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The Black Rose had been an emergency measure, a disguise pulled from Ažerais’s Dream to get her past Grey Serrado at the amphitheatre. She hadn’t expected that guise to gain a name, much less notoriety.


She hadn’t expected the mask to remain in her hand when the leather petals of armor had faded.


It was tucked into the back of a top shelf in her wardrobe. Ren had to stand on a chair to retrieve it: a piece of rose-patterned lace, cut along the edges of petals and buds. She climbed down and let it slide through her fingers, hesitating.


Then she lifted it to her face.


Black material flowed over her body, just as it had before: silk and leather, layered like petals, gloves and boots and all. Not an illusion; it was solid and real. A gift from Ažerais—one she was apparently meant to keep.


To use.


“Fine,” Ren whispered in the darkness. “I guess we’re doing this.”
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Dramatis Personae



Ren—aka Renata Viraudax, aka Arenza Lenskaya, a con artist


NOBILITY


House Acrenix


Eret Ghiscolo Acrenix—head of House Acrenix, Caerulet in the Cinquerat Carinci Acrenix—his stepmother


Sibiliat Acrenix—his daughter and heir


Fadrin Acrenix—a cousin


House Coscanum


Faella Coscanum—sister of the head of house


Marvisal Coscanum—her grandniece


Bondiro Coscanum—her grandnephew


House Destaelio


Era Cibrial Destaelio—head of House Destaelio, Prasinet in the Cinquerat Eutracce Destaelio—one of her many daughters


House Extaquium


Eret Sureggio Extaquium—head of House Extaquium


Parma Extaquium—a cousin


House Fintenus


Egliadas Fintenus—a cousin


Nencoral Fintenus—a cousin


House Indestor (disbanded)


Eret Mettore Indestor—former head of House Indestor, former Caerulet in the Cinquerat (deceased)


Mezzan Indestor—his son and heir


Breccone Simendis Indestris—married in from House Simendis (deceased) Meppe Indestor—a cousin


House Novrus


Era Sostira Novrus—head of House Novrus, Argentet in the Cinquerat Benvanna Ecchino Novri—her latest wife


Iascat Novrus—her adopted heir


House Quientis


Eret Scaperto Quientis—head of House Quientis, Fulvet in the Cinquerat


House Simendis


Eret Utrinzi Simendis—head of House Simendis, Iridet in the Cinquerat


House Traementis


Era Donaia Traementis—head of House Traementis


Leato Traementis—her son (deceased)


Giuna Traementis—her daughter


Letilia Traementis—her former sister-in-law, originally called Lecilla Colbrin—a servant


Suilis Felsi—a servant


House Vargo


Eret Derossi Vargo—crime lord and upstart nobleman


Master Peabody—an unusual spider


DELTA GENTRY


Tanaquis Fienola—an astrologer and inscriptor working for Iridet


Agniet Cercel—a commander in the Vigil


Ludoghi Kaineto—a lieutenant in the Vigil


Facosse Dimiterro—high commander of the Vigil


Rimbon Beldipassi—a rising success


Quaniet Scurezza—head of her house


Idaglio Minzialli—a wealthy gentleman


Orrucio Amananto—a ubiquitous gentleman


THE STADNEM ANDUSKE


Koszar Yureski Andrejek—former leader of the Stadnem Anduske


Ustimir Hraleski Branek—his rival and new leader


Idusza Nadjulskaya Polojny—loyal to Andrejek


Ardaš Orsolski Ljunan—loyal to Andrejek


Šidjin Drumaskaya Gulavka—loyal to Branek


Dmatsos Krasnoski Ocˇelen—loyal to Branek


Tserdev Krasnoskaya Ocˇelen—his sister, head of the Crimson Eyes knot


VRASZENIANS


Grey Serrado—a captain in the Vigil


Kolya (Jakoslav) Serrado—Grey’s brother (deceased)


Alinka Serrado—Kolya’s widow, an herbalist


Yvieny and Jagyi—their children


Dalisva Mladoskaya Korzetsu—granddaughter of the Kiraly clan leader Mevieny Plemaskaya Straveši—a blinded szorsa of the Dvornik


Ivrina Lenskaya—Ren’s mother, an outcast (deceased)


THE STREET


Nikory—one of Vargo’s lieutenants


Pavlin Ranieri—a constable in the Vigil


Arkady Bones—boss of the biggest knot in the Shambles


Dvaran—keeper of the Gawping Carp


Oksana Ryvcˇek—a duelist


Fontimi—an actor known for playing the Rook


Tess—Ren’s sister


Sedge—Ren’s brother


Ondrakja—former leader of the Fingers, also called Gammer Lindworm (deceased)


FOREIGNERS


Diomen—a Seterin inscriptor


Kaius Sifigno—aka Kaius Rex, aka the Tyrant, conqueror of Nadežra (deceased)


Varuni—sent to safeguard an investment in Vargo


The Rook—an outlaw










A Note on Pronunciation



Vraszenian uses a few special characters in its spelling: cˇ is pronounced like ch in “chair,” š like sh in “ship,” and ž like the z in “azure.” The combination sz is pronounced like the s in “soft,” and j has the sound of y.


Liganti names and terms have the vowels of Italian or Spanish: a = ah, e = eh, i = ee, o = oh, u = oo. The letters c and g change before e and i, so Cercel = cher-CHELL and Giuna = JOO-nah; ch and gh are used to keep them unchanged, so Ghiscolo = gee-SCO-loh.


Seterin names share the same vowels as Liganti, but c and g are always hard, and the ae vowel combination sounds like the English word “eye.”










The Story So Far



(Or, this is their past, the good and the ill of it,
and that which is neither...)


Five years after poisoning her gang leader, Ondrakja, and fleeing Nadežra, the half-Vraszenian con artist Ren returned with her adopted sister, Tess, in tow. Their plan was simple: Ren would masquerade as a relative of the noble but declining House Traementis. Once adopted and inscribed into their register, she and Tess could skim enough wealth to set themselves up for life.


But none of it went as planned. Ren found herself caught between the Traementis leader, Donaia; the Vraszenian Vigil captain Grey Serrado; the crime lord turned respectable businessman Derossi Vargo; and the Rook, a vigilante who opposes the nobility. To win acceptance with the Traementis, she had to gain them a new charter to replace the broken numinat responsible for cleansing the West Channel of the River Dežera—a magical structure destroyed through Traementis corruption some years before.


Polluted water was only one of Nadežra’s problems, though. A sudden rash of street children dying from an inability to sleep led Grey to stories of “Gammer Lindworm,” a monster from Vraszenian folklore, while Vargo uncovered evidence of a new drug called ash, which gave its users nightmarish visions with the power to kill. On an evening later dubbed the Night of Hells, someone poisoned the city’s leadership and visiting Vraszenian dignitaries with ash—and Ren along with them. But instead of giving horrible visions, it pulled them all into the shifting realm called Ažerais’s Dream. Together with Donaia’s son, Leato, Ren attempted to escape... but they encountered Vraszenian creatures called zlyzen, and a twisted hag Ren recognized as Ondrakja. Although the Rook pulled Ren from the dream into safety, ending the nightmare, the zlyzen tore Leato apart.


In the aftermath, Ren found herself incapable of sleep. With her con threatening to unravel around her, an unlikely set of allies came together to save her life. Vargo ultimately journeyed into Ažerais’s Dream to bring back the missing part of Ren’s spirit, restoring her ability to sleep. Because the Rook had discovered her con during her sleeplessness, Ren speculated that Vargo might be the vigilante and had saved her to protect her secret. She also learned that Leato’s death was no accident: The decline of House Traementis was due to a long-standing curse—one that had somehow managed to strike Ren as well. Although the astrologer Tanaquis Fienola was able to remove the curse, its source remained unknown.


Ren, Grey, and Vargo realized that Ondrakja had survived the poisoning and become Gammer Lindworm, and that she was creating ash by letting the zlyzen feed on children’s dreams. Before they could capture her, an agent of Mettore Indestor, Nadežra’s military leader, sparked a riot among the restless Vraszenians of the Lower Bank. Quelling it caused a schism among the Stadnem Anduske, a group of Vraszenian radicals, which left their leader, Andrejek, near death.


But even the riot was only a cover for Mettore’s true plan. Working in partnership with Gammer Lindworm, he planned to use ash to destroy the Wellspring of Ažerais, the holy site of the Vraszenian people, and then to blame it on the Anduske. While Vargo dismantled the magical numinat around the wellspring and the Rook fought Mettore, Ažerais’s Dream transformed Ren into a masked heroine, the Black Rose, and she confronted Gammer Lindworm. Betraying Ondrakja a second time, Ren turned the zlyzen against their mistress.


For Mettore’s crimes, House Indestor was disbanded. For his assistance in saving the city, Vargo was elevated to nobility. The events at the wellspring had proved to Ren that he was not the Rook... and worse, she discovered he had betrayed her. Vargo was secretly working with another nobleman, Ghiscolo Acrenix, and he’d sold her out to Mettore on the Night of Hells. Realizing that Vargo had also killed Grey’s brother, Kolya, Ren vowed revenge.


As did the Rook. For the man who wears the hood... is Grey Serrado.










Prologue



Three kinds of business ran out of the Attravi dyeworks in Froghole. There was the legitimate kind that stank of urine and starch, overseen by workers with faces steamed red and rough from the dye vats. There was the illegal kind that took advantage of the stench and proximity to the fouled West Channel to smuggle aža, saltpeter, papaver, and other illicit goods into Nadežra.


Then there was the business that came with no questions asked.


Vargo learned about the third sort the afternoon a foreign-sounding cuff came to the dyeworks.


His head was shaved bald like a plague victim, but he dressed as fine as any man from the Pearls, in a velvet coat dyed a plum so dark it could have been mistaken for black. The gaze that fell on Vargo when he darted forward at the foreman’s snap was like a fen vulture’s: dark and void of emotion. “This isn’t your usual boy.”


“Jaršin came down with the shivers. En’t getting back up again,” the foreman said, scowling at the rudeness of Vargo’s predecessor, dying like that. “This one’s solid, though. Running three months and he en’t filched or scarpered yet.”


Not that the foreman knew, anyway. Vargo stood straight and did his best to look trustworthy.


“I see.” That black gaze narrowed at him. “How old are you?”


“Near eleven,” Vargo said. It wasn’t quite a lie; for many rookery kids, guessing took the place of knowing.


“Good enough.” The man handed Vargo a tightly wrapped bundle, the strings webbing it sealed with wax, and a letter tucked under the bindings. “Eastbridge, along the Pomcaro Canal, number seventy-one. It’s from Balmana and Schiamori. You’re not to leave until he’s tried it on, understand?”


