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“You get the others to safety,” I urged her. Whatever I had to say to get her out of danger. “Grandmother won’t hurt me. Please.”


The chimera threw back its head as if it were in pain. A strange sound came from its throat, twisted and almost unrecognizable, starting as a gurgle and turning into something closer to a bark.


Laughter.


“Won’t I, Ryx?” it hissed.


A chill walked down my spine. The battle chimeras weren’t intelligent; their throats weren’t formed for speech. The Lady of Owls must have seized control of this one from afar and shaped its tongue to suit her needs.


“Grandmother?” I whispered.


The beast leveled the flat green glow of its stare at me, reflecting the distant light seeping through the trees from the bridge.


“I told you not to come home,” it said, in a voice scraped up from deep in its animal chest.


Grief and anger stung my eyes. “Don’t worry. I’ll be leaving in a moment.”


“Start backing away,” my mother whispered. She took a smooth and careful step back herself, sword still pointed at the chimera’s eye.


I tried to follow her, but something caught my ankle. I glanced down in alarm to find a root crooked up from the earth and around my boot, winding tighter like a snake with prey in its coils.


My heartbeat lurched faster. She was taking this personally. I was in trouble.
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In memory of Freya


The goodest girl, best doggo


Made of love and butter


And Ninja


Soft as a cloud, sharper than starlight


Ever a mama’s girl, sometimes a diva, always a lady
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Nine I name the darkest powers:


One for Hunger, who devours.


Two for Discord, sowing strife.


Three’s Corruption, twisting life.


Four’s Disaster, fire and flood.


Five for Carnage, steeped in blood.


Six is Madness, minds laid bare.


Seven’s cold and bleak Despair.


Eight for Nightmare, dreaming dread;


Nine is Death, and now you’re dead.
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Anything coming to kill us yet?”


Ashe tossed the question to me from her perch on a low stone column at the near end of the bridge. The cold light of the luminaries caught sparks in her eyes.


I shook my head, lips pressed together.


“Only because it’s been two hours, and my rear is freezing off.”


I tore my eyes away from the rough black edge of forest beyond the bridge. “Do you want to go up to the castle and get a coat?”


Ashe shrugged. “I hate fighting in a coat.”


“I’m really hoping there won’t be any fighting.”


Ashe gave the restless, hissing trees on the far side of the bridge a dubious glance. “You go on hoping.”


I couldn’t blame her for being skeptical. The wind shook whispers and creaks from the night-hoarding boughs, a language I could almost understand. The tops of the pines swayed, seeming ready to march toward us with slow arboreal menace.


They might do exactly that, if my grandmother got angry enough.


I didn’t feel anger surging through the link that bound us, or much of anything for that matter. My grandmother kept herself remote these days—for which I should be thankful, given circumstances. Instead it worried at my mind like an itch, not knowing what she was up to.


“This isn’t like her,” I muttered. “We always welcomed trade and visitors from the Empire.” I’d built an entire diplomatic strategy on it. Now my grandmother was driving imperial citizens from her domain, and I had to watch all my work crumble with each frightened refugee crossing the border.


Ashe didn’t answer. Either she hadn’t heard me, or she didn’t feel the need to point out the obvious: my grandmother had a reason for not acting like herself.


We stood on the imperial side of the graceful stone bridge the Serene Empire had built across the river, with its carvings of fruitful vines and twin lines of bright luminaries on tall poles. Well-laid paving stones continued the road behind us as it wound off through the hills into the Empire, a branch climbing to Castle Ilseine above us. On the far side, beyond the pooling brilliance of the luminaries, a rocky dirt road passed between two rough and ancient boundary stones into the darkness of the forest and vanished.


Home. I was close enough to feel it, through my magical link to the land of Morgrain: the life running strong through the pine-scented shadows, the birds sleeping in the boughs, the tiny creatures crawling in the earth.


It would be so easy to cross the bridge, to pass between the stones, to enter the forest. Every piece of me yearned to take that first step forward, to plunge back into Morgrain as if I were returning to my grandmother’s welcoming arms. Even if what I was feeling from the land didn’t exactly qualify as welcome. Slitted eyes watched us from the darkness, and behind sharp fangs rumbled a growl too low for human ears to hear—the same song the trees whispered, the words resonating in the earth: You can’t go home.


“Hey,” Ashe said, her voice low and rough. “Don’t do it. She kicked you out, remember?”


“How could you tell I was thinking about it?” I asked ruefully.


“You had this glazed look.” She lifted her head, keen as a dog pricking its ears at distant voices. “Wind makes it hard to hear if they’re coming. You sure you can’t feel anything?”


“Maybe if I were closer.”


Ashe knew as well as I did that we were supposed to stay on this side of the bridge. The last thing the Empire wanted to do right now was rile up the living border to wrath by a perceived display of aggression. She chewed her cheek a moment, thinking.


At last, she let out a puff of breath. “All right. I hate standing in the light anyway. Makes us a target.”


We crossed the bridge, pacing its stones between overlapping pools of light as the river rushed in darkness beneath us. There was no point trying to be stealthy in our approach; my grandmother could sense my presence. As both a demon and a Witch Lord, she could kill us in the blink of an eye if she chose.


Once, I would have said she’d never do that. Now, I couldn’t be sure, and that uncertainty was like a ragged hole that let the bitter wind in through a favorite old coat.


“You realize they could all be dead,” Ashe said conversationally. “We could be waiting here for nothing while the wolves eat them.”


“The last batch of refugees made it through all right,” I pointed out.


Ashe snorted. “Bit scratched and dented, and that was without an ominous warning first.”


The warning was why we were here. My mother’s note—just a scrap of paper, a torn-off corner dropped in my lap by a sparrow this afternoon—had said simply, Expect trouble. So we’d come down to watch at the bridge instead of waiting for the refugees in the warm castle. Ashe because she was adept at trouble herself, and me to try to pacify my grandmother if necessary. The rest of the Rookery were stuck in a meeting consulting with the imperial Falcons on potential anti-demon enchantments; there’d been a lot of those lately, peppered between outings to investigate fruitless tips on the location of the Demon of Hunger and the occasional quick jaunt to deal with an alchemical accident or a forgotten artifice trap leftover from centuries-old border wars.


“I just hope we’re enough,” I muttered.


“If we’re not, then numbers wouldn’t matter anyway.”


She had a point. If my grandmother truly wanted to kill the fleeing imperials, they’d already be dead.


Ashe fell a step or two behind me as I passed beyond the light of the bridge and crossed the brief open expanse of weedy grass to the looming edge of the forest. The boundary stones stood so close I could almost touch them, vibrant with power, marked with my grandmother’s blood to close the circle of her grasp around Morgrain. The forest exhaled its soft breath over me, scented with pine and decaying leaves and the soft musk of living things. I closed my eyes and breathed it in, almost weak with longing.


Something was coming.


A shiver of anticipation ran through the forest at the very edge of my senses. The trees rustled as if the wind surged, but the air lay still. An owl stretched its wings, staring down the road; small creatures woke from sleep and lifted wary heads to blink around them.


“Here they come,” I whispered.


Ashe rolled her neck. “Time to find out if this is going to be a mortal danger sort of evening, or a drinks by the fire sort of evening.”


Far down the road, someone cried out in fear.


“Sounds like mortal danger,” I replied, my pulse quickening.


“No reason it can’t be both.”


Travelers should be safe on the road. The Conclave of Witch Lords had decreed the trade roads neutral territory and prohibited assaulting those who stayed on the path; it was one of Vaskandar’s oldest and most important rules. But those rules got bent or broken sometimes even under normal circumstances—and since she had merged with the Demon of Discord, we had no reason to expect my grandmother would hold much respect for them.


Another shriek sounded from the forest, rising with the sharp edge of terror in the darkness. An encouraging voice shouted “We’re almost there! Hurry!” in response.


A voice I recognized. Sweet Grace of Mercy.


“I’m going in,” I snapped to Ashe, throwing myself into a heart-lurching run without waiting for a response.


“What? Wait, Ryx, don’t—”


“That’s my mother!”


I plunged between the boundary stones, caution forgotten. Morgrain unfolded around me at once, painting my senses with a thousand colors of life.


The packed dirt beneath my pounding feet resonated at my touch, watered with the blood of my ancestors, linked to my very soul. The trees had known me before I was born; the creatures that prowled the darkness were my brothers and sisters by the bonds of magic, bound inextricably to my family line, part of the great web of life that ran through Morgrain like the blood in my grandmother’s veins—and in mine.


For as long as I could remember, I’d lived with the comfort of knowing in my bones that every living thing in Morgrain would protect me. That everything from the smallest insect to the most towering tree was my ally, my friend.


Now something was different, colder, darker, wrong.


No, Ryx. You can’t come home.


I pelted down the road in the moonlight-mottled darkness, breath seizing in my chest, following the sound of running feet and crying voices and chiming steel. Branches leaned down over the road, reaching for me. Twigs caught at my hair, and I had to leap over a root that buckled up from the earth to grab me.


My domain had turned against me. It hurt as if a member of my own family had stabbed me in the back. Curse it, Grandmother.


A handful of figures approached on the road ahead, three of them running and stumbling toward me, at least one clutching an injury. The fourth stood with her back to me, grounded in a graceful fencer’s stance, the thin silver gleam of her blade leveled at a hulking, green-eyed shadow in the road before her.


My mother, facing down one of our battle chimeras by herself.


