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“Nadi, you will wear a fine gown. You will dance. You will eat cake. You will see starlight. You will have a kiss by midnight, and then our bargain is done.”


:It is struck,: Nadi said. :Chance will favor you. Let me in.:


Beatrice stretched out her hand, touching the barrier that shielded her from the world of Spirit. It resisted her touch as if she were attempting to press two lodestones together.


Beatrice steeled herself for the sake of the book. She pushed through the border of her protection. The spirit seized her fingers. Its touch chilled as it seeped into her flesh.


It slid inside her body, filling out the spaces under her skin.


:Yes,: Nadi said. :Carry me to midnight, magician.:
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CHAPTER I


The carriage drew closer to Booksellers’ Row, and Beatrice Clayborn drew in a hopeful breath before she cast her spell. Head high, spine straight, she hid her hands in her pockets and curled her fingers into mystic signs as the fiacre jostled over green cobblestones. She had been in Bendleton three days, and while its elegant buildings and clean streets were the prettiest trap anyone could step into, Beatrice would have given anything to be somewhere else—anywhere but here, at the beginning of bargaining season.


She breathed out the seeking tendrils of her spell, touching each of the shop fronts. If a miracle rushed over her skin and prickled at her ears—


But there was nothing. Not a glimmer; not even an itch. They passed The Rook’s Tower Books, P. T. Williams and Sons, and the celebrated House of Verdeu, which filled a full third of a block with all its volumes.


Beatrice let out a sigh. No miracle. No freedom. No hope. But when they rounded the corner from Booksellers’ Row to a narrow gray lane with no name, Beatrice’s spell bloomed in response. There. A grimoire! There was no way to know what it contained, but she smiled up at the sky as she pulled on the bell next to her seat.


“Driver, stop.” She slid forward on the fiacre’s padded seat, ready to jump into the street by herself. “Clara, can you complete the fitting for me?”


“Miss Beatrice, you mustn’t.” Clara clutched at Beatrice’s wrist. “It should be you.”


“You’re exactly my size. It won’t matter,” Beatrice said. “Besides, you’re better at the color and trimmings and such. I’ll just be a few minutes, I promise.”


Her maid-companion shook her head. “You mustn’t miss your appointment at the chapterhouse. I cannot stand in for you when you meet Danton Maisonette the way I can at the dressmakers.”


Beatrice was not going to let that book slip out of her grasp. She patted Clara’s hand and wriggled loose. “I’ll be there in time, Clara. I promise I won’t miss it. I just need to buy a book.”


Clara tilted her head. “Why this place?”


“I wrote to them,” Beatrice lied. “Finding it is a stroke of luck. I won’t be ten minutes.”


Clara sighed and loosed her grip on Beatrice’s wrist. “Very well.”


The driver moved to assist, but Beatrice vaulted to the street, tight-laced stays and all, and waved them off. “Thank you. Go!”


She pivoted on one delicate pillar-heeled shoe and regarded the storefront. Harriman’s was precisely the kind of bookstore Beatrice sought every time she was in a new town: the ones run by people who couldn’t bear to throw books away no matter what was inside the covers, so long as they could be stacked and shelved and housed. Beatrice peered through the windows, reveling at the pang within her senses that set her ears alert and tingling, her spell signaling that a grimoire awaited amid the clutter. She hadn’t found a new one in months.


The doorbell jingled as Beatrice crossed into the bookkeeper’s domain. Harriman’s! O dust and ink and leather binding, O map-scrolls and star-prints and poetry chapbooks—and the grimoire, somewhere within! She directed her smile at the clerk in shirtsleeves and weskit waiting at the front counter.


“Just having a browse,” she said, and moved past without inviting further conversation. Beatrice followed her prickling thumbs between stacks of books and laden shelves. She breathed in old paper and the thin rain-on-green-stones scent of magic, looking not for respectable novels or seemly poetry, but for the authors certain young women never even dared whisper to each other in the powder rooms and parlors of society—the writers of the secret grimoires.


It was here! But it wouldn’t do to be too hasty, to follow the pull of her senses toward the stack where the volume rested, its spine bearing an author name like John Estlin Churchman, or J. C. Everworth, or perhaps E. James Curtfield. The authors always bore those initials on all of the books in her modest collection, stored away from curious eyes. The clerk might wonder at how she knew exactly where to find the book she wanted in all this jumble. She browsed through literature, in history, and even in the occult sections where other patrons would eye her with disapproval, because the realm of magic was not suitable territory for a woman of a certain youth.


Just thinking of her exclusion made Beatrice’s scalp heat. For women, magic was the solitary pursuit of widows and crones, not for the woman whose most noble usefulness was still intact. The inner doors of the chapterhouse were barred to her, while a man with the right connections could elevate himself through admittance and education among his fellow magicians. Anyone with the talent could see the aura of sorcery shining from Beatrice’s head, all the better to produce more magicians for the next generation.


Oh, how she hated it! To be reduced to such a common capability, her magic untrained until some year in her twilight, finally allowed to pursue the only path she cared for? She would not! And so, she sought out the works of J. E. C., who was not a man at all, but a sorceress just like her, who had published a multitude of volumes critics dismissed as incomprehensible.


And they were, to anyone who didn’t know the key. But Beatrice had it by heart. When she lifted a dusty edition of Remembrance of the Jyish Coast of Llanandras from the shelf, she opened the cover and whispered the spell that filtered away anything that wasn’t the truth hidden amid the typesetting, and read:


To Summon a Greater Spirit and Propose the Pact of the Great Bargain


She snapped the book shut and fought the joyful squeak that threatened to escape her. She stood very still and let her heart soar in silence with the book pressed to her chest, breathing in its ink and magic.


This was the grimoire she had needed, after years of searching and secret study. If she summoned the spirit and made an alliance, she would have done what every male initiate from the chapterhouses of sorcery aspired to do. She would be a fully initiated magician.


This was everything she needed. No man would have a woman with such an alliance. Her father would see the benefit of keeping her secret, to use her greater spirit to aid him in his business speculations. She would be free. A Mage. This was her miracle.


She’d never leave her family home, but that didn’t matter. She could be the son Father never had, while her younger sister Harriet could have the bargaining season Beatrice didn’t want. Harriet would have the husband she daydreamed about, while Beatrice would continue her studies uninterrupted by marriage.


She stepped back and pivoted away from the shelf, and nearly collided with another customer of Harriman’s. They jumped back from each other, exclaiming in surprise, then stared at each other in consternation.


Beatrice beheld a Llanandari woman who stood tall and slim in a saffron satin-woven cotton mantua, the under-gown scattered all over with vibrant tropical flowers, the elbow-length sleeves erupting in delicate, hand-hooked lace. Hooked lace, on a day gown! She was beautiful, surpassing even the famous reputation of the women of Llanandras. She was blessed with wide brown eyes and deep brown skin, a cloud of tight black curls studded with golden beads, matching a fortune in gold piercing the young woman’s ears and even the side of her nose. But what was she doing here? She couldn’t be in this affluent seaside retreat away from the capital to hunt a husband just as Beatrice was supposed to be doing. Could she?


She stared at Beatrice with an ever-growing perplexity. Beatrice knew what the young lady found so arresting—the crown of sorcery around Beatrice’s head, even brighter than the veil of shimmering light around the woman’s. Another sorceress attracted to the call of the grimoire Beatrice clutched to her chest.


“Ysbeta? What has your back like a rod?”


He spoke Llanandari, of course, and Beatrice’s tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth. She knew the language, but she had never spoken it to an actual Llanandari. Her accent would be atrocious; her grammar, clumsy. But she plastered a smile on her face and turned to face the newcomer.


Beatrice beheld the same features as the lady, but in a man’s face, and—oh, his eyes were so dark, his hair a tightly curled crown below the radiant aura of a sorcerer, his flawless skin darker than the girl’s—Ysbeta, her name was Ysbeta. He was clad in the same gleaming saffron Llanandari cotton, the needlework on his weskit a tribute to spring, a froth of matching lace at his throat. Now both these wealthy, glamorous Llanandari stared at her with the same puzzlement, until the young man’s brow cleared and he slapped the woman on the back with a laugh like a chuckling stream.