No, but who could suss out the strange demands of cuffs? Easier to just nod. So Vargo did, and the cuff left, and the foreman sent Vargo off to the Upper Bank.


And if Vargo made a stop on the way, wasn’t anyone going to be the wiser.
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Even before he’d started running contraband for the dyeworks, Vargo knew the uses of steam—one of many secrets shared among the runners of Nadežra. Like reading. If delivering a message could only hook you a mill, knowing its contents might earn you a decira. Someday, someone at the top of the heap was going to realize the untapped potential of the runner network, and there wouldn’t be a secret in Nadežra that was safe.


But for now, Vargo only cared about the secret of the day. Hunched in his squat on the roof of a dumpling shop, he held the letter next to a vent and waited for the steam to soften the sealing wax enough to peel it open.


“Who do you think that was, Peabody?” he asked the bottle tucked away in an inner pocket of his coat. He’d lifted it from a merchant last month, hoping for some zrel to warm him against the spring rains. Instead he got a baby king peacock spider no bigger than a pea, living in a little glass world of twigs and moss. Better than zrel in the long run, even if Vargo was the one doing the warming.


The spider couldn’t answer, of course, and the letter didn’t explain much more: thus-and-such merchant wanted some cuff’s custom, and please accept this token blah blah. Vargo sealed it back up and went to work on the strings of the package.


A bit of wiggling got him a corner of midnight velvet, with onyx and smoke-dark topaz worked into the embroidery. Before he’d slipped into Jaršin’s old job at the dyeworks, Vargo had run packages for a laundry in the Shambles. Before that, it was a tailor in Westbridge. If they had anything in common, it was that customers rarely noticed a few loose gems... and if they did, it wasn’t the messenger who took the blame.


“You’ll be dining on the finest grubs in Nadežra tonight,” Vargo told Peabody. Drawing his thumb knife, he carefully snipped the edge of the embroidery, taking his cut of Nadežra’s wealth.
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“Where did you say this comes from?”


The townhouse Vargo stood in was like nothing he’d ever seen. Books lining every wall, a desk messy with scribbled-on papers, and spiraling around the slate floor, enough prismatium to keep Vargo in porridge and dumplings until the day he died.


The cuff seemed surprised to be receiving anything, and baffled at Vargo’s insistence on waiting for a response. “Balmana and Schiamori,” Vargo repeated.


“And you’re an... apprentice there?”


At the cuff’s skeptical look, Vargo stood taller. His trousers were well-darned, his coat shapeless and oversized. Nobody with sense would mistake him for a tailor’s apprentice. “Hope to be, altan,” he said, doing his best to scrub the rookery stain from his accent.


It must have worked, because the cuff nodded absently and said, “There is no shadow so deep, nor ignorance so embedded, nor sin so great that it cannot be revealed and redeemed by the Lumen’s light. But one should strive to improve oneself in this life.”


His yammering faded as he snipped the last of the cords and midnight velvet spilled out of the package. Vargo had only seen a corner; the whole was like the starlit Dežera on a summer night, flowing through the cuff’s gloved hands. Almost made Vargo wish he was apprentice to a craftsman who could make something so beautiful.


He wished even more that he could punch the critical frown off the cuff’s face. “You should inform your potential masters that cloaks of this cut haven’t been in fashion for at least a decade.” The man lifted it to the light to get a better look at the embroidery. “And their attempt at numinatrian figures are muddled and ill-informed. These lines here—completely unnecessary.”


Ass. Vargo pasted a stupid look on his face. “En’t supposed to leave until you try it on.”


The cuff glared as if a dirty look was enough to push his unwanted visitor out the door. He sighed when Vargo stood firm as the Point. “Very well.”


Swinging the cloak around like a Vraszenian veil dancer, he settled it on his shoulders and fumbled with the two halves of the smooth enameled clasp before clicking it into place. The light caught the scatter of gems as the cloak settled, flashing and winking at Vargo like a fall of meteors. “Now will you—”


His words choked off. Coughing, the man clawed at the collar like someone had stepped on the trailing hem. His chalk-pale face darkened to a sickly purple as he dropped to one knee. The gems burned like stars.


“What did you do?” the cuff rasped. He caught Vargo’s wrist before Vargo could bolt, his grip surprisingly strong for someone who lived among books. “Get it off. Get it off me!”


Vargo did his best. But the clasp seemed fused together, burning his fingers when he tried to pry it open. “Maybe if we cut it off?” he said. Panic beat in his throat. He’d done this. He’d mucked up some numinat in the embroidery, and now the man was going to kiss Ninat good night.


“Cut off what, my head?” the man snarled.


“No, the cloak!” When Vargo wedged his thumb knife into the collar, though, the velvet held like woven steel. The only thing he cut was the skin of the cuff’s throat.


The cloak wasn’t strangling the man, not if he could still breathe enough to berate Vargo. But something was badly wrong; the plum bruising his cheeks was burning into grey ash by the moment. Something dangerous and desperate bled into the man’s eyes. “I have an idea—I’ll need your help. Open your shirt.”


Any other time, Vargo would have told him to shove his glove up his own ass, but fear and guilt drove him to comply.


Snatching a pen and inkpot from his desk, the man said, “Hold still.” His hand trembled as he inked a numinat onto the skin of Vargo’s chest.


“How’s this gonna help?”


“Don’t distract me.” The man lurched over to a mirror and repeated the process on himself. Then, slopping ink onto a tiny chop, the cuff pressed it to the center of the figures: first his own, then Vargo’s.


Pain erupted through Vargo from the hot core of the numinat. The smell of flesh burning singed his nose. Someone caught him before he crashed into the ground, dragging him toward the prismatium spiral laid into the floor. He blinked up at the cuff, whose ashy pallor had broken into a flush. Sweat shone on his brow. “I promise, this is only temporary. I just need you to share the burden of the effects until...”


He trailed off as he moved about, the ominously twinkling cloak still sweeping behind him. Now the whole floor was his canvas, chalked with an increasingly complex web of lines. Vargo tried to move, tried to watch, but he kept fading in and out of consciousness. When he reached for the brand burning on his chest, his hand bumped against something hard in his coat. The flask, with Peabody inside. Vargo clutched it tight to the burn, wishing the cool glass could leach away the pain.


Finally the man lurched to a halt and knelt, chalk in hand, straining to reach the outer circle so he could close it without moving from his place.


Primordial agony engulfed Vargo. Worse than any burn, than any cut; it felt like the flask had shattered, driving shards of glass into his heart. His vision went black. Vargo screamed. He’s killing me. He’s killing me to save himself.


And then the world was gone.
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The Face of Gold


Tricatium, the Pearls: Fellun 15


The precise elegance of a numinat reflected an orderly cosmos: one where each person and thing had their place, and the relationships between them could be measured to perfection.


Donaia Traementis knew all too well that order was often nothing more than a mask over chaos. The long scroll of the Traementis family register connected names with the lines of marriage, adoption, and descent... and far too many of those names were overlaid with the Ninat of death. For past generations it was only natural, but the truncated limbs of Donaia’s family tree gave mute testimony to the curse that had haunted House Traementis in recent years.


A curse now lifted, thanks to the name Tanaquis Fienola was inscribing into the register.


Three women stood around Tanaquis as she wrote: Donaia; her daughter, Giuna; and Renata Viraudax—soon to be Renata Viraudax Traementatis. Ordinarily a registry inscription would draw a crowd of observers and well-wishers to ring the participants. Instead, the Tricatium echoed around the small cluster that had gathered, all empty benches and soaring arches of polished oak that gleamed like satin and smelled of linseed oil.


Scaperto Quientis was there as Fulvet, the Cinquerat seat that oversaw civic matters like adoptions. Utrinzi Simendis, who held the religious Iridet seat, had emerged from his usual seclusion to oversee the inscription itself. A handful of trusted servants had come in the place of family members. And the friends of House Traementis, all two of them: Sibiliat Acrenix and Derossi Vargo.


Donaia’s house had done a fine job of alienating half of Nadežra, long before the curse began reaping them like grain.


A final sweep of Tanaquis’s compass inscribed the closing circle around the newest register entry. “It needs only your mark, Alta Renata. One moment—”


Renata rocked back on her heels to stop her forward momentum as Tanaquis stepped out of the silver circle embedded into the floor and set the closing arc in place. Like a sluice opening, the power of the Lumen coursed through the figure, the warm welcome of honey in tea.


“There.” Tanaquis dusted her hands, though for this numinat she’d used no chalk. “Now you may sign.”


Renata glanced at the register, then at Giuna and Donaia. Once, she had hesitated to accept Donaia’s offer of adoption. Once, Donaia had hesitated to offer. Now she nodded, and Renata stepped forward and signed the register with economical flourish.


And so she became family, as Leato had so earnestly wished.


Donaia hid her trembling hands under the apron of her surcoat, a tight ball of grief pressing into her stomach. Not even a month since her son had died, and so much had changed. Some of it for the better, yes... but all of it brittle and colorless now that her sweet boy’s light had returned to the Lumen.


He would want this to be a bright occasion, though—a rare moment of growth and celebration, a new dawn for their house. “Welcome to the family,” Donaia said to Renata as Tanaquis deactivated the circle and retrieved her quill. Giuna was already flinging herself at her new cousin with unseemly enthusiasm. Clasping her hands tight to keep from doing the same, Donaia asked, “About the rest... Are you certain?”


“It’s only until next fall, when Giuna comes of age,” Renata said over her new cousin’s shoulder. “I should be asking you and Giuna—are you sure I’m not treading on toes by doing this?”


“As far as I’m concerned, you’re welcome to remain heir,” Giuna said softly.


Before Donaia could think of a way to scold her without embarrassing Renata, Scaperto Quientis interrupted. “Ninat willing, this precaution won’t be necessary,” he said, setting a sheaf of pages down on the podium abandoned by Tanaquis. “I hope to cross wits and disagree on civic matters with you for many more years, Era Traementis.”


Donaia smoothed her skirts and joined him at the podium. By all rights she ought to resent Eret Quientis; his family had taken the Fulvet seat from hers when the Traementis fall began. But he never ground their faces in it—he’d even granted them their first new charter in years—and he’d worked with Renata to stop the riots during Veiled Waters the previous month.


She accepted the pen from him and smiled. “I’d rather work together, if you don’t mind.”


As she signed her name to the legal documents, Quientis said softly, “Once your heir is settled in... I know House Traementis sold its villa in the bay. Should you need a respite, you’re welcome to the use of ours.”


Her grief would haunt her no matter where she went, but Donaia had to admit it might help to leave Traementis Manor for a time. “Thank you,” she said, equally softly. “I’ll bear that in mind.”