I threw a breathless “Keep going, the border’s just ahead” at the fleeing people and passed them by without another glance; Ashe would ensure they made it. Heart pounding, I skidded to a halt beside my mother.


A shaft of moonlight fell full on her through the trees, catching the jeweled pins that held up her rippling black hair and the elegant swept coils of her rapier guard. Her vestcoat barely nodded at Vaskandran style, with a fitted Raverran bodice, fine Raverran brocade, and a fullness of fabric sweeping behind her that made the skirt look more like the back half of a gown than the bottom half of a coat. Her stance was pure poise and control, as always, and she regarded the battle chimera crouched before her as if it were some churl who had rudely interrupted a private conversation.


She didn’t seem injured, thank the Graces. The battle chimera growled low in its throat, hackles up, teeth showing in a snarl; it had the bulk of a bear and the face of a wolf, with patches of scaly armor on its sides. A couple dozen of them always patrolled the border, but they normally had strict orders to never so much as come in sight of the road.


“Ryx,” my mother greeted me, without taking her eyes off the chimera. “Good to see you.”


I couldn’t keep my own voice nearly so level and calm. “Mamma, get out of here. I’ll hold it off.”


“We’ll hold it off together.”


“You get the others to safety,” I urged her. Whatever I had to say to get her out of danger. “Grandmother won’t hurt me. Please.”


The chimera threw back its head as if it were in pain. A strange sound came from its throat, twisted and almost unrecognizable, starting as a gurgle and turning into something closer to a bark.


Laughter.


“Won’t I, Ryx?” it hissed.


A chill walked down my spine. The battle chimeras weren’t intelligent; their throats weren’t formed for speech. The Lady of Owls must have seized control of this one from afar and shaped its tongue to suit her needs.


“Grandmother?” I whispered.


The beast leveled the flat green glow of its stare at me, reflecting the distant light seeping through the trees from the bridge.


“I told you not to come home,” it said, in a voice scraped up from deep in its animal chest.


Grief and anger stung my eyes. “Don’t worry. I’ll be leaving in a moment.”


“Start backing away,” my mother whispered. She took a smooth and careful step back herself, sword still pointed at the chimera’s eye.


I tried to follow her, but something caught my ankle. I glanced down in alarm to find a root crooked up from the earth and around my boot, winding tighter like a snake with prey in its coils.


My heartbeat lurched faster. She was taking this personally. I was in trouble.


That horrid chuckle rumbled up from the beast’s belly again. “I didn’t warn you to stay away because I wanted you gone, Ryx. I warned you not to return to Morgrain because I knew that if you did, I wouldn’t let you leave.”


The root coiled up my leg; a second one wrapped my other calf. Oh, holy Hells. I managed to wrench that foot out of my boot, leaving it prisoned and empty on the road, but my trapped leg wouldn’t come free.


My mother stepped up by my side again. “You’ve made your point, Most Exalted. Let her go.”


This was no good. I had to get my mother out of here. “Ashe?” I called over my shoulder.


“All clear!” Ashe’s voice floated distantly through the trees. “Got them past the border. You can come back now!”


“I’d love to!” This time, I couldn’t keep the edge of panic from my voice.


The chimera paced closer, until its hot breath warmed my face and its fierce eyes stared directly into mine. “I’ve missed you, Ryx. Time to come home.”


A hard lump formed in my throat, and I stopped struggling to get free. I could almost hear my grandmother’s resonant voice below the chimera’s growling one, almost see the orange rings of her mage mark gleaming in the chimera’s eyes.


“I miss you, too,” I said hoarsely. “But last time I was home, you wanted to half kill me to see if it would get me to release my power. So forgive me if I’m reluctant to return to Gloamingard.”


The chimera’s lips drew back from its knife-sharp teeth in a wicked grin. “Oh, you don’t have to come to Gloamingard for that. I can do it right here.”


The chimera’s grin widened to a snarl, fangs bared, and its shoulders bunched to spring. A white-hot lance of fear ran through me. “Wait, don’t—”


A hiss of steel sliced the air, and the chimera’s head fell with a heavy thunk at my feet.


I couldn’t suppress a yelp. My mother stared in shock, frozen halfway through a lunge; she wasn’t the one who had killed it.


Ashe straightened from her landing crouch, magical energy crackling up her sword from the wire-wrapped orb at the pommel. She might as well have dropped from the sky. Her spiky near-white hair was even more disheveled than usual, and her eyes shone with intense focus.


“We need to run, now,” she said, as the chimera’s body toppled to the ground.


Before I could protest, her sword whipped around in a low, clean arc, slicing through the root that wrapped my leg. Its edge sizzled with magic. I shook the severed wood off, fear rising as the trees thrashed into life and angry animal cries rose up from the forest around us.


“Wise woman,” my mother agreed. The three of us sprinted as fast as we could for the border.


Branches reached for us; wings beat at the air. My atheling’s senses swarmed with all the life converging on us, roused at my grandmother’s command. The air came into my lungs sharp as a knife, and the rough road jabbed at my bootless foot with each uneven step. Ashe paced me easily, slashing at anything that got too close; my mother kept up well enough, her long-skirted coat flowing behind her.


It was only a short dash to the border, and we dove between the boundary stones in a matter of seconds. The lights of the bridge blazed in our eyes.


The open ground felt dead beneath my feet again. The loss of that connection hit me like stepping into cold water.


I collapsed to my knees on the stony road, gasping. Ashe continued toward a cluster of people waiting nervously on the far side of the bridge, huddled together with fear—the refugees my mother had brought to safety, in person this time.


She could have told me she was coming herself.


“Ryx. Are you all right?” My mother hovered over me, not quite touching.


Expect trouble, she’d said. She was trouble, all right. I laughed, breathless. “I’m fine. Mamma, I know you like dramatic entrances, but this is too much.”


She smiled, a strange hesitancy in her eyes, her hands caught empty halfway through some gesture I didn’t recognize. “Are you . . . That is, can I . . .”


A hug. She was offering me a hug.


My chest constricted. I held up my wrist; the golden jess encircling it shone in the lamplight.


“It’s safe,” I said, my voice ragged with emotion.


My mother let out a low cry. For the first time since I was two years old, she threw her arms around me.


I knew her scent so well, from years of being wrapped in her scarf in place of her arms. But this—this warmth, this closeness—this was new. Hells, what I wouldn’t have given for this when I was small and afraid and just beginning to learn all the ways I could ruin the world around me, all the lonely consequences of a killing touch.


I hugged her back, fiercely, and buried my face in her shoulder to hide my stinging eyes.


“I’m so glad you came,” I muttered into the fine brocade of her collar. Her enfolding warmth promised I could let go of everything I held clenched in my middle, all the worry and responsibility and fear, and surrender it trustingly to her supporting embrace, like I dimly remembered doing when I was very, very small.


But that was a luxury of innocence, and one I’d lost long ago.


I drew in a deep, perfume-laden breath. “We have work to do.”
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I keep thinking I’m going to die.” My mother laughed at herself, letting go of another quick hug and settling beside me on the velvet-cushioned sofa we shared in the sumptuously furnished Rookery sitting room. She seemed entirely at home among its brocade curtains and glittering luminary crystals, in a way I couldn’t be—this place was too formal, too imperial, too unlike Gloamingard’s ancient gloomy halls. “It’s hard to break almost two decades of instincts.”


I could feel those instincts in the tension that pulled her muscles taut beside me. It might have been nice to pretend it was left over from our brush with the chimera, but I knew better. It had always been a simple fact of my life that my mother was afraid of me, and for good reason.


“I’m glad you’re all right. I was worried, after your note.” Expect trouble. It summed up my mental state for the past few weeks rather nicely. The familiar knot in my gut tightened, an anxious snarl of everyone and everything I loved that I’d had to leave behind in Morgrain under a demon’s power.


“Yes, sorry if that was a bit dramatic. I was short on time and paper.” She scooped up her wineglass for a quick sip, as if gathering strength. “And we’ve had . . . communication problems.”





“What kind of problems?” I asked, wary.


She grimaced. “As it turns out, when your primary method of sending messages is via bird, and all living creatures in the domain bow to the authority of the Witch Lord, there’s no such thing as a secret plan. Every bird we sent trying to organize a coup stopped at Gloamingard on the way.”


My chest tightened. I’d put my frail hopes and no small amount of organizational effort into the family attempt to usurp my grandmother’s power; the implications of its failure were dire.


“Is Da all right?” Surely she would have mentioned it first if he weren’t. “And the others? Did she—is she angry?”


“Oh, everyone’s fine.” My mother sighed, with a note of frustration. “She doesn’t need to hurt us. She froze us in place for an hour to make it clear how disappointed she was. Every single one of us who’d started to put the plan into action, scattered across the domain.” She fluttered her free hand distastefully, as if my grandmother’s magic were clinging cobwebs she could shake off. “I’d hoped she couldn’t control me, but alas, I’ve lived in Morgrain long enough to be part of it. I had the most terrible itch on my nose that I couldn’t scratch. No, we can’t challenge her from within Morgrain, I’m afraid. Much as I hate to say it, we’re going to need outside help.”


My heart sank as if I’d dropped it into a murky pond. “No one is going to help Morgrain.”


Her sculpted brows drew together. “Surely the Empire—”


“They’re moving Falcons and weapons to the border.” I hated the words as they crossed my tongue, bitter and hard in their truth. “They’re trying to hide it from me, but I’ve seen and heard enough. The Serene Empire isn’t preparing to help us. It’s preparing to attack.”


