch. But that was doubtless no excuse, in my mother’s eyes. If the good of the Empire required me to dance with him at the doge’s birthday gala, she would expect me to pick out a dress that would look fashionable with long gloves and practice my minuet.


“Especially,” my mother added, her eyes narrowing, “because Prince Ruven and his father, the Wolf Lord, appear to be the primary allies of the Lady of Thorns.”


I nearly sprayed my mouthful of wine across the table. “What?!”


“The Wolf Lord and the Lady of Thorns rule neighboring domains. Their relations were uneasy back when I was courting your father, near their borders.” She mentioned their famous courtship as casually as if he had been a country farmer rather than a prince, and their marriage a mere personal milestone instead of a historical event that brought the nation of Callamorne into the Serene Empire as a client state. “But in the past few years, thanks to your old friend Ruven’s efforts, the two Witch Lords appear to be working together quite closely.”


I stabbed my polenta with needless vigor. “If that snake is involved in this scheme, we’d best unravel it quickly.”


He’d made more than one reference, when our paths had crossed last month, to not being ready for war with the Empire—yet. Perhaps after the Conclave, he would be.


“Indeed,” my mother agreed. “And thus, caution in your dealings with him, for certain. Especially with your name on the list his closest ally gave her assassin.”


I felt my way into a question that had been bothering me. “Mamma, every other person on that list is a Falcon.” No other Falconers. No political or military targets. Just twenty or so carefully chosen mage-marked, and me. “I don’t fit. Why is my name on there?”


For three ticks of the mantel clock, four, five, she said nothing. Old Anzo came and cleared away our dishes, then brought out a main course of tender beef medallions in blue cheese and tartgrass sauce, a dish my mother had developed a taste for during her time in Callamorne. Our plates sat gleaming and untouched between us, and still she stared at me, her expression gone pensive and brooding.


“Mamma?”


“I don’t know,” she said quietly. “And I don’t like that at all.”




Chapter Four


The grand ball celebrating the Festival of Beauty took place at the Imperial Palace the following week, and no mere threat of Vaskandran assassins could keep a Cornaro from one of the main social events of the season—even if the Cornaro in question would have preferred to curl up in the library researching Vaskandran history and politics. My mother had doubled the guards at the palace doors and stationed around the ballrooms, however, and for security reasons the heralds eschewed formal announcements of each guest arriving at the palace.


This might have allowed me to avoid attention and lurk peacefully in a corner, if I hadn’t been glowing.


My gown of deep midnight blue shone with hundreds of tiny lights like stars: miniature luminary crystals enchanted to last the evening. More cascaded down from my hair. In case anyone might still somehow miss me due to a complete deficiency of eyesight, my maid Rica had also given me a symphonic shell pendant, so my own soft cloud of music surrounded me wherever I went.


It was an extravagant and nearly ridiculous gown, but then, this was the grand imperial ball; dressmakers and tailors worked all year to create the most outlandishly creative outfits possible for the occasion, just as artists, musicians, poets, and more competed to create lavish works in order to attract patrons, win prizes, and honor the Grace of Beauty on the last day of her festival.


And I was conservatively dressed compared to some. One lady had a cage of live finches braided into her hair, which seemed like a terrible idea to me on a number of levels. Another wore panniers so wide you could have seated eight people around them. I saw several truly unspeakable codpieces, stuffed to an aggressive size and complete with bells and ribbons, and one gentleman’s collar could have plated a roast boar.


“Amalia,” came Marcello’s voice behind me. “You look …”


I turned from gawking around at my fellow guests to find him staring at me with a bemused expression. He wore only his new captain’s dress uniform, with a rapier and flintlock pistol at his side, but he cut a far finer figure than any of the lords in rainbow-hued wigs or jeweled waistcoats.


“Ridiculous?” I suggested, my hand going to the crystals in my hair. “Absurd?”


“Amazing,” he finished.


I was glad Zaira had disappeared into the thick of the party, so she wasn’t here to tease me. My face warmed. “You’re only being polite, but thank you.”


“If I were being polite, I’d say nothing, and leave you to your business.” His mouth twisted into a rueful smile. “That’s probably what I should do, if I knew what was good for me.”