Then she stepped away so Renata could sign as well, finishing the paperwork. Tanaquis stood nearby, tugging her gloves back on. “Congratulations,” she said to Donaia. “An auspicious day for such matters, and now that your curse is gone—”


“Not here,” Donaia hissed. Vargo and Sibiliat both were waiting at a distance, but not so far that a keen ear couldn’t catch whispers in the echoing Tricatium. Even the scratch of Renata’s pen nib seemed loud.


Tanaquis pretended to smooth the ever-straying wisps of her dark hair. “I only meant to say that Traementis’s fortunes should be on the rise. I’m happy for you.”


Donaia caught her hand—the glove ink stained, as always—and gave it a squeeze. “Thank you. You’ve been a true friend to our house.”


Better than some. Sibiliat was kind enough to Giuna, but even House Acrenix, legendary for their friendships and alliances across Nadežra, had been less than eager to help the Traementis during their decline. And Vargo...


The man slid up to them, smooth as a river eel and faintly resembling one with his scarred throat and his coat of river-green caprash wool. The gaudy spider pin on his lapel was no complement to the ensemble, but Donaia wasn’t going to be the one to tell him. When he spoke, the polished courtesy of his baritone voice held no trace of his Lower Bank origins. “My congratulations as well, Era Traementis. I can’t imagine how hard these weeks have been for you, but I hope you can take some comfort in Alta Renata. She is a treasure.”


“Thank you, Eret Vargo,” Donaia said, her diction almost as clipped as Renata’s. His presence rankled, a reminder that he was now her equal, in legal status, if in nothing else. No ennoblement would ever erase what he was.


A fact that didn’t seem to bother Renata. She joined them with a smile and a Seterin-style curtsy for Vargo, thanking him for attending. Vargo lifted her gloved hand from her shoulder and said, “I’m only sorry that you’ve refused all my attempts to arrange a celebration. Now I’ll have to devise some other ruse to lure you from your duties.”


“My duties?” The lingering touch of his hand brought color to Renata’s cheeks and snapping amusement to her eyes. “I believe you’re the one now in charge of a noble house—with no one to assist you.”


“But much less business to conduct than House Traementis. I think it comes out even.”


That, Donaia knew, was a bald-faced lie. Though it would be interesting to see how quickly the city’s nobility closed ranks against the upstart who had somehow wormed his way in among them.


His flirtatious manner worried her. Renata was still a stranger to Nadežra; she didn’t understand what kind of man Vargo was. She trusted him, and so far their partnership had been useful... but Donaia would have to ensure that relationship remained one of business only.


“I’m surprised you aren’t already neck-deep in applications from people wishing to be inscribed into your house register, Eret Vargo,” Donaia said. “I fear my desk might collapse under the weight of them. Though of course, Traementis can afford to be discerning.”


“Your house has always had that reputation,” Vargo said with a mocking bow. “And your first adoption has set quite a high bar.”


It was a skillful knife thrust, a subtle gibe at the old Traementis habit of insularity and a reminder that he’d seen the value of Renata before anyone else did, all neatly wrapped up in a single package. Donaia was glad when Scaperto approached and handed her the leather folder containing the formal adoption and heirship papers, held shut with a loop around the stacked triangles of the Fulvet seal.


Scaperto looked no more friendly to Vargo as he said, “This isn’t the time or place for it, but we need to speak soon about your plans for the river-numinat charter.”


“Of course,” Vargo said smoothly. “Is tomorrow too soon? I’m eager to get started while the weather is warm and the winds are fair.”


And the fox has gone a-courting. Donaia pressed her lips against the third line of the old delta farmer’s saying and took Renata’s arm to lead her out before Vargo could claim it.


He might have extended the first hand, but now she was Donaia’s to protect.
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The Aerie, Duskgate, Old Island: Fellun 15


Grey Serrado strode up the wide steps of quartzite and granite that rose from Vigil Plaza to the Aerie. He was back in his blue-and-tan dress vigils, the double-lined steel hexagram of his rank once more pinned to his collar. It was almost like the upheavals of the last few months had never happened... if one didn’t look too closely.


That was Nadežra. Built on the shifting shoals of a river delta, the city lacked the feeling of permanence that grounded the inland cities of Vraszan. Like the dreams and the river it was named for, Nadežra changed while the mind was elsewhere.


But some places anchored the city, as surely as the Old Island stood against the river, splitting it into the East and West Channels. The amphitheatre built atop the Point; the Charterhouse, where Nadežra’s laws were made.


And the Aerie, where those laws were—occasionally, when it benefited the powerful—enforced.


The Aerie’s shadow fell over Vraszenians more often in threat than protection, but Grey had joined the Vigil hoping that something that couldn’t be broken from the outside might be shifted from the inside. The crisis during Veiled Waters had damaged that naive hope, but the changes since then had breathed new life into it.


He’d dressed that morning intending to witness Renata Viraudax’s inscription into House Traementis—an adoption he was still conflicted about, for reasons he couldn’t share with Donaia. But then a messenger arrived at his door, instructing him to report to the high commander’s office at sixth sun. Any other captain might wonder if such an invitation hinted at a promotion, especially after the service Grey had rendered in evacuating the Great Amphitheatre during Veiled Waters. But Grey knew there was no world in which a Vraszenian would be promoted past captain.


He smoothed down his waistcoat and entered the Aerie. His timing was flawless; the bells of the city rang out the noon hour as he presented himself to the lieutenant working the desk outside High Commander Dimiterro’s office. “Captain Grey Serrado, reporting as ordered.”


The old secretary was gone, swept away with the previous high commander. Grey recognized this one by sight but not name. The man nodded, without the barely veiled contempt many of the Vigil’s lieutenants directed at its only Vraszenian captain. “The high commander will be with you—”


The heavy door of the office swung open. “—now,” the lieutenant finished, without missing a beat.


“Serrado.” Commander Cercel gave Grey a once-over as though worried he might have worn his patrol slops to meet their superior. He must have passed muster, because all she said was “Come in.”


The first thing he noticed when he entered the high commander’s office was that the shelves full of bottles of alcohol were gone, as were the Ghusai carpet and the smell of old wine soaked into it from years of abuse. The second was that Dimiterro wasn’t alone. The man seated to one side of his desk wore not the uniform of a hawk, but the finely tailored silk coat of a nobleman, its glacial shade harmonizing elegantly with the darker blue of the Vigil hangings.


Grey snapped his heels together and bowed to his new high commander, then pivoted and bowed a second time. “Your Mercy.”


He eyed Eret Ghiscolo Acrenix warily, recalculating the possible purpose of this meeting. The man might be Liganti and a nobleman, but unlike his predecessor as Caerulet, he had no reputation for loathing Vraszenians. So what did he want with Grey?


Acrenix waved him to stand at rest. “Captain Serrado, welcome. As I understand it, we have you to thank for the salvation of the Great Amphitheatre.”


And the people who were in it. But Grey had long practice in keeping such thoughts behind his teeth.


“The lack of public commendation for your efforts is unfortunate, but unavoidable, I fear,” Acrenix said. To his credit, his regret seemed genuine. “The mood in the city is extremely delicate right now. The plan to destroy the amphitheatre and the wellspring may have started with Mettore Indestor, but there’s a great deal of negative sentiment against Vraszenians for their role in it, and in the riots. You deserve something, though. While I can’t take official action as Caerulet, I can send a reward to you from my private coffers. A bonus for hazardous duty.”


“I don’t need a reward for doing my job.” The reply was as automatic as it was brusque. Only when he noticed Cercel’s wince did Grey soften it with a nod and a soft “Your Mercy.”


“An admirable sentiment,” Acrenix said. “The Vigil could use more people like you. But a reward isn’t a bribe for doing your job; it’s a reminder to myself not to take such efforts for granted. So for my sake, if not your own.”


More people like Grey? That wasn’t merely a different tune from Mettore Indestor’s; it was being played on an entirely new instrument.


Cercel cleared her throat, and Grey realized his startlement had left them hanging in silence for too long. Nor had it given him any time to think of a way to refuse. Besides, the Masks knew he could use the money. Ancient callings might make for good stories, but they didn’t pay well.


Bowing again, Grey said, “Thank you, Your Mercy.”


“Don’t thank me too much,” Acrenix said dryly. “I’m afraid the true reward for competence is more work. You see, while Mettore Indestor may have manipulated the Stadnem Anduske into attempting to blow up the Great Amphitheatre... the fact remains that they did try, and they’re free to try again.”


These were dangerous shoals, given some of Grey’s recent activities. “Though they’ve left Nadežra, the ziemetse share Your Mercy’s concerns. Their envoy is making every effort to find the perpetrators.”


“And will this envoy turn those perpetrators over to us? Or will they face the justice of the clan elders, as Mettore Indestor did?” Dimiterro’s harsh tone said well enough what he thought of that.


Acrenix held up one hand. “Those were extraordinary circumstances, but we can’t deny the ziemetse’s decision to execute him was both earned... and useful.” His wry smile faded as he turned to Grey. “Convenient as it was, though, that sort of justice isn’t something we should allow to continue. Which is why I asked to speak with you. Your familiarity with the situation on the Lower Bank is particularly needed just now.”


Ah, there it was. The expectation that Grey would be their pet Vraszenian.


Aren’t you? His inner voice in that moment sounded very much like Koszar Andrejek, the leader—or former leader—of the Anduske. Andrejek, who could barely move after the beating he’d taken from his people when he gave the order to stop the amphitheatre attack.


Grey kept his tone neutral. “You want me to hunt down the leaders of the Stadnem Anduske.”


“This setback won’t stop them for long,” Acrenix said. “Easier to prevent them from doing something worse while they’re fractured and scattered.”


Fractured. Was it possible Acrenix knew that Andrejek no longer had control of his people? Even Grey had to admit the group posed a greater threat without Andrejek’s idealism to leaven them. People who would cut knot and beat their leader because he showed a minimum of sense wouldn’t confine themselves to printing broadsheets of dissident rhetoric.


Leaning forward to make sure he had Grey’s attention, Acrenix went on. “I’m not looking for scapegoats to string up in Suncross. It may satisfy a few people’s bloodlust to have someone to blame, but in the long run, it does nothing to root out the problem. The high commander suggested you could be trusted not to grab the first Vraszenian you hear cursing the Cinquerat over a cup of zrel.”


That suggestion had to have come from Cercel; Dimiterro was too new to know anything about Grey beyond his blood. And as much as Grey hated the idea of being treated like the Vigil’s pet Vraszenian, he was grateful to his commander for using him to protect the people who were just living their lives. Most of the Liganti and Nadežran officers wouldn’t care. He was surprised—and surprised to be gratified—that Acrenix seemed to.


But also puzzled. Because while Caerulet might hold the charter for the Vigil, that charter restricted how directly the seat could be involved in its running. Mettore had toyed with those restrictions like a game of dreamweaver’s nest. Was Ghiscolo no better?