“I see.” My mother took another long sip of her wine. “That’s . . . unfortunate.”


I didn’t mention what else I’d learned, something that set my stomach to churning with anger: the Serene Empire had dispatched assassins to kill my grandmother with a powerful magical trap. She’d sent what was left of them back to Raverra in a small box via Imperial Post.


“So it’s just me, then,” I muttered, half to myself.


It was a grim realization—not even my family could help me. I had no retainers, no soldiers, no mages, no chimeras at my command. I was one person, my magic sealed and useless, without any exceptional skills or strength that might let me protect an entire domain by myself. Even the Rookery couldn’t help; their job was to find a way to defeat my grandmother.


I’d better come up with a damned good plan.


“You don’t need to take it all on yourself, Ryx,” my mother said softly. She clasped my hand, a deliberate gesture she visibly steeled herself to make. Her hand was warm and unfamiliar; I’d never learned the shape of it.


She frowned suddenly and flipped mine over, tracing a gentle finger across my palm. “Blisters? You have been hard on yourself! Where’d you get these?”


It was difficult not to pull away. “Sparring. Ashe has been teaching me to be a bit better with a rapier, so I’ll have a way to defend myself with my power sealed.”


“Good,” my mother approved. “It always irked me that I couldn’t teach you more myself, but there’s only so much you can do without risking physical contact.”


I curled my hand closed. “Forget about my blisters. Have you seen Grandmother? How . . . how is she?” Is she herself, or has she become utterly a demon?


“She’s not seeing anyone but Odan. She’s locked up in Gloamingard, and he comes out to meet people at the gates and pass along her words.” My mother let out an exasperated sigh. “Your father went to see her, of course. The man is stubborn as an ox, but she wouldn’t come out.”


“She must be so lonely,” I murmured, despite myself. “With only Odan in the castle, and the whole world turned against her.”


I knew worrying about my grandmother was ridiculous; as a Witch Lord, she’d been nigh invulnerable even before the Demon of Discord fused with her spirit. And yet I still thought of her as the fierce-eyed woman who brought me lavender tea when I had nightmares, who shrugged it off with a laugh when I broke things, who stroked my hair and held me when I sobbed as a child over whatever poor soul I’d nearly killed this time. As a human, who needed human things.


My mother lifted incredulous eyebrows. “The Lady of Owls is stronger than the mountains. She’s fine.”


“How is Odan then, living alone in the castle with a demon? Have you heard anything about anyone else from Gloamingard? Gaven or Jannah or—”


The door banged open. I whirled in my seat as Ardith of Kar sauntered into the room, hands stuffed into the pockets of their vestcoat of butter-soft russet leather, grin plastered across their face.


“Evening, Valeria, Ryx. Heard you were talking politics without me, after I came all the way here from Kar.”


I narrowed my eyes. “You were eavesdropping, you mean. Otherwise how could you know we weren’t having a tender family reunion?”


“Oh, please. Valeria’s Raverran. Family reunions are politics.” They nodded graciously to my mother. “Good to see you, by the way.”


My mother rose and curtsied. “Always a pleasure, Honored Ardith.”


“Same, same.” They turned back to me. “And of course I was eavesdropping. My father would be disappointed with me if I didn’t.”


“Ardith arrived here yesterday to consult with the Rookery about Grandmother on the Fox Lord’s behalf,” I told my mother, “since apparently we’re the global experts on demons right now.”


My mother blinked. “I suppose you are. How odd.”


“About that.” Ardith cocked a ginger eyebrow at her. “I don’t suppose you’ve come with any handy secret news about what the Lady of Owls will do next? The leaders of Eruvia are all peeing themselves wondering.”


“They’ll need to change their breeches and get on with it, I’m afraid,” my mother said. “Though I can tell you she’s much less likely to take steps they won’t like if they stop antagonizing her.”


“Bunch of twits, playing poke the bear in the eye.” Ardith shook their head.


“I’m glad your father has more sense, at least.” My mother inclined her head to Ardith. “The Fox Lord has been entirely civil. Acting as if nothing is wrong is the best strategy right now.”


“No sense picking a fight with an actual demon if you’re not ready for it,” Ardith agreed. “Speaking of which, I have a question for you. My father may have some friends who want to call a Conclave, to figure out what to do about this whole demon situation.”


“I’m surprised they haven’t already,” I said, my gut tightening at the thought. It was bound to be bad news for Morgrain—I had trouble envisioning any scenario where the Witch Lords didn’t unite against the demon in their midst.


“Yes, well, there’s one little issue.” Ardith grimaced. “The Lady of Owls is a Witch Lord. So either they invite her to the Conclave—literally inviting the Demon of Discord to a diplomatic meeting, which is proverbially a bad idea if kind of a neat trick—or they fail to invite her. Which is also, the stories tell us, a spectacularly bad plan.”


They had a point. I thought it over, playing out one scenario after another in my mind; none of them ended well.


“If she’s not invited, she’s going to show up anyway,” I concluded.


“Ah.” Ardith rubbed the back of their head. “That was my question. Well. That’s awkward.”


My mother frowned. “Between this and the chaos in the Serene City, it’ll be rather hard for Eruvia to muster any kind of coordinated response to the demons.”


Uneasy suspicions churned into motion in my mind. “What chaos in Raverra?”


“Apparently when your Rookery reported that the Demon of Hunger had allied with the Zenith Society, it set off something of a . . . scuffle.” She eyed her mostly empty wineglass as if considering whether to refill it. “To make a complex situation simple, the Council is trying to thoroughly purge Zenith Society members from the government—but as they’d worked their way into a lot of high positions, it’s rather a mess. There’s blood on the floor.”


“If Raverra’s distracted cleaning its own house, maybe that’ll buy Morgrain some time,” I said grimly. And then I heard my own words, and swore.


Ardith and my mother looked at me. “What?”


“Chaos in Raverra.” I waved a hand northward. “Uncertainty blocking the Conclave from coming together. You might even call it discord.”


Ardith whistled. “You think she’s doing this on purpose somehow, to keep the wolves away from Morgrain?”


“I suppose it’s arguably kinder than murdering them all,” my mother murmured.


My fingers flicked out instinctively from my chest in the warding sign. “Avert.”


Ardith turned to me. “Right, that reminds me! Speaking of things that might make your grandmother kill us all, what’s this I accidentally heard through your super thin door—should get that looked at, by the way—about the Empire moving Falcons and such to the Vaskandran border? Seems less than neighborly.”


“Are you asking as a random gossip, or as your father’s emissary?” I countered.


Ardith made a flourishing gesture. “I’ll have you know that over my strenuous protestations, I’ve been promoted to an emissary not only of my father, but of a certain unofficial association of which he’s a member. Or would be, if they existed, which they don’t.”


“The same international one that’s behind the Rookery?” I guessed.


“Maybe. Perhaps. Who can say? I’m terribly mysterious.” Ardith plucked a pastry off a plate Kessa had left out for my mother. “So spill, Ryx. What’s the Empire up to?”


My mother watched me over the rim of her wineglass with interest. She could hardly urge me to reveal potential imperial secrets given her long years of service to the Serene Empire, but her eyes did it for her.


“I don’t know as much as I wish I did.” That was an understatement. The sheer frustration of no longer being at the epicenter of information was enough to turn my shoulders into a mass of knots. “Oddly enough, they don’t want an atheling of Morgrain in meetings about preparations for an attack on the domain. But I can tell you there’s an imperial emissary visiting tonight to talk to Foxglove about a secret weapon of some kind.”


My mother lifted an eyebrow. “That doesn’t sound like something they’d casually mention to the Warden of Gloamingard.”


“They didn’t,” I admitted. “I overheard an officer setting up the consultation with Foxglove.”


“Hmm.” Ardith swallowed a chunk of pastry and licked their lips. “Has this remarkably informative consultation occurred yet? Do you know where they’re doing it? Does that room also have thin doors?”


“I can’t eavesdrop on Foxglove,” I objected. “Tempting though it might be, I’m still trying to build trust with the Rookery.”


Ardith waved an airy hand. “Yes, yes. And the Rookery works for the Crow Lord—”


“They report to the Crow Lord and Lady Cornaro, which is hardly the same thing.”


“And the Crow Lord practically sent me here himself.” Ardith shrugged off any further concerns I might harbor. “We’re just sparing Foxglove the trouble of reporting the conversation.”


“I don’t think that’s how this works,” I said.


“It works how we make it work.” Ardith lifted a finger. “Besides, you want to protect Morgrain, right? You’re an atheling, and this is a threat to your domain. You have to know about it. It’s your duty.”


Ardith wasn’t wrong, despite their flippant tone. I liked Foxglove and the Rookery; they were friends and comrades. But I’d told them from the beginning that my domain would always be my first priority.


“Fine,” I said. “It’s later this evening, in Foxglove’s office. Meet me in half an hour, and we’ll do this.”
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“Well, this is awkward,” Ardith muttered.


I stared in disbelief at the supply closet that shared a back wall with Foxglove’s office, where we’d intended to hide and eavesdrop. Or rather, I stared at the closet’s current unexpected occupant.


The Exalted Atheling Severin of Alevar, heir to the Shrike Lord, attempted to look regal as he glared at us from between shelves stacked with spare linens and a bucket full of mops. He almost managed it, but the sheer absurdity of the situation was too great for even his impeccable tailoring and aura of power to overcome.