“Relax, Ysy,” he said. “She’s in the ingenue’s gallery at the chapterhouse. Miss . . .”


“Beatrice Clayborn. I am pleased to make your acquaintance,” Beatrice said, and hardly stumbled at all. This young man, achingly beautiful as he was, had seen her portrait hanging in the ingenue’s gallery at the Bendleton chapterhouse. Had studied it long enough to recognize her. He had looked at it long enough to know the angle of her nose, the shape and color of her eyes, the peculiar, perpetually autumn-red tint of her frowzy, unruly hair.


Ysbeta eyed the book in Beatrice’s grip, her stare as intense as a shout. “I’m Ysbeta Lavan. This is my brother, Ianthe. I see you admire the travelogues of J. E. Churchman.” She spoke carefully, a little slowly for the sake of Beatrice’s home-taught Llanandari.


“His telling of faraway places enchants me,” Beatrice said. “I am sorry for my Llanandari.”


“You’re doing fine. I’m homesick for Llanandras,” Ysbeta said. “That’s a rare account of Churchman’s, talking about the magical coast where Ianthe and I spent a happy childhood. It would do my understanding of your language some good to read books in your tongue.”


“You speak Chasand.”


She tilted her head. “A little. You are better at my language than I am at yours.”


Flattery, from a woman who knew exactly what Churchman’s book was. Beatrice’s middle trembled. Ysbeta and her brother walked in the highest circles in the world, accustomed to wealth and power. And Ysbeta’s simple statement betraying a feeling of loneliness or nostalgia confessed to an assumed peer were the opening steps of a courteous dance. The next step, the proper, graceful step would be for Beatrice to offer the book to soothe that longing.


Ysbeta expected Beatrice to hand over her salvation. The book carried her chance at freedom from the bargaining of fathers to bind her into matrimony and warding. To hand it over was giving her chance away. To keep it—


To keep it would be to cross one of the most powerful families in the trading world. If Beatrice’s father did not have the acquaintance of the Lavans, he surely wanted it. If she made an enemy of a powerful daughter of Llanandras, it would reflect on every association and partnership the Clayborn fortunes relied on. Weigh on them. Sever them. And without the good opinion of the families that mattered, the Clayborn name would tumble to the earth.


Beatrice couldn’t do that to her family. But the book! Her fingers squeezed down on the cover. She breathed its scent of good paper and old glue and the mossy stone note of magic hidden inside it. How could she just give it away?


“It hurts me to hear of your longing for your home. I have never seen the coast of Jy, but I have heard that it is a wonderful place. You are lucky to live in such a place as your childhood’s world. I wish I knew more about it.”


Her own desires presented as simple sentiment. A counterstep in the dance—proper, polite, passively resisting. She had found the book first. Let Ysbeta try to charm her way past that! Frustration shone in her rival’s night-dark eyes, but whatever she would say in reply was cut off by the intrusion of a shop clerk.


He bowed to Ysbeta and Ianthe, touching his forehead as he cast his gaze down. “Welcome to Harriman’s. May I be of assistance?”


His Llanandari was very good, probably supported by reading untranslated novels. He smiled at the important couple gracing his shop, then flicked a glance at Beatrice, his lips thin and his nostrils flared.


“Yes,” Ysbeta said. “I would like—”


“Thank you for your offer,” Ianthe cut in, smiling at the clerk. “Everyone here is so helpful. We are browsing, for the moment.”


The clerk clasped his hands in front of him. “Harriman’s is committed to quality service, sir. We do not wish you to be troubled by this—person, if she is causing you any discomfort.”


“Thank you for your offer,” Ianthe said, a little more firmly. “We are quite well, and the lady is not disturbing us.”


Ysbeta scowled at Ianthe, but she kept her silence. The clerk gave Beatrice one more forbidding look before moving away.


“I’m sorry about that,” Ianthe said, and his smile should not make her heart stutter. “It’s clear you both want this book. I propose a solution.”


“There is only one copy.” Ysbeta raised her delicately pointed chin. “What solution could there be?”


“You could read it together,” Ianthe said, clapping his hands together. “Ysbeta can tell you all about the tea-gardens on the mountains and the pearl bay.”


Beatrice fought the relieved drop of her shoulders. People would notice Beatrice’s friendship with such a powerful family. And to make friends with another sorceress, another woman like her? Beatrice smiled, grateful for Ianthe’s suggestion. “I would love to hear about that. Is it true that Jy is home to some of the most beautiful animals in the world?”


“It is true. Have you been away from Chasland, Miss Clayborn?” Ysbeta asked. “Or do you simply dream of travel?”


“I dream to—I dream of travel, but I haven’t left my country,” Beatrice said. “There are so many wonders—who would not long to float through the water city of Orbos for themselves, to stroll the ivory city of Masillia, or contemplate the garden city of An?”


“An is beautiful,” Ianthe said. “Sanchi is a long way from here. You must call on my sister. She was born in the middle of the sea. The horizon has captured her soul. You should be friends. Nothing else will do.”


On a ship, he meant, and that last bit made her blink before she realized it was poetic. Beatrice gazed at Ysbeta, who didn’t look like she wanted to be Beatrice’s friend. “I would like that.”


Ysbeta’s lips thinned, but her nod set her curls bouncing. “I would too.”


“Tomorrow!” Ianthe exclaimed. “Midday repast, and then an afternoon—it’s the ideal time for correspondence. Bring your copy book, Miss Clayborn, and we shall have the pleasure of your company.”


Access to the book. Friendship with the Lavans. All she had to do was extend her hands to let Ysbeta take the volume from her grasp and watch her grimoire walk away, tucked into the crook of a stranger’s elbow, taken from this unordered heap of insignificant novels, saccharine verse, and outdated texts.


She glanced from Ysbeta’s dark gaze to Ianthe’s merry-eyed humor—he meant for his compromise to be fulfilled. Beatrice sorted through a mental selection of her day gowns. Would they suffice for such company?


This was no time to worry about gowns. She had to tread this situation carefully. She offered the volume to Ysbeta. Once in her hands, Ysbeta offered her only smile, betraying slightly crooked lower front teeth.


“Thank you,” she said. “Excuse me for a moment.”


They left her standing in the stacks. Ianthe left for the carriage as Ysbeta signed a chit guaranteeing payment on billing, then marched straight for the exit. The bell rang behind her.


Ysbeta had no intention of giving Beatrice an invitation card.


Beatrice had been robbed.
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Off in the distance a turquoise enameled landau turned a corner, and as it vanished from sight, the rippling sense of the grimoire faded.


Lost. Stolen! Oh, she would never trust the word of a gentleman again! She had found her chance to be free—drat politeness! She should have refused. She should have said no!


A pair of women stepped around her with clucking tongues. Beatrice hastily moved to the edge of the promenade. She couldn’t have said no. That would have gone badly for her family. She was already planning to tarnish the respectable name of the Clayborns with her plans to remain unmarried. That was trouble enough. She couldn’t bring more—there was Harriet to think of, after all.


Beatrice’s younger sister drew pictures of herself in the green gowns of wedding ceremonies. She read all the novels of women navigating the bargaining season, set in a world that was positively overrun by ministers and earls who fell in love with merchants’ daughters—Harriet wanted her fate. Beatrice couldn’t destroy her sister’s chances.


But the book! How would she find another?


She waited at a street corner for the signal-boy to stop carriage traffic and joined the throng of pedestrians crossing to Silk Row. Large shopwindows featured gowns mounted on dress dummies, wigs on painted wooden heads. Heeled slippers suspended on wires mimicked dancing. She walked past displays and stopped at Tarden and Wallace Modiste.


Tarden and Wallace was the most fashionable modiste in Bendleton, led by its Llanandari proprietress. Its design magazines were printed, bound, and sold to young women who sighed over illustrations of gowns that maximized the beauty of the wearer, with nipped-in waists, low, curving necklines, and luxurious imported fabrics. This shop was the most expensive, and Father had paid for her wardrobe without a murmur.