“I’m assigned to Kingfisher,” Grey said. “The Anduske could be anywhere. As for additional assignments, I take my orders from my commanding officers.” He nodded at Cercel and Dimiterro in turn.


Cercel’s flat look said Grey would pay for that bit of obstinance later, but Dimiterro nodded as though that was the only proper response. “Well spoken.”


Acrenix said, “Indeed. But in this case, I’m afraid I’ve been unclear. I’ve granted a new charter for a special force, the Ordo Apis, to address the issue of insurgents within Nadežra. They won’t be limited to any particular district, and they’ll answer directly to me. I’d like you to join in a command position. Given your experience, I think you’d be well-suited to help with this mission.”


The implications chilled him. The Vigil was flawed, with a tendency toward inefficiency, corruption, and abuses of power, but there were checks against that: good people within the Vigil who cared about their mandate, and Fulvet’s judges to prevent people disappearing onto penal ships without due process.


Perhaps that was what Acrenix wanted in asking Grey to join—in a command position, even. Grey could be such a check.


Or you can be the mask they hide behind.


Much depended on Ghiscolo himself. Until recently, no member of House Acrenix had ever held a seat in the Cinquerat. His rise might have been a new shift in the hidden structure of Nadežra... or the culmination of something already there.


Regardless of the answer, the offer was impossible. Even if Grey trusted the intent of this charter, he couldn’t turn around and hunt the people he’d already helped hide. His conscience wouldn’t stand for it.


And he could never work directly for a nobleman. The mask Grey hid behind wouldn’t stand for it.


Grey bowed his head. “I’m honored by your trust, Your Mercy, and grateful for the opportunity. I’d like some time to think about it. I have other responsibilities—”


“You mean your vendetta against the Rook?” Glancing at Cercel, Acrenix impatiently tapped his fingers on the arm of his chair. “Your commander assures me you haven’t made improper use of Vigil resources to pursue it.”


“That isn’t what I meant, no. Though I do want the man who murdered my brother to pay.” Let Ghiscolo think that the anger burning in Grey’s response was meant for the Rook.


Studying him with a gaze as intent as any hawk, Acrenix eventually nodded. “Understandable. I would want the same.” He stood, signaling an end to the unexpected meeting. “I hope you’ll still consider joining the Ordo Apis. Let your commander know your decision. I’ll be collecting a roster of candidates at the end of the week.”


With a nod to Dimiterro, he left. Grey trailed Cercel out of the office. She waited until they were alone in the hallway to say, “I suppose I’m not surprised, but I am glad you decided to stay on. Don’t tell the others, but you’re my best captain.”


After the tension of that meeting, Grey was relieved to see she knew him well enough to know he’d already made his decision. “I thought I was your biggest headache.”


She flicked his hexagram pin. “You really want to remind me of that right now, Serrado? We’re having a moment.”


“My mistake.”


His smile faded as Cercel walked away. Grey’s hooded friend had wondered for decades whether the Acrenix were touched by the corruption that threaded through Nadežra, but had never found any proof.


Grey wanted to believe in the possibility that they weren’t. That for the first time, he was serving under an honest power.


But he knew better than to trust it.
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Isla Prišta, Westbridge: Fellun 15


Although Renata was prepared for the knock, it still made her tense.


She forced herself to wait, sitting quietly in her damaged parlour, while Tess answered the door. The patchwork light slipping between the boards Sedge had nailed across the broken windows fell on a room mostly stripped of its elegance: the looters had taken all the small valuables, everything easily carried, and even some things that weren’t. The couch Renata perched on was the only piece of furniture left in the room. Her erstwhile landlord had tracked down a few of the stolen items, but the shady markets of the Lower Bank were glutted from the riots two weeks ago. Even Derossi Vargo’s web couldn’t catch everything she’d lost—especially when three-quarters of the things she’d listed for him didn’t exist.


Tess curtsied in the doorway. “Alta Giuna is here to see you.”


“Thank you, Tess.” Renata rose and smoothed the front of her loose surcoat, as if it were the fine silk she’d been wearing for the adoption earlier that morning, instead of plain tabinet. Half the pretense of her con might have fallen into dust, but the other half had to keep standing.


Giuna had changed into her usual shapeless and dull clothes, fitting for the day’s work, and had her golden curls pinned up and covered with a cotton kerch. The nervous twisting of her fingers in her skirts and the press of her lips as she entered the parlour were new. They’d had little chance to speak in private after Giuna learned the truth of Renata’s finances, and no chance at all after Giuna had forgiven her.


Her gaze flitted around the ruined parlour, from the boarded windows to the bare mantel to the broken remains of glass Tess had swept into the corner. “I thought Westbridge was supposed to be safe,” she murmured. “Or did Indestor’s people do this when they abducted you?”


“The riots.” Renata allowed herself a bitter laugh. “They must have been terribly disappointed when they realized how little there was to take.”


“Oh.” After a silent moment of shifting foot to foot and looking anywhere but at Renata, Giuna lifted her chin and straightened her shoulders. “About that. I... here.” She held out a wrapped bundle of fabric.


Renata knew, even as she accepted the bundle, what Giuna had given her. The weight and shape were familiar, and brought an unexpected hitch to her breath.


But she had to unwrap it, even as she silently damned Giuna for catching her off guard. The fabric made a soft nest in her hand. Tucked into its heart was the blue glass bauble she’d bought for Giuna at the Autumn Gloria, five months and a lifetime ago.


“I thought, since you... lost... the one you bought for yourself, you might accept this one as...” Giuna’s babbling ended in a soft exhalation. “As an apology.”


“You have nothing to apologize for,” Renata said, cradling the glass sculpture in both hands. “That falls to me instead.” And to Sibiliat Acrenix, who hired someone to break into her townhouse while Renata lay unconscious in Traementis Manor, exposing the secret of her poverty.


“Then shall we strike palms and call it even? Otherwise, we’ll be arguing all day over who owes an apology to whom, and I don’t want you spending another night under this roof.” Giuna nodded at the boarded windows. “It’s not safe.”


No, it isn’t. But not for the reasons Giuna thought.


After they touched palms, Renata took her supposed cousin’s hand in her own. True cousin, now—at least as the Liganti count such things. Her voice dry with irony, she said, “Shall I give you the tour?”


Ren’s skin pricked as she took her new cousin into the service rooms, buried in a half cellar with only narrow windows near the ceiling for light. This was her true home, the place where she and Tess had launched this con. The one place in Nadežra where she could be herself: not Alta Renata Viraudax Traementatis, nor even Arenza Lenskaya, the Vraszenian pattern-reader who came closer to the truth of who she was, but Ren. A river rat born and raised in the Lacewater slums, trained in the arts of lying and thieving after her mother died.


But Giuna knew nothing of that. All she knew was that Renata had entered their lives hoping to live off the wealth of House Traementis.


Giuna wrapped her hands around her elbows, standing awkwardly in the middle of the kitchen. “You should have told us at the start. We would have done something to help. Well, perhaps not Mother; she still hates Letilia. But I would have. And... and Leato.”


Ren had been in this kitchen with him, in the shifting realm of Ažerais’s Dream. Just before she led him up to the Point—and to his death.


It was easier not to think about that, to do what needed to be done without dwelling on the why. But then she would catch sight of the ripples—Donaia’s hands trembling before she hid them in her surcoat, Giuna’s breath hitching before saying her brother’s name—and guilt dragged at her like a drowning tide.


If only she’d turned away when she encountered him in the nightmare. If only she hadn’t invited him to join her at the Charterhouse. If only she hadn’t returned to Nadežra in the first place. If, if, if...


Sensing the spiral of Ren’s thoughts as only a sister could, Tess snatched a well-scribbled sheet of paper off the kitchen table. “We should get to work,” she said briskly. “Master—I mean Eret Vargo’s agent will be here to take the keys at first earth, and we’ve a lot to do. Alta Giuna, you’re on candle duty. Make certain you spatter and scrape at least three layers. Alta Renata, you’re on floor scuffing and window smudging. I’ll start dusting.”


She passed Giuna three candles, each a different shade of pale beeswax. Renata was handed a bag of shoes—not just the fine ones she wore, but men’s boots and servants’ brogues, picked up cheaply from a secondhand vendor because they lacked mates. Tess said, “When Sedge gets here, he’ll help me shift the furniture and rugs. Any questions?”


Giuna’s startled look flickered between them. She’d witnessed the close relationship between mistress and maid, but this was the first time she’d seen Tess take charge. In fact, apart from using the correct title and name, Tess seemed to have forgotten herself, talking more to Ren than to Renata.


Ren hated doing it, especially in the kitchen that had been their refuge, but she had to step in before Tess slipped up more. She put a quelling note in her voice as she said, “Very well, Tess. Shall we, Giuna?”


Flushing at the reprimand, Tess lowered her eyes and bobbed a curtsy before trailing them back up to the main floor.


For the next hour, the house echoed with more sound than it had heard since the looters broke in. So far as Vargo knew, Renata had been using the entire house she rented from him. When she left, it needed to look like that was true—hence the dripped wax, the bootprints, the marks on the windows, and other small signs of use. She was strangely grateful for the riots, which gave her the perfect excuse for having so few possessions to carry out. Nobody had been paying attention when she moved in, but Alta Renata was well-known enough now that her few paltry crates would have seemed suspicious.


Giuna was helping her heave the mattress up to the bedroom when Sedge’s rough voice came from below.


“Perhaps we could let your footman take over?” Giuna asked, out of breath and blotting sweat from her brow with her sleeve. Her gaze snagged on her bare hand. “Oh, my gloves!” She darted across the entry hall and snatched them from a sideboard, yanking them on before she could be caught half-dressed—leaving Renata halfway up the stairs, clutching at the top of the mattress to keep it from sliding back down.


The weight lessened before her grip failed. “I got you, alta. Fine lady like you en’t supposed to do this sort of thing.”


With Giuna safely obscured by the mattress and Sedge, Ren was free to give him an ironic look. He’d said that kind of thing sometimes when they were Fingers together, children in Ondrakja’s gang, faking the manners of fancy cuffs. Now she was a fine lady—by law and by lie.


“With one hand, Master Sedge?” she asked, arching a brow at the wrist Ondrakja had snapped, bound with an imbued brace of Tess’s making. “I think this ‘fine lady’ is at least as useful as you are.”


He grimaced at her, and together they got the mattress up into the bedroom. Sounds from downstairs told Ren that Tess had Giuna busy for the moment, so she risked asking in a low voice, “Any luck with Vargo?”