“What are you doing here?” I demanded.


“The same thing you are, I imagine. I heard that officer talk to Foxglove, too.” The look he slid toward Ardith, who hadn’t been there, suggested doubts as to my judgment in bringing them in. “I’m not enamored of the idea of the Empire pointing weapons at Vaskandar, either.”


“Well, budge over before someone sees us,” Ardith hissed, making shooing motions as if Severin were an annoying insect instead of a royal mage. “Ryx, squeeze in. He’ll murder me if I stand next to him.”


Every muscle in my body went rigid. Years of drilled-in instincts screamed that sharing such a small space with others would be fatal. But Ardith was right; we couldn’t be seen. I held my breath and stepped into the closet with Severin, who pressed back against the linen shelf to make room for me, scowling. Ardith hustled in behind me and closed the door, plunging us into near darkness.


Severin’s warmth pressed against me on one side, Ardith’s on the other. Ardith’s lean body practically buzzed with barely suppressed energy, while Severin stood stiff and still as if pretending to be a statue might spare him from the indignity of being crammed in with us. Every inch of my body strove desperately not to touch anyone and failed.


“Please take a moment to marvel at my restraint in not making an inappropriate joke,” Ardith whispered. “I’ve thought of half a dozen already.”


“We appreciate your sacrifice,” Severin said.


For the next several minutes, only the sound of our breathing filled the dark, stuffy space. My nerves screamed at how close Severin and Ardith were; I almost wanted to lean into one of them just to prove to my ragged instincts that I could, that the jess made all this panic unnecessary. Preferably Severin.


Two sets of footfalls sounded in the hallway; an impossibly loud silence filled our hiding place as we all went absolutely still. Foxglove’s voice, low and controlled, sounded over the latch as he unlocked his office door.


“I’m surprised Lady Cornaro sent you instead of discussing this over the courier lamps.”


A fluid tenor responded, “Some matters require a delicacy best not disturbed by lamp clerks.”


I pressed my ear to the cold boards of the wall, aware of Severin’s face inches from mine in the darkness as he did the same.


“Fine.” Foxglove’s voice grew muffled as they passed into the room, but I could still make out most of his words. “I’m also surprised that Lady Cornaro would ask my counsel on a weapon. The Rookery is strictly forbidden from being used for military purposes.”


You tell him, Foxglove, I thought silently at him.


“That’s true.” The other man’s tone was respectful, almost deferential, but strength underlaid it like stones beneath water. “However, it is with regret and concern that I must admit the weapon is not currently under control of the imperial military.”


I had to stop my breath from hissing between my teeth. The only thing worse than a dangerous magical artifact in the hands of the Serene Empire was a dangerous magical artifact on the loose somewhere.


A long moment of silence suggested Foxglove was chewing that over. At last, he said, “Tell me, Gaetano.”


“The artifact in question was considered a failed experiment,” Gaetano said, his voice calm and collected. “But one with enough potential for destruction that it was kept under high security in the imperial arsenal vault.”


“I know about that vault.” A soft impact reverberated against the wall by my ear, as if Foxglove had just leaned against it. “I wouldn’t want to have to try to crack its wards, and I’ve taken down a few in my career. What happened?”


“Perhaps you are aware of the . . .” Gaetano paused, holding the space for his next word open while he considered precisely which one to drop into it. “ . . .disturbance in Raverra, over the Zenith Society and their alliance with the Demon of Hunger?”


Ardith poked me, as if somehow I might have forgotten Aurelio, my cursed wretch of a former friend, and the terrible ways he’d betrayed me to become Hunger’s host. I clenched my teeth until my jaw hurt and missed Foxglove’s response.


“Precisely,” Gaetano said. “The Council and the doge are arresting everyone who might remotely be involved. Unfortunately, some of them fled before they could be caught, and a few of those were highly placed. They didn’t have time to do much on their way out, but one of them abused their access to the arsenal vault to steal this artifact, and managed to hand it off to an accomplice before they were arrested. Lady Cornaro is hoping that with your expertise in dangerous devices, experimental magic, and the Zenith Society, the Rookery might be uniquely suited to help us understand what purpose they have in mind for it and how to stop them.”


I didn’t like the sound of this at all. The Zenith Society’s overarching goal was to obtain a military magical advantage over Vaskandar for the Serene Empire by any means, and I had little doubt which Vaskandran domain they considered the greatest threat right now. I pressed my palms against the smooth wood, wishing I could burst through it into the room and demand answers.


“Hard to say without seeing it.” Foxglove’s voice remained guarded. “Harder without knowing what it does.”


Paper rustled. “Lady Cornaro provided me with these sketches of it from imperial records—though they’re just drawings, not accurate schematics. My understanding is that it’s an artifice device developed as an experimental weapon against Witch Lords about a hundred years ago.”


Foxglove shifted off the wall; his next word was a muffled oath. “What the Hells is this? It’s like a plate of dropped spaghetti. The wirework is denser than I’ve ever seen, and it’s total chaos. Except for this part . . .” Foxglove paused. “This section looks like death magic. A killing enchantment that sends a pulse to stop a heart.”


“Yes,” Gaetano agreed softly. “Even the Master Artificer couldn’t fully understand the device, but from the creator’s notes, it seems the intent was to use it against a Witch Lord’s domain. To touch it to a boundary stone and send that killing pulse along the link that connects every living thing in a domain to its Witch Lord, like lightning through wire. Stripping the Witch Lord of their power by destroying all life in the domain.”


Beside me, Severin’s whole body tensed with rage; the same fury surged through my veins. I might be a destroyer of life, but I mourned every blade of grass that died beneath my feet. This was an abomination. Even the most cruel of the Witch Lords would never have contemplated such a thing.


“Setting aside the complete moral abhorrence of the idea,” Foxglove said, painstakingly neutral, “I don’t see how you’d power that. There’s a reason the Empire doesn’t use killing enchantments much in warfare; they’re inefficient. To kill every living creature in a domain, you’d need a chunk of obsidian the size of a continent.”


“Sixteen times the size of Eruvia, actually,” Gaetano corrected. “They did the calculations. It’s why the project was abandoned; it’s impossible.”


“But the Zenith Society stole this, of all the artifacts in the arsenal vault.”


“Yes. My lady wishes me to ask you how worried we should be.”


Foxglove grunted. “I’d need to see it. If they’ve figured out a way to make it work as designed? Very worried. But more likely they’re going to adapt it to take out a much smaller target.”


Pieces clicked together in my mind, and I barely swallowed an exclamation. I knew of one source of limitless energy the Zenith Society already wanted access to: the gate to the Nine Hells.


“Do you know where they took it?” Foxglove asked.


“Intelligence traced it as far as northern Loreice, where the accomplice joined a larger Zenith Society group moving in the direction of the Summer Palace,” Gaetano said. “We have reason to believe some of the fleeing Zenith Society members plan to seek refuge in the Loreician court, so they may be headed there.”


“Are you assigning this mission to the Rookery, then?” Foxglove asked. “Track down this weapon, get it back from the Zenith Society, and disable it?”


Gaetano was silent for a moment. When he spoke again, it was with slow care, as if the words he handled were dangerous. “There is a difficulty. The Rookery is an international organization.”


“I’d say this concerns Vaskandar as well as the Empire, given that it’s a weapon that only works on Witch Lord domains,” Foxglove pointed out.


“Lady Cornaro is only one of the Council of Nine. And the Council has forbidden sharing knowledge of this artifact with Vaskandar.”


This time, it was Severin whose jaw clamped down tight on an unvoiced curse. On my other side, Ardith jammed their hands into their pockets so hard I heard a seam tear.


I had no doubt they were thinking the same thing I was: there was one obvious reason the Empire wouldn’t want Vaskandar to know about the artifact.


“They’re still thinking about using it,” Foxglove concluded bluntly.


“I could not presume to guess the minds of the Council.” That was decidedly not a no. “But the Serene Empire is not requesting the Rookery’s direct aid with this matter at this time. Only for your personal consultation.”


“I see.” Foxglove fell silent; for a while, all we heard beyond the wall was the soft thud of his pacing. Finally, that too stopped. “Let me think on this.”


“Of course. I return to Raverra tomorrow morning, and I can communicate with my lady over the courier lamps in our private cipher in the meantime if you have any questions.”


“Thank you.”


Footsteps sounded, and Foxglove’s door opened and shut again. The three of us stared at each other, pressed together, whites of our eyes shining in what dim light trickled in from the hallway. Unspoken words hung between us, dire and urgent.


The door flew open, dazzling light pouring in on us. Foxglove stood there, taking us in unblinking.


“What in the Nine Hells do you think you’re doing?”
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There was a time I might have considered myself a diplomat, but explaining my presence in a closet with Ardith and Severin was beyond my skill.


Luckily, Ardith faced no such limitations. They grinned and sauntered out into the hallway as if this were the most natural situation in the world. “Exactly what you think we’re doing, most likely. Unless your mind’s more twisted than I expect, in which case please do share your ideas.”


Severin stepped out of the closet next, brushing cobwebs off his fine embroidered vestcoat. “There’s no need to speak of this. I think we’ll all be happier if we forget it ever happened.”


The few seconds of time they bought me were enough. Enough to move past my mortification at being caught. Enough for a great wave of anger to surge up at the thought of the Zenith Society having a weapon they might use to destroy all of Morgrain, and the Serene Empire prioritizing keeping the weapon over preventing atrocity. Hot words burned my tongue, but I forced them down, swallowing them like boiling tea. None of this was Foxglove’s fault; he didn’t deserve my wrath.