Beatrice caught herself chewing on her lip. Father would have chosen another modiste if he couldn’t pay for this one. He would have.


She pushed open the door and stepped inside.


Everyone turned their attention to her entrance, took in her windblown hair, her dusty hems, and her gloveless hands. Two women, sisters by their identical floral-printed cotton gowns, glanced at each other and covered their mouths, giggling.


Beatrice’s face went hot. She hadn’t stayed in the carriage, and now she showed the signs of walking along the common promenades. The weight of A Lady’s Book of Manners and Style balanced invisibly on her head, correcting her posture. She fought the urge to bat dust off her plain tea-dyed skirts.


Clara emerged from a dressing room and smiled. “You’ll love everything, Miss Beatrice. Tonight’s gown is ready, and I have ordered four more—”


An assistant followed Clara out of the dressing room, carrying a half-finished green gown in her arms, and Beatrice swallowed. That was meant to be her wedding dress. She was supposed to wear it to a temple and be bound in marriage to a moneyed young sorcerer, losing her magic for decades. She averted her gaze and caught Miss Tarden herself staring at the same garment with a sour pinch to her full mouth.


“Miss Beatrice? Did you want to try on your gown?” Miss Tarden asked, her accent rich with cultured Llanandari.


Beatrice stared at the wedding gown with her heart in her throat. “I have another engagement, I’m afraid.”


Clara gestured toward the fitting room. “We’ll be cutting it close, but we can take a few minutes to—”


“No, that’s all right,” Beatrice said. “Tell me all about the new gowns on the way to the chapterhouse tearoom.”


The sisters glanced at each other in surprise. Beatrice ignored them.


Clara bobbed her knees, hoisting the case in one hand. “It wouldn’t do to be late.”


Beatrice led the way out of the shop. Clara swung the case as she boarded the fiacre Father had hired for Beatrice. “You didn’t buy any books.”


Beatrice watched a herd of gentlemen on leggy, long-maned horses ride past, laughing and shouting at one another. They wore embroidery and fine leather riding boots, but no aura shone from their heads. Just young men, then, and not magicians. “The volume I wished to purchase was taken by someone else.”


“Oh, Miss Beatrice. I am sorry. I know how you love old books,” Clara touched Beatrice’s arm, a delicate gesture of comfort. “It’ll turn up again. We can write to all the booksellers asking after it, if you like.”


Clara didn’t understand, of course. Beatrice couldn’t tell her maid the truth, no matter how much she liked the slightly older woman. She couldn’t tell anyone the truth. Drat Ysbeta Lavan! Couldn’t she have turned up just five minutes later?


She had to get that book back in her hands. She had to!


“But now you have tea with your father to look forward to,” Clara offered, “and meeting your first young man. Do you suppose Danton Maisonette is handsome?”


Beatrice shrugged. “With a title and the controlling interest in Valserre’s biggest capital investment firm, he doesn’t have to be.”


“Oh, Miss Beatrice. I know you’re not concerned with the weight of his pockets! Leave that to Mr. Clayborn. It’s his worry, after all. Now, what do you hope? That he’s handsome? That he’s intelligent?”


“That he’s honest.”


Clara considered this with a thoughtful frown. “Sometimes honesty is a knife, Miss Beatrice. But here we are!”


Beatrice had been trying to ignore their approach to the chapterhouse. The carriage stopped in front of the building that dominated the south end of the square it presided over, its shadow cast over the street.


The Bendleton chapterhouse was the newest one built in Chasland, with a soaring bell tower and matching spires. Its face was polished gray stone. The windows sparkled with colored glass. Beatrice stood on the promenade, glaring at the building as if it were her nemesis.


She glared at the heart of social life and education for mages all over the world, the exclusive center of men’s power and men’s influence denied to women like her. Even when she was finally permitted to practice magic in her advanced years, the chapterhouse had no place for her. She was permitted—when escorted by a man who was a member—to enter the gallery and the teahouse, and no farther.


Boys aged ten to eighteen sheltered within, learning mathematics and history alongside ritual procedure and sorcerous technique. Full members shared trade secrets with their brothers, decided laws before they even reached the Ministry, and improved their lot through their magical skill and fraternal vows.


The chapterhouse held facilities for crafting and artificing, suitably appointed ritual rooms, even apartments where brothers of the chapter could claim hospitality. Thousands of books of magic rested in the scriptorium, written in Mizunh, the secret language of spirits. Centuries of tradition, of restriction, of exclusion were built into the very stones of this building—Beatrice stared at her nemesis, indeed.


“Don’t scowl so, Miss Beatrice. You can’t ruin this with every feeling that flits across your face,” Clara urged. “Smile.”


Beatrice stretched her lips and made her cheeks plump.


“With feeling. Think of something pleasant. Imagine doing something wonderful.”


Beatrice imagined that she had a right to every inch of the chapterhouse, that she and her greater spirit would be known scholars of the mysteries. That gentlemen smiled at her not because she was beautiful, but because she was respected, and girls hurried from one lecture hall to another, openly studying the art and science of high magic. She thought of the world she wanted and remembered her posture.


She smiled as if the chapterhouse were her friend.


“That’s much better!” Clara praised. “I’ll take these gowns home, as you will be returning with your father. Good luck!”


“Thank you,” Beatrice said, and set her path for the tall double doors.


Cool and dim, the arched ceiling of the grand foyer picked up her footsteps and flung the sound across the room purposed as the display of the ingenue’s gallery. Vases of costly flowers stood next to fourteen painted canvases, their scents mingling with the clean, cool stone of the hall. Beatrice walked toward the portrait of Ysbeta Lavan, stunning and vibrant in a gown of deep turquoise, her hand outstretched to catch a topaz blue butterfly attracted to the lush, drooping blooms of the perfume tree in the background. A jeweled diadem held back her light-as-air crown of tightly curled hair. She dominated the room with her splendor and beauty; her portrait hung in the principal position in the center of the room. Empty spaces flanked her image as if nothing and no one could compare.


Beatrice’s own painting was in a dim corner next to a couple of girls who were plain-faced, but still obviously wealthy. She had sat in velvet, and the painter had captured both the soft glow of the fabric and the unfashionable puffed sleeves on her gown. She held her violon across her lap.


She barely remembered the smell of linseed oil and the cursed dust in the air making her want to sneeze. Or the incredible boredom of having to sit very still with nothing to occupy her mind but the desperate desire to scratch an itch. But most of all Beatrice remembered the peculiar feeling of being so thoroughly examined while the truth of her remained invisible as the artist from Gravesford painted her.


It could have been interesting. He had been on fire to paint Beatrice with a rifle after he met her carrying one tucked in the crook of her elbow after a morning ride through the wood. Beatrice tried to explain she only had the rifle due to the dangers of encountering wild boar, forest manxes, and even the occasional bear, but the painter was too enamored with his vision. Father ended the painter’s inspiration by threatening to send him home without pay.


If only he’d gotten his way. The canvas Beatrice was exactly what a viewer would expect. She ought to have carried a rifle under her arm—or a pistol, dangled from one hand while she slouched in her seat like a gentleman at ease. Something to show that she was a person, anything to show that she was something more than what people expected of a woman: ornament, and trained silence.


“Starborn gods, what an aura. You must be Beatrice,” a voice in accented Llanandari said.


She turned and regarded a young man who must have been—“Danton Maisonette. Good afternoon. Have you seen the new chapterhouse?”


“They’re all new, in Chasland,” Danton said with a dismissive little sniff. “Valserre’s been part of the brotherhood for seven hundred years. Chasland is running itself to tatters, trying to keep up with the better nations.”


Beatrice pressed her lips together at the string of slights and insults. “It’s not to your standard, then?”


He glanced up to the stone, laid with all the skill of Chasland’s masons, and dismissed it with a shrug. “It’s the latest style. Chaslanders are all gold and no taste.”