“If by luck you mean he en’t put anyone on me yet, then I’m swimming in Quarat’s own blessings.” Sedge rested his corner of the mattress on the floor, rubbing the pale stripe around his wrist where his knot bracelet had been. The one cut after Sedge chose to protect Ren over his own boss. “Nobody will talk to me for fear it’ll get back to Vargo. Even if I somehow crawl back in, I’ll just be saddled with scut work. Only way I’m getting close enough to know Vargo’s business is if I save his Lig-spitted ass. Again.”


Ren was tempted to arrange a chance. The scabs and bruises from the beating the Fog Spiders had given Sedge were mostly healed by now, but she couldn’t look at their remnants without feeling cold anger. Vargo’s people had hurt her brother, and she wanted to hurt them back.


The best way she could do that, though, was by getting Sedge into a position where he could keep an eye on Vargo. And by smiling at the man as if she still trusted him, the way he’d lured her into doing before. Only then could she figure out his true game... and how to destroy it.


“I know that look.” Sedge lifted his end high enough to make her stumble. “That look gets me in trouble.”


“I’ve gotten you in enough trouble,” Ren murmured, heaving the mattress onto the frame. Not just with Vargo, but long before that.


Sedge’s light touch to the inside of her wrist stopped her from shoving the mattress into place. The skin there bore a faint scar: the mark of their kinship, sworn with blood in the Vraszenian way. Sedge had a scar to match, and so did Tess. His grip was loose, his tug gentle enough for her to resist if she wanted.


She let herself be folded in his arms, trusting that Tess would make enough noise to warn them if Giuna came up the stairs. “Got me out of just as much,” Sedge said, his voice even rougher than usual. “Weren’t you that got me severed and beat. That was my choice, and I already told you I’d choose it again. So stop dragging it around. Fine lady like you shouldn’t carry that weight—might sprain something.”


It made Ren laugh a little, as Sedge intended. A moment later Giuna did come up the stairs, and together they finished their work on the house, and Renata went off to Traementis Manor and a fine lady’s life.
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Isla Traementis, the Pearls: Fellun 15


Donaia hadn’t given Renata the set of chambers normally allotted to the heir. Those had been Leato’s, and Renata would have refused them if Donaia had offered. Instead she was in a suite intended for an honored guest—back when the Traementis could afford guests.


Once she would have taken that as a calculated insult on Donaia’s part. But she understood: They were the nicest rooms Traementis Manor had to offer after the heir’s suite and Donaia’s own, the bedding and window dressings of silver and teal silk faille, the walls paneled in pale birch over numinata meant to keep the room temperate year-round. And she didn’t mind being on the guest side of the manor, away from Donaia and Giuna.


Her new quarters even had a bath. And not just a hip bath, but a tub big enough for her whole body, in a special tiled chamber off her bedroom. Never in her life had Ren been fully immersed in clean water. She found the sensation both luxurious and profoundly strange, as if she suddenly knew what it felt like to be a tea flower.


Tess chattered on about servant gossip as she mopped out the tub where Renata had first scrubbed down, Liganti style, before stepping into the soaking tub. The heated water was easing the dull ache in Ren’s lower back. She almost slopped some of it out of the tub when she realized she could finally afford something that had seemed wildly out of reach before: a contraceptive numinat, which would also suppress her monthly courses.


She swallowed that thought before it could come out of her mouth. Not just because she’d been about to speak in her Vraszenian accent, but because the servants would be shocked to learn that the supposedly wealthy Alta Renata didn’t already have a contraceptive charm pierced into her navel.


“—and Suilis says to him, ‘You should be a skiffer instead of a footman, as obsessed as you are with your pole.’ Fair robbed him of all his breath for bragging.”


Tess’s giggle faded into silence when Renata didn’t respond in kind. Setting mop and toweling aside, she sank onto the bathing stool in a puff of skirts. “You’re that quiet this evening. I thought you’d be happy. Or leastwise relieved it’s all over.”


“The riots and the troubles with Indestor? Yes, certainly.” She answered in her Seterin accent, and held Tess’s gaze when their eyes met. With one dripping hand she gestured toward the door. Servants came in and out of nobles’ chambers all the time. There was no reason one would be in her bedroom now, but the walls in this old manor were thin. She couldn’t take that risk—couldn’t relax into herself on the assumption that nobody would see or hear.


Part of what made Tess such a bad liar was that her skin was always striving to match her hair; every emotion flushed more red to her freckled cheeks. She covered them now, then her mouth, as though she could catch the words that had already gushed forth. She stumbled to her feet and into a quick servant’s bob. “Begging your pardon, alta. Here’s me going on and disrupting your quiet.”


Then she sat again and spoke in a barely audible voice. “What do you want to do? We can’t keep at this all the time. Even odds which of us will snap first.”


It wouldn’t be Ren. It couldn’t be Ren. She was legally a noblewoman now, and therefore couldn’t be tried for the crime of impersonating a noble... but that didn’t mean she couldn’t suffer other consequences if the truth came out. For at least the next five months, she was bound by numinatria and her word to be a Traementis. A role she’d have to play at all times, waking and sleeping.


Even with Tess.


That realization tangled her voice, so that her whisper came out in a dreadful mixture of accents, neither Seterin nor Vraszenian. “Tess... you wanted a dressmaker’s shop. You can have one now. There’s no need for you to be trapped here.”


The look Tess gave her was almost as fierce as one of her tongue-blistering curses. “Well, there’s me out five mills, for clearly you’re the one whose wits went a-begging. As though I’d leave you a fox among the hounds that you thought were chickens.” She grimaced at her tangled metaphor. “Besides, I’ll have more success if you lend out my services to a few people. Cuffs pay as much for exclusivity as they do for quality. I’m more worried about you.”


“I’ll be fine,” Ren said, now securely in Renata’s accent. If Tess could make the best of this, how could Ren be the one to complain?


Such confidence was harder to maintain after Tess bundled her out of the tub and left her to sleep. The bed was too soft, and too empty; for months she’d slept on a pallet in front of the kitchen fire, with her sister only a breath away. But now Tess was in the servants’ quarters, and Ren was alone—except for her nightmares.


Gammer Lindworm. Mettore Indestor. The horrifying days of her sleeplessness, when dream and waking life had twisted into one. The Night of Hells, her mother burning, the clan animals hunting her through the streets. Ash writhing through her blood and bone.


The zlyzen, tearing into Leato, over and over again.


Ren woke tangled in sweat-soaked sheets, but this time there was no Tess to brush the damp hair from her face and murmur something reassuring in sleepy, impenetrable Ganllechyn dialect. Clawing her way out of the covers, Ren curled into a huddle with her back against the headboard, knees up to protect her belly as though the zlyzen might reach out from nightmare to claw her in the waking world.


During the day, she could do her best to forget Leato’s death. But every night she relived it: the zlyzen’s hunger, his screams.


Her helplessness to save him.


“I’m trying,” she whispered to the darkness, scraping away tears. “I’m trying to help them.” It was the least she owed his family for abandoning him to save her own life.


A creak and groan came in response. The house settling, she told herself, but her gaze raked the shadows for any twisted, burnt-bone forms lurking there.


Lay a red thread around your bed. But Renata Viraudax Traementatis couldn’t indulge in Vraszenian superstition.


The suite of rooms had a balcony, overlooking a side garden. A neglected garden these days—no doubt Donaia would see to that eventually. For now, it suited Ren just fine; all she cared about was fresh air.


When she pulled the curtains aside to open the balcony doors, though, she froze.


A small corner of white projected between them. With careful fingers she pulled it through, unfolding it to find... a blank scrap of paper.


That seemed very improbable.


Rich cuffs lit their houses with numinatrian stones that didn’t risk burning the place down. But there was incense to sweeten the air, and a tiny numinat that set aflame whatever was placed inside it; Ren used that to light a stick of incense, then passed the paper over the fire until its hidden message manifested like a brown ghost.




R,


Thanks to “the boss of the biggest knot in the Shambles,” the Black Rose’s popularity has eclipsed even my own among Vraszenian audiences. The ziemetse wish to speak to her about matters I think would interest you.


Many titles have been attributed to me over the years, but I never expected to add “messenger boy” to the list. Perhaps you can find a different go-between to make arrangements. Arkady Bones seems resourceful and very enthusiastic.


Your servant,


R.





Ren slid down the wall with a breathless laugh. She hadn’t realized the fame of the “Black Rose” had spread so far. Or that the Rook would stoop to leaving a message wedged into her balcony doors—not after how they’d parted. Your servant, indeed.


The Black Rose had been an emergency measure, a disguise pulled from Ažerais’s Dream to get her past Grey Serrado at the amphitheatre. She hadn’t expected that guise to gain a name, much less notoriety.


She hadn’t expected the mask to remain in her hand when the leather petals of armor had faded.


It was tucked into the back of a top shelf in her wardrobe. Ren had to stand on a chair to retrieve it: a piece of rose-patterned lace, cut along the edges of petals and buds. She climbed down and let it slide through her fingers, hesitating.


Then she lifted it to her face.


Black material flowed over her body, just as it had before: silk and leather, layered like petals, gloves and boots and all. Not an illusion; it was solid and real. A gift from Ažerais—one she was apparently meant to keep.


To use.


“Fine,” Ren whispered in the darkness. “I guess we’re doing this.”
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Lark Aloft


Nightpeace Gardens, Eastbridge: Fellun 29


After the death of Kaius Sifigno, the Tyrant of Nadežra, the Cinquerat had torn down his palace and built a park on the grounds, intending it to be an exclusive precinct for the leaders of the city to disport themselves. Over the years its exclusivity had declined, along with its reputation, and the Gardens of Peaceful Night became Nightpeace Gardens.


Territory Ren had worked more than once in her days as a Finger. It was the perfect hunting ground for anyone who could fake wealth and gentility enough to pass scrutiny.


With spring well underway, the paths Giuna guided her down were bordered with a restrained riot of color, the landscaping cultivated with as much care as Tess gave to her sewing. It was a maze of small islets, the larger ones boasting tiled plazas for dancing and duels, the smaller holding jugglers, tumblers, patterners, and puppet shows. Arbors and pergolas winding with climbing honeysuckle and sweet pea provided aromatic shelter from the sun during the day and shadows for evening trysts—not all of them between the city’s elites. Nadežra’s night-pieces took their name from the gardens where many of them plied their trade.


Renata wondered if the gardens were especially busy tonight, or if it was only crowded in their vicinity. No sooner had she and Giuna set slipper onto the first dance plaza than they were accosted by people she’d only met in passing—mostly delta gentry, but also some from noble houses. The sort of people whose names were so close to the margins of their family registers, they were in danger of falling off the edge.


“Is your arm still attached?” Giuna asked as Renata fled the dance square and the clutch of the enthusiastic seventh son of a rice merchant. “I’m not certain about my toes.”