“Let’s drop the pretense.” I managed to sound far more confident than anyone standing in a closet had a right to be. I stepped out into the hall, catching and holding Foxglove’s dark eyes. “We heard everything you said. We know about this horrific artifact designed to murder thousands of innocent civilians and destroy the land itself.”


“Of course you do,” Foxglove said. “Did you think we didn’t know you were listening?”


The three of us stared at him, taken aback.


“Gaetano is Lady Cornaro’s personal aide.” Foxglove straightened his modest lace cuffs. “He’s highly trained and competent. He certainly has access to anti-eavesdropping devices and knows how and when to use them—as do I, for that matter. The only reason he wouldn’t use one would be if he were hoping to be overheard.”


Well. I quickly reframed the whole conversation in my head. “So Lady Cornaro can’t send us after the artifact, since the Council’s forbidden it. But she sent her aide to consult with you as a way of . . . what? Giving you the mission anyway in an underhanded fashion? Warning Vaskandar?”


“I’m certain she would never do any such thing,” Foxglove said. “Any more than I would contemplate undermining the trust the Serene Empire places in the Rookery by taking on a mission we are expressly forbidden.”


Ardith snorted. “Forbidden by Raverra. Let me go find a bird, and I can have orders from the Crow Lord to send you after that artifact within half a day.”


“That would cause conflict with the Empire and put Lady Cornaro in a difficult position,” Foxglove warned.


Severin slashed the air with his hand. “I don’t give a rat’s ear about the Empire or Lady Cornaro. We’re talking about a device designed to wipe out an entire domain.”


“If it worked,” Foxglove said. “Which it doesn’t.”


“But it could,” I said, the bleak possibility like an open pit at my feet. “The Hells contain limitless magical energy; demons must have tremendous power as well, given that nine of them were enough to plunge the entire continent into a dark age. And we know the Zenith Society is working with the Demon of Hunger.”


Ardith grimaced. “I don’t like it when you make sense, Ryx. Next time you have a really depressing theory, please make it less plausible.”


Foxglove rubbed his forehead. “We’d still need a mission to go after the weapon. If the Rookery tried to seize a secret war artifact on our own, we’d be disbanded for insubordination.”


“Let’s be clear,” Severin said. “I’m not part of the Rookery, and I’m not letting worries about your little band being broken up stop me from preventing a massive slaughter of my own people.” He gave a deliberately casual shrug. “If you can find some way to make it your mission as well, fine. I’m all for doing this without an international incident.”


“No reason not to try for both,” I agreed, before Foxglove could reply. The two of them stared at each other with the borderline hostility of a pair of cats who haven’t quite decided yet if they’re going to fight. “Here’s an idea. How about if instead of going after the artifact, we go after the Zenith Society?”


“Believe me, I’d love to.” Old grudges sharpened Foxglove’s voice. “But our mandate is to deal with dangerous magical problems, not arrest fugitive traitors. We don’t have the authority.”


“Oh, come on,” Ardith protested, “they’re the Dangerous Magical Problems club. Surely you can come up with an excuse.”


“Do we know why members of the Zenith Society are heading for the Loreician court?” I asked, looking for an angle. “They could probably hide better in a more low-profile place. What do they want in the Summer Palace?”


Foxglove frowned. “It’s the seat of government of one of the most powerful and independent client states of the Serene Empire—but also one that’s split by severe internal divisions. The Zenith Society could exploit those divisions to find backers in the court even if they’re on the run from the Empire, and Raverra would have a hard time coming after them without causing a major incident.”


“Politics are all very nice,” Severin said with a touch of acid, “but I find it far more worrisome that Loreice sits on the border with Vaskandar and bristles with every magical weapon and defense the Serene Empire can provide. If they mean to use this artifact against us, it’s the perfect place for them to launch their attack from.”


“That all makes sense, but it doesn’t give us an excuse to go there.” I chewed my lip. “What about Hunger? The Rookery has already been tasked with finding ways to deal with him, right?”


“Yes, and with demons in general,” Foxglove said slowly, “but I’m not sure how that helps us, when we have no reason to believe Hunger is at the Loreician court.”


“On the contrary.” I spread my hands. “Hunger is the Zenith Society’s most powerful ally; maybe they’re running to the Summer Palace because he’s already infiltrated it. We’ll never know if we don’t investigate.”


“That’s a stretch,” Ardith said admiringly, “but it’s a stretch we can work with. It’s a good enough excuse for my father and his friends, anyway.”


Foxglove rubbed his chin. “After that conversation with Gaetano, I suspect it’ll be good enough for Lady Cornaro, too.” A spark kindled in his eyes. “Very well, then. I have a hunch that the Rookery will have a new mission by morning.”
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In anticipation of our departure for the Summer Palace, the Rookery gathered for an impromptu late-night dinner party, prepared and hosted by Foxglove’s family.


I’d been surprised to learn Foxglove was part of a devoted triad with a married couple stationed at Castle Ilseine, Lia and Teodor—I’d imagined him as a kind of solitary driving force, existing for the Rookery alone. I couldn’t help watching their loving exchanges with a touch of wondering envy: the way Foxglove smiled, relaxed and free of all care, as he poured wine for Teodor, or the quick affectionate kisses he stole with Lia, familiar and comfortable with years of warmth behind them. The very idea of a healthy, complete, loving family existing at all seemed strange; my own family experience was made up of missing pieces and the sort of complex ties that hurt when they drew tight.


He was like a different person, all the shadows gone from his eyes and the tension from his spine. As if with them, he could put his burdens down.


I tore my eyes away from them and returned to the delicious lemon soup Teodor had made. I had enough going on in my own life right now without pining after someone else’s.


My mother sat down beside me, back from chatting with Teodor to see who they might both know from his time traveling the Empire as a senior logistics officer and hers in the Raverran foreign service. She flashed me a smile.


“They’re all lovely people, Ryx. I almost wish I wasn’t going back to Morgrain in the morning—but if I left your father for too long right now, he’d do something impulsive and stubborn and land himself in more trouble than he could handle.” She straightened suddenly, as if she’d remembered something. “Speaking of trouble! What’s this I hear about you courting the Shrike Lord’s heir?”


I nearly choked on a mouthful of soup at the sudden change of topic. Every vein in my face on fire, I forced myself not to glance at where Severin sat answering Bastian’s questions about Alevaran stories of the Dark Days. “We’re not courting! Where did you—”


“I have my sources.” She raised a sculpted eyebrow. “Not courting? Ah, wait, I see. Of course.” She nodded. “Courtship is an outdated custom of previous generations. These days the young folk just get to the kissing, without making a formal fuss about it first. I approve.”


“Mamma! We haven’t—That is, it’s only been three weeks since I got exiled by my demon grandmother, and kissing hasn’t precisely been on my mind!” That was less than entirely true, but I wasn’t about to discuss it with my mother.


She sighed. “More’s the pity.”


Kessa leaned in from across the table before that line of conversation could go any further, thankfully. By the smile dancing around her mouth, I suspected she knew exactly what she was rescuing me from.


“So, Ryx! I hear we have to scrape together a court wardrobe for you on short notice. I’ve sent a message ahead to the Serene Envoy at the Summer Palace to see if they can get you anything, but I’m scouring the castle as well.” Her eyes sparkled with anticipation.


Ashe plopped down beside me as if Kessa had summoned her. “Here—have your first accessory.”


She thrust a long bundle at me, held vertical between our chairs: a rapier with an elegant swept hilt in a fancy gold-chased scabbard. It looked a bit more serviceable than the toys I’d seen imperial diplomats wear as unwieldy jewelry, but not by much.


“What’s this?” I asked, surprised.


“The imperial who gave it to me claimed it was a sword, but I’m skeptical, too.” Ashe made a contemptuous noise. “I’m told rapiers are in high fashion in Loreice right now, so you should have one to carry around. Apparently it has to be showy instead of practical. I drew the line at one with ornamentation on the grip that would rip the skin off your hand if you actually used it.”


I eased the sword an inch or two from its sheath, exposing the clean, bright blade, then slid it back home. “Thanks. Hopefully I won’t have a reason to draw it.”


Ashe grunted. “Don’t count on it.”


“Do you need anything from the castle alchemists for the trip?” Kessa put in. “I’ve got the basics—pain elixirs, common remedies, stopping your menses—plus Foxglove’s joint potion, and my melancholia elixir in case I have a bad stretch, but I realized I don’t know what you need.”


The idea of alchemy being so readily and casually available still seemed incredible to me, after all the work I’d done as the Warden of Gloamingard to import everything from cancer potions to gender elixirs for the people of my castle. It was yet another reminder that this place was utterly unlike home.


“I’m fine,” I said. “Really, you don’t have to go to any trouble for me.”


Kessa waved a hand. “Nonsense. You’re one of us now. We’ve got to make sure the Rookery is well equipped!”


“And that means pretty dresses and swords,” Ashe concluded, with a wise nod.


Lia, a radiantly beautiful Ostan woman with a cloud of dark hair, nudged Kessa with a friendly elbow. “Listen, will you do me a favor and look out for Foxglove while you’re at the Summer Palace?” She shot a covert glance over her shoulder after Foxglove, who was out of the room helping Teodor bring in the next dish. “He’s so bad at taking care of himself.”


Kessa gave her an impulsive hug. “Don’t worry. I’ll make sure he sleeps occasionally.”