Beatrice had to search for a hold on her temper and the right words. “Then what would you have done? Valserrans are known for their—knowledge of beauty.”


“Aesthetics,” Danton corrected. “Building in an earlier style would have been pretending to a legacy that doesn’t exist here, come to think of it. But chapterhouses ought to have gravity. They should be timeless, rather than fashionable.”


Beatrice searched for the right words, but Danton filled the silence for her. “Though the quality of the sound in the working rooms is startlingly good.”


“That would be thanks to the builders,” Beatrice said. “The designer was a Hadfield, the family who build holy sanctums for generations.”


“Built,” Danton corrected her Llanandari once more. “You all sing to the gods for worship. It must sound impressive at Long Night. Can you sing, then?”


“I have trained,” Beatrice began, “like any Chaslander lady.”


Danton’s mouth turned impatient. “But are you any good?”


This rude . . . oaf! The arrogance! Beatrice lifted her chin. “Yes.”


“You’re rather sure of yourself.” He contemplated her for a moment. “But I believe you.”


He turned his head, taking in the sight of Ysbeta Lavan’s portrait, then back to her.


Danton Maisonette was scarcely taller than her, but his brown coat and buff-colored weskit were satin-woven Llanandras cotton, well made and embroidered in tasteful geometric patterns. He was handsome enough, but his thin little mouth clamped up so tight Beatrice couldn’t imagine a kind word escaping it. He stood with an upright, chest-forward posture, his bearing reminding Beatrice of a soldier—which made sense. As a Valserran heir to a marquessate, he was expected to take a high position in that nation’s army. His hooded eyes were a watery blue, and he had a direct, pointed stare.


Or perhaps it was just that he was staring at her. He examined her so completely it made Beatrice’s stomach shiver. When he turned his chin to compare what he’d seen to the portrait Beatrice on the wall, Beatrice seethed behind a smile that matched the demure curve depicted on the canvas.


“You really are pretty,” he said. “Too many redheads look like they’re made of spotty chalk.”


“Thank you.” That wasn’t what she wanted to say at all, but she promised Father she’d be kind. If only someone had made Danton promise the same. Her wish for honesty had been answered. She hadn’t expected to be treated like a clockwork figurine, incapable of being insulted by whatever thought flitted from Danton Maisonette’s mind to his lips.


“This meeting’s going to be boring talk. Trade and investment. Did you bring handwork to amuse yourself?”


If only she could widen her eyes. If only she could drop her jaw. But she smiled, smiled, smiled at this rude, demanding man. “I’m afraid I don’t have anything with me.”


One side of his mouth turned down as he said, “I had an interest in joining the conversation.”


Instead of the labor of keeping her amused, since she hadn’t brought a lace hook. Beatrice kept her smile up and asked, “Have you seen the chapterhouse gallery?”


“The only thing that’s new is the ingenues,” he said, leaving the hint to escort her through the gallery gasping on the floor. “Only fourteen of you this year. Private negotiations are becoming too popular.”


Beatrice blinked and cocked her head, and Danton knew an opportunity to explain when he saw one. “People are arranging marriages outside of bargaining season. Ha! Chasland’s number one export, since you all have children by the bushel. Most of the best-bred ladies are already bound. Where are you from, that you don’t know this?”


Ladies do not strike people. Even rude, insufferable churls. “Mayhurst.”


His eyebrows went up. “The north country,” he said in titillated horror. “That’s practically the hinterlands. Have you ever been to Gravesford?”


No. Not this man. It didn’t matter that he was heir to a marquis. She would not marry him and travel to distant Valserre, far from her family, to become his wife—indeed, she would not spend an unnecessary minute in his presence. “We traveled there before coming to Bendleton.”


“For your wardrobe, I imagine.” He took in her walking suit and shrugged. “I don’t think you have much need for fine-woven Llanandras cotton when you’re outrunning boars.”


“Oh, we have rifles.” Beatrice realized what she’d said, but too late.


He stared at her, aghast. “You shoot?”


“I am good at it,” Beatrice said, and at last her smile had some real feeling in it.


“I see,” Danton said. “How perfectly ferocious of you. We should have tea. Do you have tea, in the country?”


Beatrice coated her grin with sugar and arsenic. “When it comes to us. By dogsled, one hundred miles in the snow.”


“Really?”


Beatrice’s smile widened. “No. There’s at least six ports up north.”


Now he didn’t like her at all. Perfect.


Beatrice glided beside him as he took her to the tearoom. She smiled prettily at the marquis and took her seat, ignoring the hired musician toiling over a piano sonata to pay attention to the talk of trade and investment Danton had promised would bore her. She asked questions and ruined her genteel display of curiosity with remarks of her own. Father bore it well, but he frowned at her once they bid the Marquis and his son farewell and boarded the landau hired to take them back to Triumph Street.


Father settled on the bench across from her and sighed. Beatrice’s heart sank as Father, handsome in brown cotton, even if the jacket and weskit bore a minimum of adorning needlework, gave her a look that deepened the worry lines across his forehead, his mouth open as if he were about to say something. But he glanced away, shaking his head sadly.


“Father, I’m sorry.”


 Beatrice had a decent guess what she was supposed to be sorry for, but Father would fully inform her soon enough. She waited for the inevitable response, and Father gave it with a pained expression. “Beatrice, do you realize how important it is for you to be agreeable to the young men you meet while we’re here?”


“Father, he was awful. Snobbish and arrogant. If I had to marry that man we’d square off from morning ’til night.”


Father ran a hand over his sandy, silver-shot curls, and they tumbled back in place, framing his fine features, lined by experience and too many burdens, including her willful self. “That perfectly awful young man will be a marquis.”


“Marquis de Awful, then. I couldn’t be happy with him, not for a minute.”


“I had hoped you would be less difficult,” Father said. “This meeting was a special arrangement. And you told him you knew how to shoot? What possessed you?”


“It just slipped out. And I apologize. But he laughed at me for being from the country, and assumed me an ignorant fool, as if Chaslanders didn’t have an education of any kind.”


“I probably should have sent you to a ladies’ academy abroad,” Father sighed. “Too late now, though perhaps Harriet could enter a finishing school.”


Paid for with the financial support of Beatrice’s husband. “Harriet would adore that.”


“If we can manage it, she will go. But there are only fourteen of you.” He brightened at the notion of a brides’ market, and the number of young men who would crowd around Beatrice simply because she was one of only a few ingenues left to woo. “But if you’d kept him on your string . . .”


“There are more young men where he came from,” Beatrice said. With luck, she’d alienate them all. And then she needed more luck, to get the grimoire in her hands once more—


The thought clanged in her mind like a bell. She could get the book back. She knew exactly how. Excitement surged in her, filling her with the urge to leap from the landau and run faster than the showy black horses could trot. She clasped her hands and fought to appear attentive as Father chided her.


“It’s not that I want you to marry a man you can’t abide, Beatrice. Just—try, will you? Try not to judge them hastily.”


Beatrice nodded, but her mind was already consumed by her plan. “Yes, Father. I will try harder next time.”


She watched the tree-lined streets of Bendleton, hazed green with new spring buds and heavy with sweet blooming flowers, and couldn’t wait to get home.
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CHAPTER II


The air grew sweeter the closer the landau drove to their leased townhouse on Triumph Street, a fashionable address on a gently curving road bordering Lord Harsgrove Park. Cherry petals tumbled through the air, their perfume gently choking Beatrice as her father explained the opportunity he’d lost.


“The marquis’s latest venture plans on revitalizing the most miserable, wretched parts of Masillia into respectable neighborhoods. They mean to build in the Canal District. The shares from such a venture would have kept your mother in comfort.”


Beatrice sobered. Father had the family to worry about, and his plans depended on the support of Beatrice’s new family to shore up his own. “I’m sorry the lead has come to naught, but perhaps that’s not such a disaster.”


“You’re right, my dear. There are still the public shares, after all.”


“Actually, I meant something different,” Beatrice said, and smiled as Father looked curious. “The trouble with the real estate development is that it will take years before the development is finished and your investments will see fruit.”