Giuna wore the delicate pink-and-gold ensemble that Tess had made for the doomed Coscanum-Indestor betrothal, while Renata’s underdress and surcoat were layered river greens. Together, they looked like wildflowers springing from the reeds—catching the eye of many, and making a splendid advertisement for the rise of House Traementis.


“I think Mede Galbiondi might turn his family millstones himself,” Renata said, only half in jest. She rotated her aching shoulder and pressed her fingers into the muscle to massage out the strain.


“It almost makes you miss Parma, doesn’t it?” Giuna used the excuse of reclaiming her wine from Tess to avoid another hopeful applicant’s gaze. “Too bad she and Bondiro have been permanently banned.”


“What mischief earned that? I thought... What’s the saying? ‘All is forgiven at Nightpeace.’”


“Except sabotaging the place, trying to get House Cleoter’s charter revoked.” Giuna’s grin was impish against the rim of her glass. “I believe a barrel of honey was involved. And several sacks of chicken feathers. And for some reason, a weather vane.”


Renata paused, trying to figure out what that might have been for. Then she shook her head and sipped from the cup Tess handed her. Chrysanthemum wine, chilled and very welcome. “I’m beginning to feel as if I should have just rented one of the booths and set up a sign saying ‘Here Be Marriage Bait.’”


“Better you than me,” Giuna murmured, her gaze catching on something in the crowd of dancers that made her cheeks turn pinker than they already were. Before Renata could follow to its source, a different source of blushes distracted her.


“Oh happy glass, with your lips upon it. Oh happy glass, your fingers caressing its curves. Oh happy glass, filled with sweet wine. And yet even the happiest glass is empty come morning—so goes life and love.”


Oksana Ryvček sauntered up, recognizable despite the shadows of her grey leather fox mask, the skirts of her silver crepe coat swaying with her hips. She clinked her glass against Renata’s. “I know, I know. Keep to the dueling grounds, not the stage. But I’ll wager it was better poetry than whatever they’ve dragged your ears with.” She waved at the dance plaza.


The rich depths of Ryvček’s Vraszenian accent were oddly comforting. As was the fencing master’s next comment: “Let me know if anyone needs to be taught a lesson.”


“Bad poetry isn’t worth dueling over,” Renata said.


“And you a Seterin noblewoman,” Ryvček scoffed. “Careful;


you’ll get a reputation for being sensible.”


The warning pricked like a knife under her ribs, a reminder that a liar was never safe. “I’d only hate to waste your talents on something so trivial.”


“Mistress Ryvček enjoys keeping her blade warm.” That came from the direction Giuna had been looking. The white-feathered egret mask approaching belonged to Sibiliat Acrenix, with Marvisal Coscanum, masked in gold iris, following several reluctant steps behind.


“Alta Sibiliat. Alta Marvisal.” Renata offered them both a cautious curtsy.


She got none in return. “Must we be so formal? You’re dear Giuna’s cousin now, after all. You must call me Sibiliat, and I will call you Renata.”


Was that an overture of peace? Sibiliat had resented Renata when she first “arrived” in Nadežra, as a threat to her own social prominence. Perhaps now that Sibiliat’s father finally held a seat in the Cinquerat, she felt secure in her position—secure enough not to share her discovery of Renata’s financial straits with anyone beyond Giuna.


Then again, Ghiscolo Acrenix had conspired with Vargo to get that seat... and Renata had been a tool in their schemes. How much did his daughter know about that?


It would be easier for a friend to find out. Renata smiled and said, “You’re too kind, Sibiliat.”


After a pause long enough to be uncomfortable, Sibiliat’s elbow knocked Marvisal’s. “Alta Renata,” Marvisal began, before her thin lips pressed together at the formality of the address. She took a breath, her willow-thin frame straightening with resolve. “While I can’t hope for the friendship you have with Giuna and Sibiliat, I would like to assure you that I hold no ill will against you for your role in Mezzan’s downfall and the dissolution of my betrothal.” Another elbow, and a flinch. “And I hope that you will not hold his crimes against me.”


“Of course not,” Renata said warmly. “You were as much a victim as any of us.”


Arrant nonsense, but the show of sympathy was necessary. Marvisal relaxed, and the conversation turned to the pleasures and perils of Nightpeace Gardens. They were closed during the winter months, so Sibiliat justifiably believed Renata had never seen them before.


When Ryvček cleared her throat, Renata assumed the duelist was preparing to excuse herself. But no: Ryvček was alerting her to the approach of an unfamiliar man with a tortoiseshell mask gripped tight in his hands. He stopped just far enough away to be awkward and offered a stiff bow. “Alta Renata. Please excuse the interruption. My name is—”


“You,” Marvisal hissed, eyes narrowing. “You have Quinat’s own hubris, showing yourself here.”


Sibiliat caught Marvisal’s wrist before she could raise a hand against the man. “I remember you,” Sibiliat said. “You transferred Caerulet’s records to my father. Meppe, yes? Formerly Indestor?”


“Er. Yes. But don’t hold that against me?” Meppe’s voice quavered in a nervous chuckle that died under Marvisal’s glare. “Right. Sorry. I just... I’m not very good with words. Books, those I’m good with. Should have written a letter instead.”


That last was muttered low enough that Renata suspected she wasn’t meant to hear. His awkwardness supplanted her reflexive hostility with curiosity. “What do you want?”


“I know it’s presumptuous.” His tense laugh scraped like a dry pen nib across paper. “Given what Mettore did. But—well—your house is recruiting—”


“And you think she’ll adopt you?” Marvisal spat at his feet. “I’m amazed Meda Capenni even let you in here. Nightpeace Gardens truly have fallen, when a kinless man can walk their paths.”


Meppe hunched in like the tortoise who’d given its shell for his mask. Twinges of sympathy and suspicion warred within Renata. House Indestor had been large enough that surely most of them knew nothing of Mettore’s plans... but this was Nadežra. Its foundations were built of lies as much as stone.


“Capenni’s net might need mending after a long winter,” Ryvček said, passing her wine to Giuna and shaking out her freed hands. “Bigger fish than this guppy seem to have slipped through.”


“Marvisal!” Mezzan’s shout would have carried across the dance plaza; from only six paces, it was unnecessarily loud. He waved a bottle for her attention, oblivious to everyone else. “’Visal, I hoped you’d come tonight. Your brother can’t stop me from seeing you here.”


The people nearby cleared space as though preparing to watch a fire-eater or a juggling act. Or perhaps it was just from the fumes, Renata thought as Mezzan stumbled closer; the bottle’s contents seemed to have gone as much down his chin as his throat. His shirt was stained with days of sweat and drink, his waistcoat unbuttoned. The thick, steel-blue velvet of his coat was better suited to winter than late spring, and one sleeve was torn as though he’d been dragged. His gloves were nowhere to be seen.


“Oh, Tyrant’s pisspot. I thought you said he’d left the city,” Sibiliat said, pulling Marvisal to safety as Mezzan swayed closer.


“I said Bondiro dumped him outside the city,” Marvisal hissed. “Clearly, he found his way back.”


And had run into some hazards along the way. Reddened lumps adorned Mezzan’s face and hands; they appeared to be bee stings. He said, “You’ll help me, ’Visal, won’t you? Egliadas slammed the door in my face. Like I’m some kind of—” His gaze slewed sideways and landed on Renata. “Traitor!”


The bottle shattered on the tile as Mezzan dropped it in favor of his sword. Meppe-formerly-Indestor stepped forward, mask halfraised like a shield, trying to placate his ex-cousin—but that only made matters worse. “You’re crawling at that foreigner’s heels now?” Mezzan snarled, his blade’s point rising unsteadily to Meppe’s nose. “I’ll deal with you after I’ve cut her face to ribbons.” He swerved and lunged at Renata.


Like a conjuror’s trick, Ryvček appeared in his path. With one hand—and an expression that said she regretted having to touch him even that much—she seized Mezzan’s wrist and twisted it until his sword dropped from his fingers. She caught it in her other hand and swept it to the side, well out of his reach. “I believe it’s illegal for you to carry a blade nowadays. But when has the law stopped your kind?” With a nod to Renata, she said, “If you would...”


Renata took the sword from her, resisting the urge to turn its edge upon Mezzan. After all, there were better ways to hurt him.


Pitching her voice to carry, she said, “Send your petition to House Traementis, Master Meppe. I will give it due consideration.”


Mezzan spat curses until Ryvček wrenched his arm harder. “Are those... bee stings?” she said, studying him. “Those aren’t from the Rook. Though I hear he gave you about half the thrashing you deserve, after your house was dissolved. Come; I’m sure we can find a Vigil officer to give you the other half.” Even with Mezzan in a joint lock, she managed to bow to the quartet of noblewomen. “Alta Renata, that’s a fine sword. Vicadrius, I believe. Bring it to my house next Tsapekny, at fifth sun; you should learn how to use it properly.”


With that, she headed off, forcing Mezzan ahead of her, leaving Renata with a bared blade and a crowd of gossiping onlookers.


And the other three altas, one of whom stood with hunched shoulders and arms wrapped around her middle, as if she regretted having set foot outside tonight.


Sibiliat pulled Giuna close enough to press a kiss to her temple. In a soft voice, she said, “I’d hoped to steal you away from your admirers, little bird, but...” She nodded at the miserable Marvisal.


“I can come with you,” Giuna blurted, then touched Renata’s wrist in apology. “You don’t need me, do you, cousin?”


“I’ll be fine. You go.” When Giuna hesitated, Renata added, “I’ll see what I can do to disperse the gossip.”


She’d made the offer to reassure Giuna, but it was Marvisal who turned to her with too-pale cheeks and said, with a quaver in her voice, “Thank you.”


When the altas were gone, Renata sent Tess to have the sword delivered back to Traementis Manor. Then she called for the musicians, who had stopped playing, to strike up a gratzet—one of the only dances she’d properly learned—and flirted aggressively with every one of her changing partners until nobody was talking about Mezzan anymore.


Fortunately, before any of those partners could try to press what they thought was an advantage, she caught sight of Tanaquis at the edge of the floor. Using that as an excuse to escape, Renata dragged the other woman off.


“I hope you don’t mind,” she said. “You may have wanted to dance, yourself.”


“The figures are interesting,” Tanaquis said. “There are theories about performing numinatria, walking the lines instead of inscribing them. But I don’t think the gratzet holds any power.” Her magpie mask sat on her forehead as though she’d pushed it up and then forgotten it was there. The stylized black feathers blended with her dark hair and brushed the skin of her pale cheeks as she studied Renata. “You were surprisingly kind to poor Meppe.”


“Mostly to needle Mezzan,” Renata admitted. “Donaia will never adopt him. Still, it does no harm to look at his proposal. And we do need people.”