“Of course not! You’re my friend. You can always talk to me.” My voice came out high and false, and I hated it. Marcello was the one person I’d never needed to pretend for. But here I was, left with no idea how to respond to a simple compliment because I had decided, for reasons that slid from my mind when he smiled that wistful smile of his, not to court him.


“Everything is complicated, now.” A shadow flickered in his eyes. “I’m trying to follow the rules, but I don’t know what they are anymore.”


“I’m sure there’s some book of etiquette for precisely this situation.” I dropped my voice nearly to a whisper, relaxing it with relief into something more frustrated and true. “But I never read that kind of book. I can tell you how to repair a broken courier lamp, or what Queen Belianne of Loreice said when she ordered her third husband beheaded during the War of the Handkerchief, but not how to …” I trailed off.


How not to hurt a friend. How not to kiss a friend. How not to hurt a friend while not kissing him.


“What did she say?” Marcello asked, lightening his tone. “To her third husband?”


I winced. “That it was nothing personal; she simply had no use for him anymore.”


Marcello blinked.


“It was perhaps a bad example.” My cheeks burned as if Zaira’s flames coursed through them. “And I hasten to assure you, it has nothing to do with our present circumstances. Quite the opposite.”


Marcello’s dimples emerged as he struggled not to laugh at me. “So, it was personal? Or you still have a use for me?”


“I should have stayed home tonight,” I groaned. “I’ve been in the door fifteen minutes, and I’m already doing everything wrong.”


“May I suggest a way to make it all right again?” Marcello extended a hand to me, tilting his head toward the dance floor.


All the mad acres of silk and giddy laughter overflowing the ballroom faded. His warm green eyes, the clean line of his jaw, and his leather-and-gunpowder scent filled my senses, far more solid and real than the fanciful sartorial illusions swirling around us.


“A lady can dance with a man she’s not courting. Can’t she?” An uncertain hope lit his features, like muffled sunlight behind passing clouds.


My heart beat firm as a chaperone’s knock on a broom closet door. Half the Raverran court packed the room, pressing close around us, greeting each other and plucking wine and crostini from passing trays. No one seemed to be watching us, but I had little doubt our prolonged proximity to each other had caught the corners of a few eyes already.


“You know I’d love to,” I whispered. “But, Marcello—”


“Just one dance,” he said. “After you’ve done your duty taking turns with half the bachelor princes in Eruvia. To celebrate my promotion, so at least one good thing can come of it.”


One dance couldn’t hurt, surely, if it was one of many. And Marcello was such a splendid dancer. “All right. If I can make it through the other dances first without breaking an ankle.”


He grinned in return, and saluted. “The palace security appears to be well in order, my lady,” he said more loudly. “You and Zaira should be well protected here tonight.”


I gave him a grave nod. “Carry on, then, Captain.”


I watched him move away through the crowd until a wall of feathers and brocade and sparkling jewels flowed between us.


Time to get to work. As my mother had reminded me while our boat brought us to the palace, for a Cornaro this sort of occasion wasn’t an entertainment—it was an opportunity. I garnered a wineglass from a passing tray and, holding it before me as my weapon, set off with determination to win myself more backers for my Falcon reform law.


It quickly became clear to me, once again, that I was not my mother.


I didn’t know how to do this. I smiled at people, complimented their outlandish costumes, nodded politely to their return greetings, and then had no idea how to steer the conversation to a useful topic. Hells, beneath all the makeup and towering hair, I barely recognized anyone.


“Lady Amalia?” a gruff voice greeted me.


I turned to find a retired army colonel I knew, dressed in a doublet of gray velvet tailored to look like old-fashioned plate armor. “Hello,” I greeted him vaguely, realizing with a twinge of panic that I had forgotten his name.


“Wanted to let you know I’ve heard what you’re working on. That Falcon act.” He nodded stiffly. “Been telling them for years to put a stop to the mandatory conscription. Terrible idea.”


“Really?” I tried not to sound too surprised.


“Of course.” He blew a breath through his copious steel-gray mustache. “Last thing you need in battle is to wonder whether the mage holding your flank is going to break and run because they don’t want to be there. Keep up the good work. I’ll be voting for it.”


He clinked his glass off mine, emptied it, and headed toward the nearest wine table.


Hope caught my heart in a sudden updraft. If support for Falcon reform extended into the military, that greatly enhanced my chances of passing this law.