Father’s expression folded into a downturned mouth. “Beatrice—”


She rushed on. “If the marquis is seeking investors here, he’s probably also looking for supply partnerships. He will need timber and iron, and a little research will tell you who in Bendleton runs a forestry firm or a mine. If you invest with them—”


“It’s a fine idea, my dear, but please don’t trouble yourself trying to decipher the world of finance. I have more meetings besides the marquis planned.”


Why wouldn’t he listen? Valserre wasn’t the only country with an eagerness to build major projects. Investing in timber and iron made sense! Beatrice forced herself to smile. “That’s a relief. Will you be attending tonight’s dance?”


Father’s cheeks quivered as he shook his head. “I regret to say that I will not, but happy to report that I have an invitation to Compton’s. I have received a letter from Sir Gregory Robicheaux asking me to attend a meeting about a trade expedition to Mion. Cotton, I expect, as the Lavans hold the exclusive rights to their cacao.”


Beatrice tried not to grimace at the mention of the cheating, stealing Lavans. “I hope it is successful.”


“I’m sure it will be,” Father said. “Sir Gregory is a clever man. This is a singular opportunity. If only I could bring the news of this expedition home. It will be sure profits.”


Not like the last time. Beatrice fought to keep smiling. “I’m so happy to hear it.”


The Westborne Trading Company’s orchid expedition had also been a singular opportunity. Father had contributed heavily to the voyage, believing in the international craze for exotic orchid species—a craze that had been abandoned for miniature dogs while the expedition returned home with once fabulously expensive specimens. Plenty of people lost considerable sums, and very few of the investors had bought insurance on their shares, including Father, and all the neighbors in Mayhurst who had listened to his dream-stirring predictions of the fortune investors would make. They had thrown cabbages at him for a week. No one was at home for Mother’s calls. They had snuck out of Mayhurst in the dead of night and didn’t stop the carriage until they were miles away, and someone in the roadside inn had still heard the story of how Father had ruined the fortunes of his neighbors.


Bad luck plagued Father’s investments. He had taken a generous dowry and learned that the way to have a small fortune from speculation and investment was to start with a large one. If Father hadn’t risked so much, they could have put off the trip to Bendleton until next year. Beatrice could have had more time to learn what she had to before it was too late. But Father wouldn’t tell his family just how badly off they were, and he was sparing no expense to send Beatrice out to Bendleton’s social life.


How much money did Father have left? Was it really enough to pay for all the hats and gowns and an address on Triumph Street? Or had he put all his money into one sure thing—Beatrice’s appeal as a bride?


It wasn’t wise. Beatrice’s mother was one of the respected Woodcrofts, but they tended to bear girls rather than boys, often only producing one heir to carry on a legacy. Mother had married for love rather than status, and so the Clayborns were unremarkable members of the middle class. There were ingenues more elevated than her, certainly wealthier—she couldn’t reasonably expect to net a duke or a cabinet minister’s son, could she? And she didn’t have the wealth or connections a foreign mage hunted for, at that.


But she didn’t want a duke or a minister’s son. She didn’t want to marry a man from another land. She wanted to be a magician, and marriage stood squarely in her way. She had to retrieve the grimoire Ysbeta had stolen from her. It was her only chance!


“And starting tonight, you will be pursuing opportunity as well,” Father said. “I know I don’t need to explain to you how important your social debut is to us. I have every trust in your ability to evaluate the people you meet tonight. But enjoy yourself and make friends. Don’t forget to take pleasure in it.”


Tonight marked the official beginning of the calendar of parties, outings, performances, and events that would allow Beatrice to rise as far as her charm and skill would allow—or sink, if she embarrassed herself. How was she to manage both social success for her family and romantic failure for herself? “I will do my best, Father.”


She didn’t need to say more. Father helped her from the carriage. “Good luck will smile on you, I am sure of it.”


He was more correct than he knew. “I have to get a tray from Cook and then rest before the dance. I will probably miss dinner with getting ready.”


Father let her leave with an indulgent smile. “You will make me proud, my dear.”


Once inside, Beatrice went upstairs to allow Clara to undress her and tuck her in bed. When the tray arrived, Beatrice kept it, saying that she would nibble at it while she read.


After Clara had freed her of the fashionably tight corset and left Beatrice to rest in rag curls prepared for tonight’s Assembly Dance, she silently counted to one hundred, then sprang out of bed. Tonight’s gown was laid out where she could gaze upon it until she dozed off, but she scuttled past it without another glance, leaping for the pull-cord dangling from the ceiling.


Moving the lunch tray to the attic was clumsy work. She had to balance the tray on a step scarcely wide enough to hold it, climb a stair, and rest the tray on a higher rung. She’d nearly dropped it twice as she climbed the narrow trap-ladder up to her bedroom’s attic one-handed. The darkness above smelled like dust and old paper. Beatrice hoisted herself into the space clad only in her shift. After closing the hatch so she wouldn’t stumble through it and break her neck, she groped for her striker-box. She whispered a charm to make the spark light a candle stub, and then as she touched the flame to all the others, she whispered, “Give light, and bring no harm to anyone.”


The wicks caught and glowed, throwing flickering shadows on the sloped attic roof. Beatrice pulled out a book from her tiny hoard—Tales of Ijanel and Other Heroes, by E. James Curtfield, and found the spell encoded among the verses:


To Call a Lesser Spirit of Chance


She set it on a lap table with one uneven leg.


Beatrice reread the instructions. She wondered, once more, if the summoning words would really work without being written in Mizunh—but Chasland had master magicians before adopting the chapterhouse tradition. It had to work. She practiced the signs she needed for the summoning. She checked and double-checked the sequence of sigils, then chalked down the marks in the order described without uttering a word.


Now she wavered, just for a moment. This was more complex magic than she had ever dared—but she had to master it if she was ever going to have the skill to summon a greater spirit of her own. She must perform the ritual, and she could not fail.


She held her palm over each chalked symbol, breathing in the accepted pattern to infuse each mark with her will. She drew in the correct breath, held and vibrated exactly the right way to activate her circle and put her between the realms of flesh and spirit. Every mark had to be charged with the correct breath, the exact vibration, shaped by the positions of her fingers held just so—and as she worked the air shifted, pressing against her skin as the summoning built itself, mark by mark, breath by breath, sign by sign.


The energy flickered and built just at the corner of her eye, bluer than candlelight, shot through with iridescent flashes of gold, rose, green. It made the air fuzzy and alive as her actions unmoored her from the world of the flesh, rubbing against the realm of spirit.


She held down the urge to stare at it, to gasp in wonder like a child. But magic tingled all through her. She touched the aether and held power in her hands, her breath, her body —it was better than the sweetest music, the finest meal. Knowing power, drawing nearer to the mysteries, nothing was its match. Nothing was its equal.


She breathed in magic, shaped it with her need, and charged the circle closed. She was between. Her body felt bigger than it was. Her awareness had expanded to the skin of her aetheric form, the body that spirits and magicians could see, glowing softly within the circle spun of her mortal life. But she trembled, her hands shaking as she gathered more power within herself, more and more until she was full as a waterskin, preparing herself for the ritual.


“Nadi, spirit of chance, I name you,” she whispered. “I have brought sweet nectar and flesh for you. They are yours if you help me. Nadi, spirit of chance, I know you are near.”


She held out a handful of strawberries, shiny and red, and put one in her mouth. She bit and reveled in the sweetness on her tongue.


“Nadi, spirit of chance,” she murmured, the taste of strawberry on her lips. “You are hungry, and I have sweets.”


A light flickered outside her circle. :Nadi wants that. Give it to me.:


It spoke in her tongue, and Beatrice melted with relief. It had worked, even without knowing Mizunh. “I need your luck, Nadi. I will give it in trade.”


Nadi grew and shrank, probing at the tiny dome that kept it out, lured by the only thing spirits delighted in—the allure of the corporeal.