Tanaquis’s grey eyes were thoughtful. “Back from the brink of death, yes. I’ll be very interested to see what the new House Traementis looks like. Whether its... old ways carry over, or whether you take on an entirely fresh character.”


“I’m only relieved we have the chance now.” Renata drew Tanaquis onto a nearby bridge, a tiny, decorative thing that would mostly serve to keep anyone else from standing close enough to overhear. “With everything that’s been going on, I haven’t had a chance to speak with you about the curse. It troubles me that we still don’t know where it came from. Indestor was our most obvious foe, but there’s no sign that they were behind it—which means we may have another enemy out there.” Possibly even a szorsa. Pattern had uncovered the existence of the curse; pattern might have laid it in the first place.


Tanaquis bit her lip, oddly hesitant for a woman whose tongue was usually only checked by the swift intervention of others. “About that... I’d like to invite you to an event on the solstice. But I can’t say where. Or why. You would just need to trust me without asking questions. And you may not say anything to anyone else. Not even Donaia.”


Renata didn’t bother to control her rising eyebrows. “If you can’t say where, I’m going to have a difficult time attending.”


“Oh! Yes.” Fishing in the pocket under her surcoat, Tanaquis pulled out a circle of soft cotton with precise blackwork crossing it in the lines of a decagram Illi numinat—one without a focus. “Pin this to your shoulder and wait in Traementis Plaza at tenth sun on the solstice. Someone will escort you.”


Renata accepted the numinat and smoothed it in her palm. This had all the marks of a secret society. But why would Tanaquis be involved with such a thing? “This has to do with the curse?”


“After a fashion,” Tanaquis said. “I’m intrigued by what you’ve shown me regarding pattern, and very much want to know more. But we can’t have a proper conversation if my own tongue is leashed.” She clicked it as if impatient to cast off its restraints.


Against her better judgment, Renata was intrigued. Tanaquis knew a great deal about numinatria, but almost nothing about pattern; their previous conversations had made that clear. And so far as Ren knew, pattern and numinatria had nothing whatsoever to do with each other.


But everything she knew had come from her mother. There might be more out there to learn.


She tucked the cloth away, into the bodice of her surcoat where a pickpocket wouldn’t get it. “Thank you.”


Her laugh ominous, Tanaquis said, “Wait until you know what you’re thanking me for.”
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Nightpeace Gardens, Eastbridge: Fellun 29


Holding Mezzan’s blade like a rotting eel carcass she was taking out to trash, Tess wandered the crowds in search of one of the off-duty hawks House Cleoter paid to keep the gardens’ peace. She couldn’t very well take the blade back to Isla Traementis herself, nor pay a common runner to do it. But hawks were required to serve if a noble requested it.


She did her best to ignore the curious glances cast her way. Freckled Ganllechyn girls in servants’ greys-and-whites brandishing fancy blades weren’t something folk saw often outside one of Mallort’s tales, but Tess straightened her spine and marched along as though she were the Maid of Mavourneen herself.


It kept the cuffs and their ilk from stopping her but didn’t do twaddle for helping her find a hawk. “Always circling when you’re wanting some peace; not a feather to be found when you need one,” she grumbled, a moment before spotting a flash of blue and tan. “Ha!”


Her triumph lasted only as long as it took to circle a knot of portly gentlemen betting on the number of moths drawn by the light of a bridge lamp. A light that also very nicely limned the honey-dark cheeks and needle-fine features of the last hawk—or person—Tess wanted to see.


Pavlin Ranieri. She hadn’t clapped eyes on him since the day of the Lower Bank riots. She’d been half hoping that luck would stay with her and she’d never have to see his lying face again... but the Kind Ladies had a sense of humor that was anything but funny.


Tess spun on her heel to escape—and promptly brought fate upon herself when she ran face-first into the back seam of a gentleman’s coat.


“Here now, you made me lose count!” He grabbed her shoulder, ignoring her apologies and attempts to squeeze past him. His breath stank of sour wine. “I don’t give an osprey’s arse if you’re sorry, girl. You know what we had riding on this?”


“Going to have to start the count all over,” said one of the other men, earning a groan from the entire lot.


“Foul!” said a third. “It’ll have changed since Beldipassi took the bill. We’ll have to give every man’s mark back to him.”


“You’re just saying that ’cause you’ve already lost!”


“Now, now,” said the gentleman holding the betting billet. “I’m certain we can—”


“See the trouble you’ve made?” Tess’s captor shook her hard enough to rattle her head on her neck. “And what’s this? What’s a rust-head doing walking around with a duelist’s prick?”


“Is there a problem here, mede?” asked a soft, pleasant voice that Tess knew too well. She let her eyes slide closed and prayed the Crone would make her trip and fall on the blade that had tossed her into this tangle.


At least the drunken man released her. “I’ll say there is. This girl’s a thief. Faked a stumble to pick our pockets, and no telling who she stole that sword from. Probably wears that uniform so she can move about without notice.”


Tess could feel everyone’s eyes upon her, Pavlin’s most of all. She opened her mouth to argue, then shut it just as quickly. Men like this didn’t care for any truth but their own.


“I see,” Pavlin said. “Thank you for catching her. You have the Vigil’s gratitude. With your leave, I’ll deal with it from here.”


Taking Mezzan’s sword in one hand and Tess’s elbow in the other, Pavlin led her off. Behind them, the gentlemen busied themselves with congratulating each other for putting a stop to such a menace, and commenting on how much more diligent the Vigil had become now that Ghiscolo Acrenix was Caerulet.


No sooner were they over the bridge and onto the next islet than Tess yanked her arm from Pavlin’s grasp, hard enough to wrench her shoulder. “They’re lying. I wouldn’t put a hand into one of their pockets for an entire bale of byssus.”


“I know.”


“And that’s Mezzan Indestor’s sword. He attacked my alta—”


“Is she all right?” Pavlin touched Tess’s shoulder, and she winced at the contact. At his concern for Renata. At the reminder that he’d only ever paid court to Tess so he could spy on her sister.


“She’s unharmed. Oksana Ryvček was there to deal with him. My alta sent me to deal with the sword, so there you have it.” Tess hugged her middle to keep a bitter laugh from escaping. “Please see it’s delivered to Traementis Manor, as a service to the house. I’ll be on my way.”


“Tess, I’m sorry.” His words caught her as she turned to go. Against her will, she glanced back at him, and wasn’t that a mistake. He was so beautiful, with his dark eyes warmed to gold by the lamps and lashes spiked with tears. And her so shallow that all it took was a pretty face and a bit of remorse to make her want to forgive him.


Anger—at him, at herself—sharpened her tongue. “Sorry you spied on us, or that you were caught at it?”


“I’m sorry that I used you to do it. And that I kept visiting after the captain said I should stop.”


You were told to stop? Tess wanted to scoff, but hope was a curse disguised as a blessing. Burying her fingers under her surcoat before they could give her away with their trembling, Tess asked, “Why did you?”


Pavlin’s hands tightened on the sword. “I was worried. I knew things were harder than you let on, and I wanted to help.”


That explained the baskets of bread... but not the kindness, nor the kissing. And Tess found she didn’t want to know. Whether he’d been lying about that or not, she had secrets to keep—her own and Ren’s. She couldn’t afford to forgive him, even if she wanted to.


Hands clenched in her underskirts to give herself resolve, she said, “So, it was pity. Well, I thank you for it, but I’ve no need of it anymore. My alta’s a Traementis now, and we’ve all the bread we could want.”


Turning away again, she hurried back toward where she’d left Renata waiting. And if she thought sadly of the spice cakes Pavlin used to bring that were her favorites, the ones she’d never taste again... she had only herself to blame.
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Nightpeace Gardens, Eastbridge: Fellun 29


Though she was the gate that determined who could enter Nightpeace, Meda Tiama Capenni rarely danced in her own gardens. So when she approached Vargo with one hand extended in invitation, he knew she wanted something.


But she was a gentlewoman, which meant they were halfway through the dance before she shifted from pleasantries to business. “I hear you’re the man to speak with about Isarnah parrots.”


An earthwise woman, Tiama was taller than him, especially in her heeled shoes; Vargo had to tilt his head to glance up at her. “For your gardens, I presume. Be warned—they’re loud creatures.”


“And amusing, if they’re taught to say the right things.” She was leading for this dance and spun him out and back so that the full, weighted skirts of his coat swirled very satisfyingly. As a child Vargo hadn’t given a shit about clothes beyond what he could get from the costermongers for a stolen coat or surcoat, but he’d long ago admitted that Alsius was right; there was pleasure in being well-dressed. Power, too.


The same went for having useful connections. Tiama Capenni might be a gentlewoman, but that didn’t mean she was a law-abiding citizen. And Vargo happened to know that Mažylo—the leader of the Night Moths, the knot that controlled crime in Nightpeace Gardens—was Tiama’s husband in all but register. Above water or below, she found a way to profit from everything that happened here.


“I think I can provide,” Vargo said as they came back together. Parrots weren’t among his usual commodities, but Varuni claimed to have a whole menagerie of them back home; she’d know what to recommend. “It’ll take a while, but you should have them before the gardens close for the winter.”


“I knew I could rely on you.” The dance came to a close; she exchanged a curtsy for his bow, and then they parted.


Leaving him at inconveniently loose ends. He got a good survey of the backs of everyone’s coats and surcoats as people turned away from him, and he kept his expression steady behind his mask of beaded net. Less than a month, and the novelty of the Lower Bank crime lord turned nobleman had already worn off. While the lower ranks of the city saw opportunity in his elevation, their superiors had identified him as a threat—and correctly so, Vargo reflected, tamping down on a smirk. He was here mostly to show the snubs didn’t bother him. He knew where his path forward lay.


He was thinking of leaving when he turned a corner and almost walked straight into Ghiscolo Acrenix and one of Cibrial Destaelio’s four thousand daughters.


There was no way to dodge a conversation, nor time for Alsius to take cover under his collar. Brace yourself, he warned the spider, and stepped up to the pair as though he’d been invited to join them.


The Destaelio woman made a face like she’d just been fed a live eel, but she couldn’t raise a fuss when Ghiscolo welcomed Vargo with a smile. “Eret Vargo. Eutracce here was just commenting on how the gardens have declined this year. What are your thoughts?”


“Oh, I’m certain Eret Vargo isn’t familiar enough with gardening to have an opinion,” Eutracce said.


He gave her a benign smile. “Quite right, alta. Charter or not, when sun hours turn over to earth, I’m just a merchant.”


“A merchant.” Eutracce’s mouth soured further. Her mother held the Prasinet seat, which oversaw Nadežra’s finances, banking, and trade. As a smuggler, Vargo had only ever been one of a swarm of irritating river gnats to her. Now that he’d been ennobled, Her Charity Cibrial Destaelio would do one of two things: swat him, or strike a deal. He was hoping for the latter.