Then I spied something less welcome: a crowd of hopeful fortune hunters preparing to converge on me, lured by the gleam of unwed Cornaro gold. It was time to move on.


I took a brisk tour of the seven rooms set aside for the ball, at a quick pace designed to shake off my would-be suitors. Different strains of music greeted me in each room, from lively minuets for dancing to the soothing strains of a trio sonata. In one, a pair of poets up on a low stage strutted in an epigram duel, circling each other with words sharp as swords. My footsteps slowed as a roar of laughter rose from the crowd at the end of one couplet, but I didn’t dare stop and listen.


New paintings hung on every inch of space on the walls, and statues created for the occasion graced every tabletop and corner; the artists’ names appeared on small cards next to them, so that discerning nobles could offer patronage to their favorites.

Tables of food lined the walls, little bites I sampled as I passed; all the recipes were new, too, developed in fierce competition in dozens of the finest kitchens in Raverra. It was all to honor the Grace of Beauty, whose gift to humanity was art.


I couldn’t force myself to keep my pace up, with so many wondrous things around me. A strange sculpture, if one could call it that, caught my attention, and I stopped to examine it closer. A wooden platter displayed what resembled a pile of bones or twigs done in jewel-colored glass. Was it a work of art after all? Or perhaps a dessert?


“It’s a game.”


It was a tenor voice, loose and careless, but with a certain husky catch to it. I looked up, startled, and found myself facing a young man who frowned down in contemplation at the strange display from the other side of its little table.


He wore a black cloak with a feathered mantle, thrown back over a pale gray tunic of cloud-soft leather. Silver and black embroidery in the Vaskandran style edged his hem and sleeves, all asymmetrical angles. At first I thought he’d finished the outfit with some kind of feathered or furry headpiece, but then I realized it was his own unruly mane, pale enough blond to be nearly white, with the tips dyed black. I had to admit his monochromatic style was striking, if not what the Raverran elites would call fashionable.


“You take turns stacking the pieces, I think.” He placed a bright green twist of branching glass on top of a red one, nestling it in place.


I had to admit that he and the game both intrigued me. But he was Vaskandran. I glanced around and saw several guards quite near, at least one of them watching us, and the room was full of witnesses.


All right, then. It couldn’t hurt to play.


“What, like this?” I snagged a four-pronged blue piece and settled it on top of the other two.


He gave a pleased nod. “Yes. It’s a balancing game. If you work together, you can build it higher than if you use your moves to fight each other.”


I gave him a sharp look, but his eyes stayed fixed on the bits of glass. He selected a gleaming black piece like a miniature coral branch and fitted it onto the growing tower. “Don’t you agree, Lady Amalia Cornaro?”


My pulse quickened, humming in my veins. “I do prefer building things to breaking them. And I am a great proponent of cooperation.”


He chuckled. “I’m frequently willing to cooperate with people who’ll play games with me. Especially when we can unite against mutual opponents.”


Grace of Wisdom help me. This was my mother’s sort of dance, not mine. He had to be talking about Vaskandar; and if he was here, at the imperial ball, he must have rank enough to negotiate with. I couldn’t ruin this chance.


“We in Raverra do see opponents lining up across the board,” I said. “We’d welcome more players on our team.”


“Hmm. I’m not the type to join someone else’s team. And besides, the balance is too delicate. We have to maintain a certain amount of tension.”


We’d kept building our tower, and it had developed a slight but unmistakable lean to the left. He placed a piece at its apex that veered back to the right, but the angle was too sharp. I hesitated, every muscle in my abdomen locked rigid beneath my corset, unsure how to add a piece without bringing the whole thing down.


“One can work together even with a player who may not be wholly on one’s side,” I said at last, and, with trembling fingers, balanced a piece on top of his. A round medallion crowned it, precluding any possibility of further building and completing the tower.


He laughed, regarding our construction with apparent delight. “Oh, I like you, Lady Amalia. Well played. Yes, I think we can work together.”


“I’m glad to hear it.”


“However.” He lifted a finger. “I’m not ready to make any open moves against our mutual opponents.”


“Oh, that’s fine.” I waved a hand. “Raverrans prefer to keep our moves out of the open.”


“Given the position of the pieces, I think simple suspicion that we’ve formed an alliance might give some of our adversaries pause.” He tapped his chin. “But how to suggest an alliance without formalizing one?”