Spirits wanted the world of the flesh. They wanted to eat. They wanted to drink wine. They wanted to run, and dance, and touch everything they could. They wanted the walls of a body, the taste of a berry. But before all, above all, they wanted those things forever, and so the art and science of the higher mysteries were closed to women, to guard against the danger of a spirit getting exactly the thing they craved the most—a home, dwelling within an unborn child.


“There is a book,” Beatrice began. “An exact book. I held it in my hands. Circumstance and a clever tongue stole the book from me. I want you to help me get it back.”


:Yes,: Nadi said. :I see it in your memories. I feel the leap of your heart as you read it. I know what you want from it. What will you give me, if I tread on Fate to return it to you?:


Beatrice held out the berries. “All of these are yours, and flesh besides—I have the smoked cheeks of a hog, glazed in honey. I have white cheese from the caves of Stillan. And I have Kandish wine.”


:But when you have the book, I know what you will do with it,: Nadi said. :You will call an ally spirit. You will make the great bargain. And then Nadi will have no one to bargain with, no nectar, no flesh. Nadi wants more.:


“Another magician will call you, Nadi. Another incanter will need you,” Beatrice soothed. “Nadi will always be needed.”


:Nadi wants more now.:


“I can’t break the circle to bring you more food,” Beatrice said. “All I have to offer you is already in its bounds.”


She heard what she’d said an instant after she’d said it, and clenched her jaw shut. The luck spirit brightened, lengthened.


:You have more to offer me,: it said. :You can give me a greater gift.:


Oh no, no, she couldn’t. This was her first lesser summoning! She had meant for the spirit to instruct her, not to let it ride in her body as she retrieved the grimoire. She had asked for the best offering the kitchen could provide, had barely picked at it, and hadn’t allowed Clara to take the tray away. This spirit of chance wasn’t a very strong spirit, but all her rich food and Kandish wine wasn’t enough.


Nadi wanted her to host it.


She had never hosted a spirit, not even any of the minor spirits she could call without the protection of a summoning circle. She had always asked for small bits of knowledge, paid for with offerings of food. What if she couldn’t control it? What if Nadi took command of her limbs, made her say something outrageous, or embarrassed her? What if she lost control to it completely, and the spirit, clad in her flesh, hurt people who crossed it? She could fail completely. She could be condemned to death. She could hurt someone she loved.


No. She knew who she was. She could do this. “An hour,” Beatrice said.


:A day,: Nadi said.


“Impossible. To sundown.”


:To dawn.:


“No. Midnight,” Beatrice said. “I’m going to an Assembly Dance. There will be music—”


:Music?: The spirit brightened, swaying. It let out a happy moan. :Dancing?:


“Yes.”


:Cake?:


“Yes.”


:Starlight?:


“If the night is clear.”


:It will be clear,: Nadi vowed. :And a kiss.:


Beatrice scoffed. “No.”


:I can make it happen,: Nadi said. :You can choose who. The book will be yours. But I want a kiss. Pick the handsomest man you desire.:


“That’s another bargain,” Beatrice objected.


:Not this time. Just a kiss, Beatrice Amara Clayborn. Your first kiss, by midnight. I want it.:


Beatrice bit her lip. If she danced twice with the same young man at an assembly, it was permission to court her interest. To kiss a gentleman meant rather more than permission to court her. She couldn’t do it. But then she would have the book. She would have the book and she would gain her greater spirit, and then she would have what she wanted. Wasn’t a simple kiss worth that?


“Nadi, you will wear a fine gown. You will dance. You will eat cake. You will see starlight. You will have a kiss by midnight, and then our bargain is done.”


:It is struck,: Nadi said. :Chance will favor you. Let me in.:


Beatrice stretched out her hand, touching the barrier that shielded her from the world of Spirit. It resisted her touch as if she were attempting to press two lodestones together.


Beatrice steeled herself for the sake of the book. She pushed through the border of her protection. The spirit seized her fingers. Its touch chilled as it seeped into her flesh. It slid inside her body, filling out the spaces under her skin.


:Yes,: Nadi said. :Carry me to midnight, magician.:


Her hands raised without her will. She touched her own face, her throat. Her lungs filled with a deep breath, and she lunged for the strawberries, popping one red fruit after another into her mouth. Nadi gobbled every last scrap on the tray, tipped the goblet straight up to catch the last droplets of wine, and she smacked her lips, hungry for more.


“Nadi!” she said. “You can’t indulge yourself like this. It’s unseemly.”


:It’s so good,: Nadi replied in her mind. :Delicious. Delicious. I want more.:


“We’ll get caught,” Beatrice said, “and if we get caught, there will be no music. And no cake. Or starlight. And you won’t know your kiss. You must behave.”


:Let’s go outside,: Nadi said. :I want to feel the sunlight. I want to feel the wind. I want to go outside.:


“There’s a terrace outside my room,” Beatrice said. “We can go out there, but you must be good.”


:Good,: Nadi said. :I can be good. Let’s go, let’s go.:


The spirit inside her fidgeted as she took the circle down, spinning the power back into herself. She cleaned the chalk marks off the floor, snuffed out every candle, and carefully picked her way down the ladder into her bedroom, where the clock had only a quarter hour left to tick before Clara would come to prepare her for the dance.
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The opening dance of the assembly hall of Bendleton was as densely attended as Clara had predicted. Music barely made itself heard above the laughter and conversation of the dance’s attendees—so many young people, all squeezed into the gowns and dancing suits that showed off their best qualities. They leaned against the fashionable gilt and seafoam-painted walls, stood in clumps of elegantly gowned friends, glanced at her and let their eyes slide past her face, her hair and ensemble observed, judged, and dismissed.


Clara had chosen every detail of the ensemble Beatrice wore, had draped and laced and pinned Beatrice into a silk gown dyed to the exact shade of a springtime sky embroidered all over with pansies, had pinned every lock of her hair into the high, curled style that was all the fashion, laced her stays tightly enough to nip in her waist, and refused to attach a fichu to the gown’s alarmingly low neckline. Beatrice had given up trying to pull the stomacher a little higher. Now she was breathing against the boned restriction of her stays, trying not to let her chest swell.


A young man in ivory silk watched, half a smirk on his face. Beatrice snapped her fan open, shielding herself from his sight.


:Kiss him,: Nadi said. :He likes you.:


:He does not like me,: Beatrice thought back. :He’s unsuitable.:


:Hmph.: Nadi lifted her head and turned her gaze to the crowd. Danton Maisonette stood with other young men of fashion. He watched her as he tilted his head toward another gentleman, this one unadorned by the crown of sorcery. He glanced at Danton, surprised, and turned back to stare at her, his lips moving in a comment that made Danton and his company laugh.


Beatrice’s stomach clenched. They were laughing at her. Danton had probably twisted the whole story and made her out to be a shrew and a status climber, and the tale would spread all over the dance.


:Why do you think they’re talking about you?: Nadi asked, and the memories bloomed in her mind. :Oh. He’s mean.:


She had worked out the trick of speaking to Nadi in her mind, and so she thought her words so clearly she could hear her own voice inside her head. :Think nothing of it, Nadi. You said you wanted cake.:


:Cake, yes. I want cake. Give me some.:


:We have to wait in line,: Beatrice scolded. She maneuvered her way to the refreshment line and groaned at her mistake—young men waited for a chance at refreshment, on the errand of bringing some to a lady they favored.


:Men,: Nadi said. :Kiss that one, in the peach.:


:I will not.:


Beatrice took her place at the end of the line. Cake. Starlight. A dance, and then an impossible, brazen kiss. She could do everything but that one thing, not if she was to remain a lady—


“Excuse me, miss. Please go ahead.” The young man waiting at the end of the line bowed and invited her to stand ahead of him.


Beatrice shifted her mind, searching for the correct form for speaking politely to a stranger in Llanandari, though the gentleman was almost certainly local. “Thank you, but I am content.”


“I must insist, miss. Please take my place.”


“What’s that?” asked the man ahead of him. “Oh, miss. Please allow me to give way.”