To my surprise, Lia turned to me next, with a stern expression. “And you, Ryx. You’re as bad as he is. I’ve seen you two miss meals together, planning and scheming until all hours of the night.” She gave my mother a commiserating look. “I’m sure you must have had to follow her around with a plate when she was young.”


My mother and I exchanged awkward glances. She hadn’t been sufficiently involved in raising me to do any such thing. “Ah . . .”


Kessa swooped in to the rescue once more. “Don’t you worry, Lia, I’ll take care of her, too.”


I tried not to stare at her in shock. Nobody had taken care of me since I was very small, with the occasional exception of my grandmother when she could spare time from running her domain. I was the Warden, and I was dangerous; nobody thought of me as the sort of person who needed to be taken care of.


Kessa was looking out for me, Ashe had gotten me a sword—which had to be the paramount gesture of friendship, coming from her—and even Lia, who I barely knew, hadn’t forgotten me. All around the table, the Rookery were laughing and eating and drinking and teasing each other—and here I was, among them. One of them. I could have a future here, with my friends. My throat tightened at the thought.


But my real future was with Morgrain. I was an atheling; my home was a part of me, inescapable. Whatever place I had with the Rookery was one more thing I had to be willing to sacrifice to protect it.
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I stumbled to my bed exhausted after a long, lovely evening, the scent of my mother’s perfume and the warmth of her good-night hug still clinging to my skin. Anxious thoughts about the various threats to Morgrain buzzed like hornets in my mind, now that the distraction of company was gone; despite how tired my body was, I had no idea how I was going to sleep.


I didn’t realize until I was about to flop onto my bed that a sleek black shadow already occupied it.


“So you’re going to the royal court of Loreice,” Whisper greeted me, his voice smooth as silk.


He sat in the exact center of my bed with regal poise. His catlike yellow eyes watched me with intent curiosity, and his fox ears pricked to catch my answer.


“I am,” I agreed warily. “I can’t risk them using that thing on Morgrain.”


I’d never wondered before how he always seemed to know everything; I’d vaguely assumed he slinked around Gloamingard spying on people. Now that I knew he was a demon, every detail about him had the potential for sinister significance, from the way he came and went through locked rooms and wards to the fact that I could never quite tell if he spoke his words aloud or only in my head.


It was a truth like a vast dark cloud, too big to fully see or understand. I couldn’t grapple with it. I hadn’t told the Rookery yet; maybe that made me a fool, but a lifetime of friendship weighed heavier on my loyalty than a few weeks.


Whisper’s tail swished across the bedspread. “You’ve picked a poor time to go gallivanting about the Empire.”


“It’s precisely because it’s a poor time that I am gallivanting around the Empire.” I sank down on the bed beside him, which felt strange and familiar at once. “Setting aside the fact that I don’t want everyone in my domain to die, this is all part of the mess I made, and I’ve got to clean it up. No one would be pointing such devastating weapons at Morgrain if I hadn’t unleashed the demons.”


Well, unleashed two of them, anyway. Whisper’s presence in this world wasn’t my fault.


He had to be one of the Nine. Discord and Hunger were accounted for; I couldn’t imagine him as one of the more flamboyantly destructive demons like Carnage, Corruption, or Disaster. That left Nightmare, Madness, Despair, or Death. I’d been trying the options on him in my head for weeks as if looking for a coat that fit, but each seemed equally impossible. He was too familiar to be something so terrible.


My oldest and truest friend, a demon. Between him and Aurelio, my record suggested I was a terrible judge of character.


Whisper’s ear flicked in disgust. “Assigning fault is a foolish human notion. It’s irrelevant. The past is unchangeable; it’s what you do now that matters.”


“All right, fine.” I crossed my arms. “What I’m going to do is recover this artifact and destroy it, then find Hunger and send him back to the Hells he came from.”


“No.” His voice softened wearily. “What you’re going to do is make everything worse.”


He didn’t add like you always do; he didn’t have to. Curse it, he knew how to get under my skin. I unclenched my jaw; I couldn’t let him distract me.


“You don’t care if I make things worse,” I said. “You’ve got some reason to want me not to look into this, don’t you?”


He washed a paw, avoiding my gaze. “Of course not. You’re welcome to play with all the artifice weapons you want. It hardly matters.”


He wouldn’t dig at my sore spots without a reason. Whisper could be callous, but he was never petty. “All right, then. You don’t want me to go to the Summer Palace.”


He ignored me, his grooming growing more vigorous. That could mean anything.


It probably came back to his promise again—the promise he wouldn’t talk about, but which he’d used as an excuse for everything from not telling me pertinent information to saving my life. “You’re too wrapped in your own secrets to tell me. That’s fine; I’m going regardless. What will you do about it?”


It wasn’t until after the question left my tongue that I realized how much I cared about the answer. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I’d been assuming he’d come with me; he’d followed me here from Gloamingard, after all. But he had his own priorities, and he might abandon me for them. It made no sense, but I found that a more frightening prospect than a demon having attached himself to my shadow for unknown reasons.


Whisper examined a paw for a while. I held my breath.


At last, he sighed. “If you’re set on this, I suppose I’ll have to come with you.”


Relief flooded me. Which was foolish; much as I might prefer to believe he solely wanted my company, he’d made it exquisitely clear that his own secret goals wouldn’t always align with my own.


I analyzed his lean, elegant form as if his true name might be written in his shining black fur. A cold settled into my bones that didn’t come from the early autumn breeze rolling down off the hills. Nightmare, Madness, Despair, or Death.


“Well, I can’t stop you.” I extended a hand for him to sniff; he bumped it with his forehead, and I succumbed to his demand, digging my fingers into the soft fur behind his ears.


“No, you can’t,” he agreed.


He leaned his head into my hand, eyes half closing.


Graces help me, I had no idea how I was going to explain this to the Rookery.
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Good-byes consumed the next morning.


First my mother: we managed one last hug, awkward and full of the hard press of bones and corset stays and hair pins. She waved cheerily as she passed between the boundary stones—the same parting wave she’d given me a hundred times, a dashing and glamorous figure sweeping off to exciting and unimaginable imperial cities, to return months later with strange presents. Morgrain accepted her back without so much as a rustle; the forest swallowed her, and she was gone.


Next a friendly good-bye for Ardith, who headed back to Kar to report to their father and his allies with no clear answers, but a double handful of grim news and warnings. And finally came all the interminable lingering in the stable yard as the Rookery took their leave from everyone they knew at Castle Ilseine. Bastian’s gaggle of scholar friends from the Falcons pressed lastminute books onto him to add to the trunks he hefted onto our waiting coach with apparent ease. Kessa seemed to know every single person in the entire castle, and even Ashe had at least a dozen sparring partners to give a final jostle and exchange bits of advice. Lia stood earnestly close to Foxglove, who held her crutches for her as she pinned something small and gleaming on his cravat; then Teodor swept both of them into a hug.


I lit a candle at the little shrine to the Grace of Luck against the wall of the old keep, since that was better than standing around awkwardly by myself. Every shrine in the row hung thick with fat bunches of fresh bright ribbons and a mass of melted candle stubs—offerings from a castle population that wasn’t supposed to know demons had returned to the world, except for the Rookery and half a handful of senior officers, but there was no keeping a secret like that.


When I rose from my half-hearted prayer, everyone was still hugging, curse it. This was taking forever. I’d rather rip the bandage and get out of here. I climbed into the coach.


Severin was already there.


He gave me an ironic smile. “What, no lengthy heartfelt farewells for you, either?”


“Somehow, no.”


I caught myself on the brink of choosing the seat farthest away from him out of habit. With six of us in here, the coach would be full, and my jess meant I didn’t have to keep my distance regardless. I steeled myself and eased down on the bench beside him instead.


Severin glanced out the window to make sure no one was standing too close and lowered his voice. “I didn’t think there was much left that could appall me. After you murder your own father, it’s mostly downhill from there. But with this artifact, the Serene Empire has managed it.”


“Oh, the Empire loves collecting horrible weapons they tell themselves they have no intention of ever using. But destroying all life in an entire domain is a lot even for them.” The thought of Morgrain transformed to a lifeless desert turned my stomach. The fact that I personally wouldn’t survive such an attack due to my own link to the land wasn’t much consolation. “We’ll get it back and destroy it, no matter what it takes.”


Severin shook his head. “Please tell me you’re not trusting the Rookery to destroy it.”


“Of course they will! Their entire purpose is to deal with dangerous magic.”


“It’s adorable that you have such faith in them, but be realistic.” He gestured out at the castle surrounding us. “Do you think for a minute the Serene Empire would allow the Rookery to keep existing if they stole one of their secret war artifacts without permission from Raverra? You heard the man yesterday; they want it back. They’re probably keeping it as an ace in their pocket against your grandmother.”


“I’m well aware of that,” I snapped. “That’s why we have to destroy it, whether the Rookery approves or not.”


“Then we agree for once.” Half a smile pulled at Severin’s mouth. “I’m surprised at you, Ryx. Using the Rookery to spy on and steal from the Empire, then leaving them to take the consequences once you have what you want? There may be hope for you yet.”


“That’s not what I’m doing,” I protested.


He lifted an eyebrow. “Oh?”


I could argue that I wasn’t using them, or that this was what they’d want me to do, but it would sound hollow in my own ears. I lifted my chin. “I’ll face the consequences myself.”