“Why not formalize one?” I asked.


He lifted a pale eyebrow. “Because, my lady, we should all be wary of traps.”


A virulent yellow ring gleamed around his pupils. The mage mark.


My tongue turned to lead. But I forced it to move. “True enough.”


“A symbolic gesture, perhaps,” he mused. “We do place great weight on symbols.”


I thought of my mother’s wedding ring: a diamond and a sapphire, to represent the alliance her marriage had formed with Callamorne, bringing it into the Serene Empire. “Like a wedding.”


“Rather less binding than that.”


“Of course.” A nervous laugh bubbled out of me. “Like a courtship, then.”


He grinned, his eyes sparkling with mischief. “Is that an offer? But we hardly know each other!”


I took half a step back from the table, a flush creeping up my neck, ready to wave off the idea as the joke he seemed to make of it.


But my mother had said to make alliances in Vaskandar by any means we could.


I lifted my chin. “It could be. If it brought an allied player into the game.”


He blinked. Then he blinked again. “All right,” he said.


“All right what?”


“All right, I accept your offer.” He shrugged, the feathers in his cloak rustling. “I’ll court you. It will drive the Lady of Thorns mad as a sick coyote, which is worth it by itself.”


My world skewed sideways, leaning more crazily than the tower we’d built together. In another room, the dueling poets finished, and the crowd burst into distant applause.


“Ah,” I tried to say, but my throat had gone too dry to speak.


He cocked his head. “Do you even know my name?”


“I’m afraid,” I managed, “I have not yet had that pleasure.”


“You can call me Kathe.” The Vaskandran dipped in a courtly but modest bow. “The Crow Lord.”


Grace of Love died laughing. I’d just agreed to court a Witch Lord.




Chapter Five


Kathe’s lips twisted in a wry smile. “I’ve never courted a Raverran woman before. What comes next?”


I’d never courted anyone before, but I wasn’t about to tell him that. I waved a vague hand, glad he couldn’t see my legs trembling beneath my skirts. “At a ball like this, I believe dancing is customary.”


“Ah.” He considered that a moment. “I’m afraid I don’t know any Raverran dances. You could teach me, I suppose.”


I laughed despairingly. “I’m not much of a dancer myself. Certainly not good enough to teach anyone. I always thought it was a bit silly, and never learned half the steps.”


“Hmm. Perhaps not dancing, then.”


The humor in his tone calmed my nerves somewhat. It was commonly held that the Witch Lords were mad, and the majority of them cruel monsters; but if a man could laugh at himself, he couldn’t be all bad. “What do you do in Vaskandar?”


He tapped his chin. “Well, when you begin courting, it’s traditional to go on a long walk and have a conversation, to get to know each other better.”


“I can walk and talk perfectly well,” I said.


“I see you’re quite accomplished.” He proffered a hand, grinning. “Shall we?”


I hesitated, my skin prickling as I recalled how dangerous it would be to accept such an offer from Prince Ruven. But Ruven was a Skinwitch, whose powers worked best on human flesh and bone; it was highly unlikely that Kathe shared that rare and unsettling specialty.


I took his hand, cautiously as if it were a live spider. It was slim but surprisingly rough, at least compared to the baby-soft skin of Raverran courtiers; these hands spent time outdoors, doing things and making things. Or breaking them.


He tucked my arm through his. The feathers on his cloak brushed my bare shoulder. I could feel a humming energy in him, even through his sleeve, of magic or some inner tension. Like Zaira.


We strolled off through the ball, leaving our improbable glass tower behind us. I tried without much success to force my muscles to relax, my speeding heart to slow down. Our fellow revellers parted before us, plumed hats dipping and mountainous skirts swaying, giving way to the combined presence of a Witch Lord and a Cornaro. The sea of fantastical gowns and rainbow-hued jackets closed again behind us with a growing murmur, passed behind fluttering fans and discreetly lifted palms, as gossip ran through the crowd faster than spilled wine.


I know, I wanted to tell them. I’m fairly shocked, myself.


“What shall we talk about?” I asked. “War and diplomacy? Magical theory? That elderly gentleman’s outrageous codpiece?”


Kathe glanced at the garment in question and then lifted a hand to cover a cough. “Well, that’s … ambitious. But no, I have an idea. Let’s play another game. We’ll take turns saying two things about ourselves, one truth and one lie. The other person has to guess which is which.”