“Thank you, but it’s really not needed,” Beatrice protested. “The line is already moving so fast—”


For it rippled as each gentleman, upon investigating the commotion behind him, stepped politely aside to allow Beatrice to move all the way to the front, much to the amusement of others standing nearby. Beatrice accepted a napkin with a square of cream-yellow cake and tried to escape, cheeks blazing.


:I want to eat it,: Nadi said. :It smells so good. So good.:


:In a minute,: Beatrice replied. :We’re going outside to look at the stars. You remember? Starlight.:


:Starlight,: Nadi said. :Yes. Hurry.:


But she could not. She maintained the graceful pace of a lady with nowhere in particular to be, aiming for the open doors leading to the gardens. She could find a place just a little separated from the rest, where she could look at the stars and let Nadi gobble cake like a child. Then she would find a patch of wall and wait out the evening. She would look for a girl who looked kind and understanding, strike up a conversation, and when the evening had passed, she would kiss her cheek.


:No,: said Nadi. :A real kiss. A real kiss. You won’t get your book without a real kiss.:


Drat the spirit squirming around inside her! Nadi would expect her to deliver exactly what it wanted. There would be no escape.


Nadi flinched, and the spirit attempted to hide itself behind her pounding heart.


:No, not the noise again.: Nadi shuddered just under her skin. :It’s awful. Awful. Make it stop.:


:Hold on, Nadi.: She turned in a circle, straining to hear whatever had Nadi shaking like the sound was horrible. As if it hurt just to listen to it.


A woman and a young girl rounded the corner of the assembly hall, the light from a torch lamp turning their carefully styled hair to blazing copper. Beatrice suppressed a groan as the girl’s hand shot up to wave excitedly.


“Beatrice!” Harriet exclaimed.


Beatrice closed her eyes and prayed for strength. “Hello, Harriet.”


Harriet Clayborn was the beauty of the family. She’d taken after Father’s looks, and at fifteen was blessed with a perfect heart-shaped face, Father’s delicate, precise nose, and an expression that always looked like she was about to share a joke. Her hair, bright as a fox’s coat, was piled magnificently atop her head, shining as brightly as the blue crystal beads pinned among her curls. Harriet wasn’t old enough to be in the ballroom, but she had convinced Mother to peek in so she could sigh at all the young ladies and young men dressed in their best. She dragged Mother along, her chin thrust out as she stared Beatrice down.


“Why aren’t you dancing?” she said.


It took a moment for Beatrice to catch up to the words. “Not you, too!”


“You need to practice Llanandari,” Harriet said. “You should be dancing. Mother, Beatrice looks like she’s about to cry. You can’t cry, Beatrice. You’ll ruin your maquillage.”


“I’m not crying,” Beatrice said, surrendering to her sister’s insistence. “I wanted some cake.”


“Who fetched it for you?” Harriet asked.


“No one,” Beatrice said. “I fetched it myself.”


Harriet gasped in horror. “You didn’t! Mother! She got her own cake!”


Mother patted Harriet’s shoulder, her features a mirror of her elder daughter, moved forward in time—the same round, high forehead, the same wide-set eyes, the same gentle dimple in the middle of her chin.


“Harriet, dear,” Mother said. “Stop squealing so. You are a young woman now.”


“But Mother, she’s doing it all wrong!”


“I just wanted some cake.”


Harriet threw her hands up with a huff of disbelief.


Beatrice couldn’t help smiling. “What should I do, then? I don’t know anyone, and everyone already seems acquainted. How do I get to know people?”


“Tell the matrons,” Harriet answered. “They’ll quiz you a little, and then they will arrange a dance for you, or introduce you to a daughter or a niece. From there, you should ask more questions than you answer, to keep your partner talking.”


The matrons were the women who organized the assembly dance society, who issued subscriptions and presided over each event. They had approved her family’s membership—of course they would be able to make the appropriate introductions. Harriet might be overly excited at being at the ball she had read about in dozens of novels, but she had learned so much from studying them. “I shall speak to the matrons, then. Thank you, Harriet.”


Mother lifted her head and smiled at Beatrice. The sigilinscribed band of silver locked around her throat glittered in the light from the ballroom. Beatrice breathed through the terrified flutter that unsettled her insides whenever she saw it.


“Don’t frown so, my dear. You will be a success; I am certain of it.”


Mother had been locked into that collar at her wedding and wouldn’t be free of it until her courses had stopped for a full year. Could it be—


:Nadi, is it my mother? Is she making the noise?:


:Her, it’s her. What is that?: Nadi hissed in her mind. :I don’t like it. I don’t like it.:


:It’s a warding collar.:


:It stings,: Nadi said. :I hate it. It’s too loud. I hate it.:


:I hate it too, Nadi.:


That was the success her family wanted for Beatrice. What did it feel like, to have magic taken away from you? How did Mother bear it? She couldn’t ask. She didn’t dare ask. If her family suspected her rebellion, it would break their hearts. And then they’d make her marry anyway. They couldn’t know until she had triumphed.


So Beatrice smiled back. “Thank you, Mother. I’m so nervous.”


“Don’t be,” Mother said. “You look beautiful. There are all kinds of young men looking for someone like you.”


What could she say to that? “I should eat my cake.”


“We should return to the ladies’ lounge,” Mother said.


“But I want to see the dancers,” Harriet objected. “We’ve only just arrived.”


“Come along, Harriet.” Mother took Harriet’s hand and drew her away. Beatrice waited until they were out of sight.


:Nadi wants cake now.:


:Very well.: Beatrice tucked herself into a shadow, where she would be hard to see. :Small bites. Take your time—:


But her hand lifted again, and her jaw stretched wide, and Nadi stuffed half the square in Beatrice’s mouth, sighing in bliss at the taste. :Delicious. Delicious.:


:Nadi! Look what you’ve done. I said small bites!:


:It’s so good,: Nadi said. :Get another piece.:


:No.: Beatrice chewed. Did she have icing on her nose? She tried to swallow and glance about. She groaned as she saw Danton Maisonette and a young woman glide effortlessly out of the ballroom, dressed in the color-matched attire that was the fashion for siblings. They were elegant, dressed in a style that Chaslanders would rush to imitate the moment the latest foreign fashion magazines reached their tailors and dressmakers. Beatrice stepped backward and let the shadows fold around her.


“He was particularly solicitous, was he not?” The young woman snapped open a fan and made it tremble, wafting ocean-tinted air at her face. Beatrice listened, straining to understand the woman’s rapid Valserran. “He danced so beautifully and when it was over, he bowed so low. I think I have his interest.”


“I trust your judgment in these matters,” Danton said. He produced an enameled box and popped the lid open. He set a scented cheroot burning in a blur of motion, and he exhaled a cloud of illusion, shaping an intricately detailed archer with his bow drawn at the moon.


Beatrice watched the smoke archer until the breeze tore it apart. It was a beautiful bit of magic, and illusion mages were more than just entertainers. They could be dangerous. Everyone knew how adroit they were in battle, conjuring the illusion of soldiers so accurate that no commander could gamble that a force charging them was a mere phantasm, or that the empty path off the battlefield wasn’t full of invisible cannoneers, ready to ambush.


Danton made another smoke illusion of a man in court dress, but instead of the usual fore-curls and queued hair, this man wore a glorious globe of hair like Ianthe Lavan’s. “He asked for your card, unless my eyes deceived me.”


“He did!” She clasped her hands together, her ruffled sleeves blocking the view of her stomacher. Everything about the girl’s primrose gown was overmuch—ruffles, bows, rosettes, lace, and embroidery? Clara would have tactful things to say if Beatrice ever tried cramming that much ornament on a single gown. “Danton, I cannot contain myself! Ianthe Lavan could call on me tomorrow!”


The Lavans were here! Beatrice’s head came up, and she coughed delicately before stepping out of the shadows. Danton glowered, and the young woman eyed her with the bland stare of superiority Beatrice knew from those who lived abroad and would only come to Chasland to seek brides.