“No, no, claiming responsibility defeats the entire purpose of doing something underhanded.” He rubbed his temple. “I suppose it’s a work in progress. We’ll corrupt you yet.”


“I’m serious!”


“It’s a deadly serious situation.” No mirth shone in his eyes, and the piece of a smile slid from his face. His eyes slipped inexorably to the window, looking north, as if he could see through the castle walls all the way to Alevar. A sigh escaped him, faint and strangely wistful. “I must admit that this isn’t what I expected to be doing a month ago.”


“What, your career plans as the Shrike Lord’s heir didn’t involve infiltrating the Loreician court to retrieve a stolen weapon?” I chuckled. “I can’t imagine why not.”


“I meant that I shouldn’t be here. We shouldn’t be here.” His voice dropped even lower, rough with frustration, and he gestured out at Castle Ilseine’s stone courtyard with all its bustling, uniformed activity. “This land feels as dead to you as it does to me. We’re athelings, Ryx. We belong in our own domains.”


He had the same trapped longing in his dark eyes that I felt every day. To go back to where everything felt alive again, and we had the power to fix the problems around us.


“We do. But we have to protect them.” Should I squeeze his hand? Would that be comforting or appropriate? I still had no sense of these things, curse it. “No matter how strange the Summer Palace is, we have to navigate it.” I grimaced. “Though I wish I knew more about Loreician protocol, beyond general imperial etiquette.”


Severin flashed me a wry smile. “We’re close kin to Witch Lords, and this is the Empire. They probably expect us to bathe in blood and eat children. If you don’t lay a curse on their lineage, they’ll consider it a surprisingly lovely conversation.”


Tentatively, I let my hand rest next to his on the bench between us, so that our little fingers were almost touching. “I’m glad we get to be on the same side this time, at least. It’ll be a nice change.”


He laughed. “I’m not sure I know how to work with someone without secretly trying to undermine them. What a novel idea.”


“Yes, well, it’s been a while since I didn’t have to worry about my supposed allies ruining all my diplomatic efforts through sheer excess of drama, so we’ll make a fine pair,” I said dryly.


Severin let out a theatrical sigh. “It’s easier to prepare to meet with foreign dignitaries when you’re there to insult them, though. You don’t have to worry so much when the worst that can happen is that they’re insufficiently offended.”


“It’s nice to know that you cared enough to prepare for our early conversations,” I replied tartly. “And here I thought you’d simply improvised off the cuff.”


“Only the best for my enemies.” He gave me a mocking bow from his seat.


I smiled, but even with him so close beside me on the bench—even knowing he was the only one in this entire country who truly understood what I was feeling now—I kept a hard little seed of wariness in my heart.


No matter how deeply I believed he was better than his brother, I had to remember that the people of Alevar might have reason to fear Severin as well. I didn’t know what he’d done in his own domain, in his brother’s name. After Aurelio’s betrayal, I couldn’t trust my own judgment; the fact that I liked Severin didn’t mean he hadn’t done terrible things.


Hells, I liked Whisper, too, and he was a literal demon.
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Every foot we traveled away from Morgrain ached as if I left a blood trail behind me. The smooth imperial road ahead of our carriage led to political danger, if nothing more sinister; Morgrain and Loreice already had a history of bloody conflict to put a strain on our relations, even without the looming threat of a demon Witch Lord poised at their border, and the last thing I needed was to set off an international incident. Again. Still, the other side of this knife-edge was opportunity, if I could tip the balance toward peace.


“Hey, Ryx,” Ashe said, looking up from her conversation with Kessa. Over half a dozen obsidian orbs lay spread out on her lap, each wound with a delicate pattern of golden artifice wire strung with colored beads. “Tell her I need my cleaving pommel, so that when we fight the Zenith Society I can take them down before they activate any magical trinkets. They’re bound to be loaded with them.”


“Stick to the stunning one, for blood’s sake,” Kessa insisted, pointing firmly to the orb with green crystals strung through its golden wire. “The entire Curia will be there, as well as the queen. Can’t be too careful when you’re swinging that thing around in the middle of a national government.”


Ashe looked at me imploringly. I lifted an apologetic palm. “Sorry, but I agree with Kessa.”


“Oh, fine.” Ashe sighed. “Spoilsport.”


Kessa, snuggled a little closer beside her than the bench strictly required, made a noise of triumph.


The straight swath of road passed through green rolling hills and charming towns, marked along its length by the tall spires of courier lamp relay poles topped with their flashing mirrors. The Grace of Beauty was the patron of Loreice, and art appeared everywhere: mosaics and murals on the walls of houses, field laborers with embroidered caps and sleeves, roadside shrines to the Nine Graces embellished with bright painted designs and lively carvings.


We stopped briefly at one of these to water the horses, and Foxglove knelt to tie a ribbon on the shrine; this one was to the Grace of Bounty, out here in the country. Only a handful of the other ribbons were bright and new, the others faded and tattered with weather. The news about the demons hadn’t reached the general population yet, it seemed. Once it did, we’d likely have a panic on our hands, and another set of problems to deal with.


As Foxglove rose, his hand went to a gleam of gold at his throat: Lia’s parting gift. It was a more elegant version of the sort of charm my mother had brought me once, a Raverran folk ward against demons and ill fortune: a chunk of sea glass crossed by the sword of the Grace of Victory. Except the sword on Foxglove’s charm was gold where mine had been a cleverly hammered nail, and his sea glass gleamed bloodred, rare and highly prized as most effective—never mind that it had no more magic to it than the finger-flick gesture we used in Vaskandar.


He saw where my gaze fell, and his face softened. “Lia’s too good for me.” He straightened the sword, which hung slightly akilter—but he didn’t repin it, as if he didn’t want to undo the work of Lia’s hands. “Teodor, too. He sent me with a batch of lemon cakes.” He let out a rueful laugh. “I don’t know how I’m going to make myself sharp for this mission, with them softening me up like this.”


“Maybe that’s why they did it,” I suggested, with a tentative smile. “You seem happier when they’re around.”


Something shuttered in his eyes. “Like a different person. I know.”


Hells, I’d offended him. “Sorry, I didn’t mean—”


“No, it’s all right.” He shook his head. “I have to keep my lives separate. Because one of them has sharper teeth, and if they meet, I know which will devour the other.”
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Bastian looked up from the pile of books strewn across his lap and on the seat beside him. His eyes nested in pools of shadow; he’d been up late night after night, researching every story or record of the Dark Days he could find. His long fingers fiddled with the cover of a book in his lap, opening and closing it.


“So,” he said, his voice higher than usual over the rumbling of the coach. “We’re expecting to run into the Zenith Society on this mission, I gather.”


The atmosphere in the coach changed. Foxglove’s face went grim, and Kessa’s lips pressed tight. I shifted with the discomfort of suddenly sitting practically in the lap of someone else’s private pain.


“Yes,” Foxglove said heavily.


Bastian bit his lip. “Do you know . . . Did they say who, specifically?”


Foxglove shook his head. “I don’t know. I’m sorry.”


“Oh, that’s all right. It’s foolish, I just—every time I know we’re going to face them, I wonder whether we’ll run into my old mentor.” He let out a sound that wasn’t truly a laugh. “But we never do.”


“I’m sure we won’t this time, either,” Kessa reassured him.


“I actually sort of hope we do.” Bastian smoothed the cover of his book. “It’s the anticipation that’s so awful. The not knowing. Meeting him would be upsetting, certainly, but if it resulted in him being arrested instead of at large, that would be well worth it.”


Ashe frowned, looking from Bastian to Foxglove. “Wait, I thought everyone involved in that mess wound up in prison.”


“Not all of them.” An old anger hardened Foxglove’s face. “Some of them got tipped off and ran before they could be arrested. Others never went to prison because all we had against them was Bastian’s word.”


“Bastian’s word wasn’t enough?” Ashe scowled.


Bastian shot Foxglove a panicked look. I could guess why they hadn’t trusted his word alone—he was a chimera. But Ashe and Severin didn’t know that.


“They were from powerful patrician families with high government positions, and Bastian was a poor scholar,” Kessa said smoothly, which was probably also true.


Severin narrowed his eyes. “I know what bitter blood grievances look like—I’m from Vaskandar, after all. What am I walking into?”


A haunted silence fell. No one would meet his gaze.


At last, Ashe let out a loud sigh. “All right, mage boy. This was before my time, but I can see everyone else is still too messed up to talk about it after all these years, so I’ll give it a go.”


“Ashe,” Kessa protested weakly.


“No. He’s right. He’s coming into this with us; if he’s going to get stabbed over the old feud, he deserves to know why.” Ashe pointed a finger at Severin. “Don’t get cocky, though.”


Severin inclined his head as gracefully as if he were conceding a point of protocol at a Witch Lord’s dinner table. “I assure you, I appreciate your explanation for the spirit in which it’s given and not as any sign of affection or goodwill.”


“Damned right.” Ashe stretched, as if limbering up for her story. “So five years ago, the Zenith Society used to have a good reputation. Part fancy social club, part magic research club, and all political, because everything in Raverra is political.” She rolled her eyes. “They had members in high places, they threw obscene barrels of money at research, they paid for the education of promising poor young scholars! What could go wrong?”


Bastian winced. “Quite a bit, as it turns out,” he murmured.


Ashe gestured dramatically toward Bastian as if he’d won a prize. “Why, yes. They were rotten to the core. They wanted a magical advantage over Vaskandar, and they’d do anything to get it: creepy illegal experiments, stealing magical stuff, kidnapping mages—and eventually, when the doge and the Council didn’t fall in line with their agenda, planning a coup.”