I supposed it was too much to hope he’d want to talk about magical theory. “I think my cousins played this game in Callamorne when we were younger,” I said. It had usually ended with them punching each other.


“It’s an old Vaskandran game.” Kathe stopped by a broad, round column of caramel-veined marble, the first of a row of them holding up the vast and distant ceiling of the main hall.


This was the pounding heart of the celebration. Half the Assembly seemed to be packed into the center of the great room, swirling on the dance floor in ensembles themed after everything from a basket of fruit (the bodice appeared to be trimmed with real grapes) to a fiery phoenix (complete with a fluttering train of scarlet and gold ribbons). The troupe of musicians played with more than enough life and passion to keep everyone dancing; I had little doubt they’d win a patronage from their efforts tonight. Chairs and small tables lined the edges of the room, populated by those exhausted from dancing or more inclined toward conversation, and dozens of servers kept up an efficient circuit of the room with trays of food and drink. This spot Kathe had chosen might well be the quietest in the main ballroom: not close enough to the center to get swept up in the dancing, but distanced enough from the chairs to avoid interruption by a well-meaning acquaintance seeking to join us.


He leaned against the column, long and wiry, his feathered cloak ruffling up around his shoulders. “I’ll begin.”


“All right.” I stepped in closer, to hear him better over the murmuring crowd. It wasn’t often one got the chance to learn personal details about a Witch Lord, after all.


“Let’s see …” His face lit with an idea. “I don’t have any brothers. I love my brothers.”


“The first must be the lie, and the second the truth,” I said immediately. “You do have brothers, and you love them. After all, you can’t fail to love brothers you don’t possess.”


Kathe clicked his tongue, a scolding sound. “Not quite. I feel no love for my dead brothers, despite no longer having them. Your turn.”


I stared at his composed face, his mocking half smile, and his unsettling yellow-ringed eyes. His irises were gray beneath the mage mark, almost pale enough to fade into the whites and disappear.


Was he such a monster he’d felt no affection for the brothers he’d lost? Or had they been the monsters, and he was well rid of them? For all I knew, baby Witch Lords murdered each other in the cradle to determine who would inherit their parents’ domain.


“I don’t suppose you’ll explain that further?” I asked.


He cocked his head. “That depends. Do you want to fully explain all of your answers?”


“Perhaps not.” I swallowed. “All right, my turn. I, ah …” Curse it, I had to think of something clever. “I never met my father’s father. I’ve never seen my father’s father.”


Kathe raised his brows. “Unless you’re older than you look, the first must be the lie. I happen to know your paternal grandfather died when your father was a child. How is it that you’ve seen him?”


My spine prickled. It wasn’t entirely strange someone might know about my grandfather, since he after all had become King of Callamorne when he married my grandmother. But Kathe had responded so quickly, without thinking through the chain of royal lineages and political marriages to get there, as if the knowledge had already been at the forefront of his mind.


This game was far less creepy when I played it with my cousins.


“His portrait,” I said. “I see it every time I visit my grandmother.”


“Of course.” Kathe nodded. “You have so much art in the Empire. I admit I’m jealous. Very well, my turn.”


He reached out and snagged a little cake from a passing tray without looking; the server, who hadn’t seen him, jumped in surprise and scuttled off through the crowd, eyes wide. It seemed word had passed among the servants about the Witch Lord.


If Kathe noticed, he didn’t care. “Let’s see,” he said. “Here you go: I don’t hold grudges. I take care of my own.”


He popped the cake in his mouth and waited, eyes sparkling, for my response.


I gave it more thought this time. The Raverran assumption was that Witch Lords cared for no one and abused their own people. That was certainly true of Ruven, the only other Vaskandran royalty I knew. And Kathe seemed too impulsive to nurse a steady grudge. But the way he’d spoken about the Lady of Thorns suggested bad blood between them and a certain intensity lurked in the shadows of his eyes, belying his light tone and casual stance.


“I think you do hold grudges,” I said.


He chuckled. “All crows do. Well done. Your turn.”


I tried to focus, over the laughter and chatter and music around me. The lady with the finches in her hair passed by, coiffure twittering; on the dance floor, I spied Zaira dancing a gavotte with a young baron.