“It’s a pretty evening, isn’t it?” she asked. “It’s so warm in the ballroom, but the spring air is so clean. I’m Beatrice Clayborn.”


“That accent. Llanandari, spoken through mud.” The young woman looked at Beatrice’s outstretched hand, and then back at her face. “Is this the country girl you met at tea today?”


“Yes,” Danton replied.


The young woman lifted her hand, dabbing at the air just above her mouth. “She has cake frosting on her lip.”


Heat climbed up Beatrice’s neck and cheeks. Frosting on her mouth, as if she were a small child. She wished she could disappear, her tongue stilled by embarrassment.


The girl laughed. “I thought you had been exaggerating, Danton. My apologies.”


The heat coursing through Beatrice made her clench her fists. Ladies did not strike people in anger, but she made a tight stone of her right hand, as if she were to throw a punch and demand satisfaction.


Nadi coiled up inside her. :I’ll show you.:


A gust of wind blew a stately-looking urn from its place on the terrace, spilling cut flowers and water all over the woman’s gown before landing on the gentleman’s toe. They shrieked and collided with each other, their outfits ruined.


“Oh! Are you all right?” Beatrice covered her mouth in feigned shock. :Tell me you didn’t. Oh, you did!: She mustn’t smile. She mustn’t laugh.


But Nadi did. :Serves them right. I want more cake.:


Beatrice stepped back from the wreck of cut flowers and water spreading across the floor. Her anger had fled, and now anxious flutterings filled her stomach. She had repressed her own hand and let Nadi lash out for her. :Should you have done that? You ruined her dress.:


:She laughed at us. I don’t care.:


She had to keep Nadi from these outbursts. Spirits were like small children, and Nadi would settle down if she pleased it. She needed time alone, to calm it down and explain that they couldn’t run around like wild things, gobbling cake and kissing strangers. Beatrice slipped the cake-napkin into her pocket and walked past the soaked couple without looking back.


[image: illustration]


The south terrace had the benefit of being deserted, thanks to a chilly breeze that raised the gooseflesh on her skin. Beatrice strolled along the terrace, looking up at the sky.


:So many,: Nadi said, :so far away. How far are the stars, Beatrice?:


:Many millions of miles, the stellarists say.: Beatrice craned her neck, seeking out the star that never shifted, the heart-home. :There you are. You have had starlight, and music, and cake—:


:Now a kiss,: Nadi said. :Your first kiss by midnight.:


How much time did she have? How was she going to please Nadi, fulfill the bargain, and get her book? :What if I can’t do it, Nadi? What if I can’t?:


:You have to,: Nadi said. :Just kiss one. Kiss that one.:


:Who?:


Beatrice turned away from the stars and spied a figure crossing from ballroom to terrace—tall, in shining cloud-gray silk and fountaining cascades of lace. Crushed pearl powder highlighted his elegant cheeks. Ianthe Lavan from the bookstore stood peering into the night.


:Ohh. Yes. Him. Kiss him,: Nadi said. :How your heart pounds to see him, Beatrice. Kiss him.:


:No.: She shook her head just as Ianthe turned to regard the shadow she stood in.


“Miss Clayborn?” He took a step closer.


“Mr. Lavan,” Beatrice said. “What a surprise.”


Ianthe smiled, and it wasn’t fair that a man could have a smile like that. It wasn’t fair that he made her tremble. He stole her book! Helped steal it—oh.


This was Nadi filling its end of the bargain. Beatrice dipped her knees. “I didn’t expect to see you again.”


“I’ve been looking for you. Ysbeta forgot to give you her card, and she regrets the oversight. She’s looking for you too.” Ianthe said in her tongue, his accent clearly taught by a native speaker. He moved closer. “Are you enjoying the dance?”


“You speak Chasand.”


“After a fashion.” Ianthe paused at the terrace railing. “I fear I’m rusted.”


“No, no. You’re good at it. To answer your question, I fetched my own cake.”


He smiled. “I saw that.”


Oh, now she wanted to die. “And I haven’t danced yet.”


:Kiss him. Kiss him. Kiss him!:


:No!:


:You want to,: Nadi said. :He’s beautiful. He’s handsome. Oh, and he smells so good.:


Beatrice’s weight shifted, and she leaned closer. Nadi sighed over the intriguing scent of cocoa, and roses, a layer of pepper and something warmer under it, warm and sweet and—


She stepped back and Nadi pouted.


“Would you like to? After you get some air. I only just stepped outside myself, to greet the stars.”


“I shouldn’t disturb you, then.”


“Oh no, please do disturb me. You’re supposed to share the sight of the stars when you greet them.”


Nadi stirred. :Look at the stars with him.:


“Do you suppose that they’re all worlds like ours, as the stellarists say?”


“That is the belief,” Ianthe said. “Will you watch them with me?”


Beatrice stopped beside him and looked at too many stars to count. A streak of light blazed across the sky, and Beatrice caught her breath.


:Beautiful,: Nadi said.


“A messenger star,” Ianthe said. “It’s good luck to see them, in Llanandras.”


“Here, too,” Beatrice said. “They’re said to bring good news. I could use some.”


“Have you come to misfortune?” Ianthe asked.


“It is nothing,” Beatrice said. “Idle words, spoken cruelly.”


“That can wound surely as an arrow. How can I help?”


Beatrice smiled at him. “Your kindness is help enough. I shouldn’t have brought it up.”


“Then we must change the subject. I assume you enjoy books, by the location of our first meeting,” Ianthe said. “Do you have opinions on the latest novels?”


“I’m rather behind.”


“So far behind that you haven’t read Rodale Park?”


Beatrice smiled. “Not that far behind. One makes time for the novels published by the House of Verdeu, even if they shock society.”


“I’m still upset by Odele’s betrayal,” Ianthe said. “William loved her.”


“But Odele loved music more. She honored that love, I believe,” Beatrice said. “Her gift was too precious to waste, simply because she was born a woman.”


“That’s a daring opinion,” Ianthe said, but he smiled at her as if daring opinions were among his favorites. “Do you believe that ladies ought to be allowed to profit off their pursuits?”


“Poor women work all the time,” Beatrice said.


“But ladies do not,” Ianthe said.


She should demur. But Ianthe’s gaze held no superiority or amusement at her notions, and it made her bold. “I believe it is our right.”


Ianthe smiled back, and it wasn’t fair that he was so handsome. It wasn’t fair at all. “I’ve not been here very long, but I’ve never met a woman in Chasland who believes in her rights.”


“You probably have,” Beatrice said. “We just keep it quiet.”


“I hadn’t thought of that,” Ianthe said, and that simple admission stunned Beatrice. “May I tell you a secret?”


“One tells friends secrets.”


“And I would like the privilege of your friendship.”


He meant that. It was plain in the seriousness of his expression, in the cloak of privacy that encircled them. They stood in plain sight of anyone in the ballroom who happened to look out to the terrace, but they were alone, with only the stars to peek at them.


“I shall protect the honor of your disclosure with my silence,” Beatrice said. “What is it?”


Ianthe moved in closer, and the intriguing scent of his expensive perfume tickled her nose again. “I fear for my sister’s happiness.”


“What do you fear?”


“I’m not here to seek a wife,” Ianthe said. “Our mother brought us to Chasland because she wants a connection to the family of a friend of mine here.”


“Ah,” Beatrice said. “What sort of friend?”


“His father came to Llanandras years ago to expand upon our trade agreements and he brought his son. Bard and I went to the chapterhouse together,” Ianthe confirmed. “Mother senses an opportunity to invest in Chasland’s new industrial efforts. But I wish Ysbeta would be allowed to choose someone else.”


“Someone she loves already?”


“As far as I know, my sister holds no such affection for anyone. I mean that she should be allowed to choose someone not from here.” He shrugged and gave an apology of a smile. “I am sorry, but there are customs among Chaslanders that I find unpleasant.”


He didn’t laugh at her as Chaslanders would for believing that women should be permitted to pursue profit—his own mother was a force in his family’s business, in fact. He agreed with her radical notions. What other beliefs did Ianthe hold?
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