“That doesn’t explain why everyone here hates them,” Severin pointed out. “Unless you take treachery very personally.”


“Oh, it gets much more personal than that,” Ashe assured him. “Bastian’s old mentor who betrayed him was Zenith Society; Foxglove ran afoul of them back when he worked for the Empire; and worst of all, they killed Kessa’s brother.”


“And would have killed me, too, if it weren’t for Foxglove,” Kessa put in, shooting Foxglove a grateful look, which he glanced away from with apparent discomfort.


“Right.” Ashe’s jaw flexed as if she’d like to stab them all personally for trying. “But in the process of getting done dirty by the Zenith Society, the three of them learned inside information, and they teamed up to bring them down and stop the coup. So it’s a mutual loathing—we hate them for what they did to Bastian and Kessa, but the Zenith Society hates us even more for basically destroying them. Twice now, given that we’re the ones who found out they were dealing with a demon!” Ashe grinned triumphantly.


Severin exchanged a glance with me, and I knew what he was thinking: it was common Vaskandran wisdom not to get mixed up with other people’s grievances. I had grievances of my own against the Zenith Society, though—or at least against Aurelio.


“Very well then, you have ample reason to despise each other,” Severin concluded. “What does that mean for the mission?”


“It means bring a bucket,” Ashe said, “because things could get messy.”
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After a long half day on bumpy roads, our coach crested a saddle in the hills, and the elaborate confection that was the Summer Palace appeared out the carriage windows. It perched atop a grand sweep of green hillside, spreading its stony wings in imperial glory. A thousand luminaries twinkled from its dusky face, as if the stars themselves had fallen scattered across it. Smoke rose busily from many of the palace’s innumerable chimneys, hazing a sky warmed at the edges by sunset.


It was nothing like Gloamingard. Its sweeping facade celebrated order and symmetry; it glittered with light instead of gathering shadows. The hundreds of windows suggested a bustling city’s worth of people inside, more than I’d met in my entire life.


Our coach rolled up to the wide cobbled circle before the palace gates, pulling up in a line with other carriages that picked up and dropped off courtiers with feathered hats and dripping cascades of lace and jewels at the grand main entrance. As we approached, strains of music sounded as if from the stones of the palace itself; I couldn’t guess whether they had discreet musicians tucked away somewhere or if it was some clever work of artifice. A boy in silver livery scurried around with a little spear and a velvet bag, picking up any trash blown from the carts or dropped by the guests, keeping the stones pristine.


The courtiers descending from carriages presented an even more spectacular display than the palace itself. Some wore gowns or coats with shimmering alchemical dyes that flowed with iridescent colors; tiny lights gleamed at throats and wrists, or nestled in elaborately styled hair. My own braid suddenly seemed painfully simple by comparison. Others seemed to have sewn a treasure chest’s worth of jewels into the fabric of their bodices or waistcoats, or wore cascades of ostentatiously intricate artifice wirework as jewelry. I found myself having to tear my eyes away from the startlingly low necklines on gowns with far more structure than anything we wore in Vaskandar.


“Look at those hats!” Kessa crowed. “I always wanted a hat with a feather.”


“You might want to wait on that,” Foxglove warned. “My briefing tells me hats are a fashion of the merchant class this season; the nobility prefer elaborate coiffures instead. There’s a lot of tension between the Common Council and the Noble Council in the Loreician court, and your fashion choices could be seen as picking a side.”


“Bah,” Kessa said. “I can plead ignorant foreigner. Besides, I see the nobles are also wearing pastels, and I look terrible in pastels, so I’m afraid my allegiance is firmly with the commoners regardless.”


“The palace seems very, ah, populated,” I said apprehensively.


“It is!” Kessa practically bounced in her seat. “It’s got six ballrooms, a theater, a temple, a series of lovely art galleries, conservatories, bathing pools, extensive gardens—you never run out of people to meet or things to do.”


Severin gave me a sympathetic glance. “I’m sure there are also places one can hole up and immerse oneself in one’s disdain for humanity, when the mood strikes.”


“Oh, absolutely,” Kessa agreed, with no less cheerfulness. “It’s so huge, there’s plenty of space for privacy.”


No matter how much I might yearn to slip into my own secret dusty spaces hidden between the walls of Gloamingard right now, that wasn’t what I was here to do. I’d search this glittering place one end to the other and talk to every single person inside it if that would help me find the artifact before anyone could use it against Morgrain.


Formidable and intricate runework arched over the great open doors and bordered each window: the powerful wards that defended the Summer Palace, allowing the entire Loreician government to safely retreat to the northern hills for three months a year when the capital grew too hot. Dozens of guards in showy silver-caped uniforms stood about, some with rapiers and pistols and others with long muskets or pikes, all wearing hats trailing glorious plumes. I wondered whether that said anything about their allegiance, but surely even in a place like this, the uniform didn’t change with the fashion seasons.


One guard with a spray of freckles across her nose straightened from slipping a tidbit to a scruffy-looking cat to greet us as our carriage pulled up before the entrance.


“Welcome to the Summer Palace,” she said cheerfully. “The Rookery, I’m guessing, by the Castle Ilseine crest on your carriage? We’re expecting you.” She swept into a florid bow. “Elia of the palace guard, at your service. Come with me—don’t worry about your luggage, the servants will take it—and I’ll bring you to the Serene Envoy.”


“Is that your cat?” Kessa asked, delighted.


“Oh, no,” Elia laughed. “The guard can’t have pets in the palace, more’s the pity. There are strays all over the grounds, though, and I feed them. Follow me!”


As we approached the wide, towering doors and caught glimpses of a vast marble entry hall beyond them, I braced myself for the odd pressure-shift feeling I still hadn’t quite gotten used to when passing through Castle Ilseine’s wards.


Even so, when we stepped through, I gasped.


It wasn’t because of the imposing marble columns, their outermost thickness cut into an elaborate filigree over colored glass with embedded luminaries, so that the massive stone supports seemed made of air and vibrant light. Nor was it due to the dramatic frescoes on the ceiling, cunningly painted so that the tinted light from the columns would highlight some key feature of a scene from Loreician history, the water glowing blue in a naval scene or the bright scarlet uniforms of Falconers shining red. I hadn’t even gasped at all the brilliantly garbed people passing through the space, an overwhelming crowd decked out in scents and music and light as much as fine glorious fabrics and embroidery, their voices echoing in pattering laughter from the marble around us.


OEBPS/images/f0008-01.png
2 e~

"os ) N

/ apeanay
ol o :






OEBPS/images/common.png





OEBPS/images/f0001-01.png
[UICKSIVER
COuRT





OEBPS/images/title.png
QuickSiveR
COuRT

Rooks and Ruin:
Book Two

MELISSA CARUSO






OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Title



		Copyright



		Contents



		One



		Two



		Three



		Four



		Five



		Six



		Seven



		Eight



		Nine



		Ten



		Eleven



		Twelve



		Thirteen



		Fourteen



		Fifteen



		Sixteen



		Seventeen



		Eighteen



		Nineteen



		Twenty



		Twenty-One



		Twenty-Two



		Twenty-Three



		Twenty-Four



		Twenty-Five



		Twenty-Six



		Twenty-Seven



		Twenty-Eight



		Twenty-Nine



		Thirty



		Thirty-One



		Thirty-Two



		Thirty-Three



		Thirty-Four



		Thirty-Five



		Thirty-Six



		Thirty-Seven



		Thirty-Eight



		Thirty-Nine



		Forty



		Forty-One



		Forty-Two



		Acknowledgments













		i



		ii



		iii



		iv



		v



		vi



		vii



		viii



		ix



		x



		xi



		xii



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342



		343



		344



		345



		346



		347



		348



		349



		350



		351



		352



		353



		354



		355



		356



		357



		358



		359



		360



		361



		362



		363



		364



		365



		366



		367



		368



		369



		370



		371



		372



		373



		374



		375



		376



		377



		378



		379



		380



		381



		382



		383



		384



		385



		386



		387



		388



		389



		390



		391



		392



		393



		394



		395



		396



		397



		398



		399



		400



		401



		402



		403



		404



		405



		406



		407



		408



		409



		410



		411



		412



		413



		414



		415



		416



		417



		418



		419



		420



		421



		422



		423



		424



		425



		426



		427



		428



		429



		430



		431



		432



		433



		434



		435



		436



		437



		438



		439



		440



		441



		442



		443



		444



		445



		446



		447



		448



		449



		450



		451



		452



		453



		454



		455



		456



		457



		458



		459



		460



		461



		462



		463



		464



		465



		466



		467



		468



		469



		470



		471



		472



		473



		474



		475



		476



		477



		478



		479



		480



		481



		482



		483



		484



		485



		486



		487



		488



		489



		490



		491



		492



		493



		494



		495



		496



		497



		498



		499



		500



		501



		502



		503



		504



		505



		506



		507



		508



		509



		510



		511



		512



		513



		514



		515



		516











OEBPS/images/ch2.png





OEBPS/images/ch1.png





OEBPS/images/ch4.png
%
FOUR





OEBPS/images/ch3.png





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
eI
“TRULY EXCELLENT
FANTASY’

LOCUS \;)
ON THE 0BSIDIAN Tﬂ\W.'R r

QUICKSIVER
COURTSS

MELISSA CARUSO