This game mattered. If I lost Kathe’s interest, I might lose his alliance. But everything I could think of was either too boring (I prefer Muscati’s theories of artifice to Da Bardi’s; I like coffee) or too easy to guess (I’ve killed a man with my hands; I’ve killed a man with a word). It was hard to think with him watching me, the corner of his mouth crooked with amusement.


There was one interesting detail about me he might not guess, but it risked revealing a secret. He might be my ally for now, but I had no desire for him to know my greatest weakness.


He raised an eyebrow. “Well?”


One thing was already clear. With Kathe, if I played it safe, I lost the game.


“I was poisoned earlier tonight,” I said. “There’s poison in my veins right now.”


He lifted his eyebrows. “You lead a dramatic life, I see.”


“The Serene City is many things, but never dull. Do you have a guess?”


He tilted his head. “You were poisoned, but got a cure. The second statement is the lie.”


“No.”


He blinked. “No?”


“You guessed wrong.” I licked my dry lips. “Your turn.”


Kathe straightened from his casual slouch against the pillar, a puzzled frown pinching his brows, as if I were a strange new creature and he couldn’t decide whether I might be dangerous or perhaps edible. “Curious,” he said. “I don’t suppose you’re going to explain.”


“You will note that I chose to avoid that requirement.”


“All right, then.” Mischief kindled in his face. “My turn, indeed.”


He leaned in close, until his lips were near my ear. I could feel that wild energy in him, charging the air between us.


“I know about a dangerous legacy you don’t realize you’ve inherited,” he whispered. “I have no hidden motive in courting you.”


All my words withered on my tongue. I stared at him, struck silent.


He straightened and laced his hands behind his head, mussing his black-tipped hair. “Too easy, I know. I can see in your face you’ve guessed right.” He sighed dramatically. “I’ll have to concede this round.”


“What?!” The word burst out before I could stop it, borne on a wave of outrage. How could he stop there, dangling that kind of knowledge in front of me and then withholding it?


But I knew exactly how. He was good at this, damn him. Now I burned to discover what he knew, and what he was up to.


I tried to rein my expression back under control, but I could tell by his damnable grin that he’d seen how he’d gotten to me.


“Conceding, truly?” I asked. “Surely you can’t admit defeat so easily.”


“I can when I’ve met my match.”


Hells. He hadn’t lost, and he knew it. He’d angled his cards to show me his winning hand and then declined to play it down. “You are a maddening individual, Lord Kathe.”


He bowed modestly. “Thank you, my lady. One does one’s best.”


As he straightened, his eyes went past my shoulder and his smile widened. “Ah! La Contessa Lissandra Cornaro.”


I whirled, my heart spasming as if it might burst. Sure enough, my mother stood there, resplendent in an amber gown worked with subtle embroidery to turn the skirts into a stylized map of the Serene Empire. Her auburn hair cascaded artfully over one shoulder, secured with an elegant golden comb that wrapped a tiny globe in jeweled artifice wirework. Her calculating gaze took us both in as she dipped a brief but gracious curtsy to Kathe, which was more than she afforded most royalty.


“Lord Kathe, of the Domain of Let. I’m pleased to see you honor Raverra with such a rare visit.”


He returned a cocky bow. “The honor is mine. Thank you for inviting me to this most entertaining occasion. I nearly didn’t come, but now I’m so glad I did.”


I stared at my mother. She had invited him? Good Graces. I’d taken a blind leap into the middle of one of her schemes. I could only hope I hadn’t done too much damage.


“I hear,” my mother said with a sharp-edged smile, “you’re courting my daughter.”


Of course she knew already. Graces preserve me. I bit my lip to keep from blurting excuses for not consulting her first.


“It’s true.” Kathe spread his hands, as if it were a great wonder how this could have occurred. “Impulsive, I know, but think of the possibilities! Do we have your permission?”


La Contessa held his gaze a long moment, unflinching despite his mage mark. At last, she said, “Amalia is a Cornaro. She makes her own decisions and does not require my permission. But I’m delighted our family will have the chance to cooperate with you—and I assure you, we make formidable allies.”


The steely note in her voice made clear the unspoken corollary that she also made a formidable enemy. Somehow, the knowledge that my mother would implicitly threaten a Witch Lord for me warmed my heart.
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