Ghiscolo chuckled. “Such modesty, Eret Vargo. Nadežra’s power has always been founded on trade. The right mercantile connections can be as valuable as holding a critical mountain pass.”


Like, say, the connections that allowed Vargo to bring Isarnah goods through Nadežra while dodging Prasinet’s punitive tariffs. Those had been imposed fifty years ago, after Isarn backed a Vraszenian rebellion... but Cibrial might profit handsomely if she lifted them.


That was helpful of him, Vargo thought as Eutracce’s mouth shifted from sour to thoughtful.


::Yes, he’s always been good at that.::


Until Ghiscolo became Caerulet, House Acrenix’s status had derived entirely from their ability to play the game: a useful alliance here, a well-timed withdrawal of support there. The latter always with a show of regret, so that no stain of treachery marred their reputation.


In truth, they were as dirty as Vargo. Just better able to hide it.


Ghiscolo’s comment meant that instead of excusing herself from the conversation, Eutracce stayed and asked probing questions about Vargo’s business, which he deflected with pleasant responses that revealed nothing. Partway through this, he caught Ghiscolo watching him with a faint, puzzled frown. When Vargo raised a questioning brow, though, Ghiscolo shook his head. “Only noting the cut of your coat. Did Alta Renata’s maid tailor that for you?”


Vargo smoothed a hand down the textured surface of his waistcoat, avoiding Alsius masquerading as a pin. The fabric was an Arthaburi import he hadn’t yet released even to Tess. “No, though I recommend her services—assuming you can get them. I hear she’s quite busy.”


“Perhaps a friend of the alta’s might put in a good word for me,” Ghiscolo said, smiling.


Vargo doubted Ghiscolo’s thoughts had been tied up in tailoring, but their conversation ended with him no more enlightened. And any useful guesses were driven from his head when he saw Iascat Novrus standing, quiet and watchful, at the center of a boisterous group of young cuffs. Scowling, Vargo ducked across a bridge to the next islet before he could be spotted in return.


::Are you certain? He looks lonely,:: Alsius noted as he crept to hide under Vargo’s collar points. ::I could make myself scarce.::


He was a tense little lump after that encounter with Ghiscolo. Normally Vargo didn’t bring him anywhere near the man, and he wished he could have avoided it tonight. As for Iascat... Rumor has it that Sostira’s threatened to disinherit him. I don’t know if that’s because of our assignations, but he can’t afford a public encounter with someone like me. If Vargo was going to burn his asset in House Novrus, he would do it for some better reason than idle chitchat in Nightpeace Gardens.


His change of direction was an auspicious one, because it took him toward a familiar figure standing on a toy bridge, beautifully attired in layers of watered silk. Alsius noticed, too, but his thoughts went in a different direction. ::There’s that Fienola woman! She has an admirable mind. You should arrange a meeting to discuss the river numinat.::


Vargo had barely noticed Tanaquis Fienola standing in Renata’s shadow. They had their heads close together as if conspiring—and then, with a movement that was probably supposed to be furtive but only drew more attention to itself, Fienola handed over a familiarlooking scrap of cloth.


Well, isn’t that interesting. Not surprising; Renata had done a splendid job of making herself a desirable commodity in Nadežra. Vargo had been the first to see it, but now any number of people wanted to invest in her, for a variety of purposes.


::Interesting on both counts,:: Alsius said. ::And also useful. Even more reason to ask Fienola—::


Yes, yes. The last thing Vargo needed was a mental voice prompting him like an actor who’d forgotten his lines. He reached under his collar and scooped out Peabody, depositing him atop a nearby topiary. There’s Silvain Fiangiolli by the acrobats. Make yourself useful and find out why he’s so intent on flirting with that Essunta girl? The last thing we need is those families managing a truce. Ignoring Alsius’s grumbles, Vargo straightened his waistcoat and approached the two women.


“I see Tess spared no time diving into the fabrics I sent,” he said after paying a proper salute to both Renata and Tanaquis. He kept hold of Renata’s hand, turning it in his to draw her closer. “I was right. The green suits you.”


“You have an unexpected eye for such things.” Renata surveyed his own ensemble, a velveteen as dark as pomegranates with swirls burned out to show the black currant silk underneath. Its thread-of-gold embroidery at cuffs and hem could only be smuggled out of Ganllech. This was part of their dance: They both knew they looked good, and both did it to invite the admiration of others. Displaying that admiration was a discreet form of applause.


He did so enjoy interacting with someone who appreciated his skill at playing the game, rather than spitting on him for it.


Releasing Renata’s hand, he said, “Meda Fienola—before I forget. I’d like to speak to you at some point about my plans for the West Channel numinat. The timing of such endeavors is important, and I’m not astrologer enough to chart it out.”


Tanaquis brightened. “Yes! Not tonight, though. I’ll send you an invitation. And perhaps you’ll indulge me in a few questions about your other numinatrian endeavors.”


She might have been talking about the amphitheatre numinat, or the ones he’d dismantled during the riots—including the one inflaming the crowd’s anger. But her gaze was fixed on Vargo’s chest, as if it could bore past coat, waistcoat, and shirt to the numinat burned over his heart.


Showing her that mark might have been a mistake, but at the time he had no other way to convince her to send him into the realm of mind after Renata. Vargo fought to keep his expression unruffled. “Of course.” Right after the Dežera freezes over.


“I’d love to be a part of that conversation,” Renata said. “Since the charter is in Traementis hands, after all.”


It was an odd relic of their past circumstances that Vargo, a fellow noble, was administering someone else’s charter. That wasn’t the reason Tanaquis tapped her lips, though. “Yes, she should join us. I presume you’re not intending to give your own life to imbue the numinat, Vargo. But possibly Renata can supply what you need.”


“I beg your pardon?”


Renata’s reply could have cut steel. Tanaquis’s brows rose, while Vargo’s heart thudded in sudden shock. “Oh, not by dying,” Tanaquis said. “I meant with pattern.”


“Pattern?” Vargo glanced at Renata. Her cosmetics couldn’t quite hide the blush that stained her cheeks. Interesting. He knew she’d sought out that patterner, and maybe put too much faith in the cards, but this was something else. Something novel enough to stir Tanaquis’s boundless curiosity. He let his voice drop, dark and teasing. “Have you been hiding a secret, Alta Renata?”


“Hardly a secret,” she said with a thin laugh. “A—well, I thought it was a silly game. Except after the Night of Hells...” She dismissed that with a shake of her head. “A story for later. But, Tanaquis, I’m afraid I don’t have my cards any longer. Mettore’s kidnappers took them from me, and I haven’t seen them since.”


“I might be able to find them,” Vargo said. “Eret Acrenix holds the charter for storing possessions confiscated from criminals—Well, held it, since it’s supposed to be separate from Caerulet’s office. I don’t know if he’s transferred it yet.”


He spoke on reflex, covering for the completely different thoughts now racing through his head. Was this why he’d seen pattern cards in the realm of mind when he went after Renata’s spirit? He’d assumed it was simply because of the place’s connection to Ažerais, but her comment about the Night of Hells suggested it was more personal than that.


He’d have to tread carefully, though. If Renata discovered he’d sold her out to Mettore that night, everything he’d built with her would come tearing apart like the broken West Channel numinat.


Tanaquis’s eyes were fever-bright with the possibilities. “I think it would be useful. Since the realm of mind appears to be the same as Ažerais’s Dream, and the dream is connected to the wellspring, and the wellspring can act as a focus and be affected by numinatria, it only stands to reason that pattern and numinatria might be more deeply connected than anyone has ever surmised.”


No denying Alsius’s admiration of her mind was warranted. They had their own hypothesis about how to make the river numinat work—but it was only a hypothesis, untested so far. He would sleep easier if he had a second possibility to hand. “You think pattern can be used to augment the focus?”


“I’ve done it before,” Tanaquis said blithely. Then she bit her lip and shot Renata a guilty look.


A boom overhead forestalled any reply to that. Vargo looked up to see a firework blooming in the sky—a regular occurrence in the summer months. He hoped the Lacewater knots were doing their work to make sure no wandering sparks set the tenements alight. The river might still be in full flood, but the weather was dry, and the Old Island could all too easily burn.


Around him everyone was laughing and clapping in delight, but from Renata there came a sound of dismay. He turned to ask whether she didn’t like fireworks, and found her mourning a torn spot on her hem. “I stepped on it,” she said ruefully.


Her maid came swooping in like a sartorial hawk. “Oh dear. I knew I should have taken that up a finger higher. Follow me, alta, and we’ll have you set to rights before the skies go dark again.”


Vargo watched her go, two fingers drumming against his thigh. He’d never followed up on his thought from months ago, of having one of his Seterin contacts look into what had brought such an elegant noblewoman to Nadežra.


Maybe it was time he did.
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Nightpeace Gardens, Eastbridge: Fellun 29


The skin shock of fear stayed with Ren as Tess hurried her away. Bad enough having to smile at Vargo as if she didn’t know what he’d done—but damn Tanaquis for bringing pattern up in front of him. Forcing Renata to stumble her way through a clumsy lie, because Vargo had seen her mother’s deck when she met him as Arenza, and he was too good of a gambler for her to trust he wouldn’t recognize the hand-painted cards if he saw them again.


Have you been hiding a secret, Alta Renata?


She couldn’t let herself think about that right now. She had somewhere else, and someone else, to be.


“Well, that worked,” Tess said, examining her skirt. A tearaway hem wasn’t a trick they could use too often—otherwise Alta Renata’s clumsiness would become the talk of the Upper Bank—but it was effective.


Near the northern edge of the gardens, they slipped into the shadows of an enormous tree. Arranging the meeting the ziemetse requested had taken a good deal of finagling, and this was the best Ren could manage: a rendezvous in a back corner of Nightpeace Gardens, where any combination of flashy clothes, a glittering mask, or a slipped bribe could gain Tiama Capenni’s permission to pass through the gates.


While Tess pulled the jade ribbon from Renata’s hair, loosing a simple braid, Ren reached into a pocket no lightfinger would find and drew out the mask of rose-patterned lace.


Her disguise cascaded over her like water, covering the surcoat and underdress of her Liganti-style clothing, leaving her in a tight-fitting coat and breeches. Experimentally, Ren reached for her kissingcomfits, and wasn’t surprised to find she couldn’t touch them. For all she knew, her ordinary clothing had gone... somewhere else.


Tess sucked in a quiet gasp, trailing her fingers over the leather petals flowing down Ren’s arm. “Not a stitch or seam to be found. How does that even work?”


“A blessing from Ažerais?” Ren said, but it was no more than a guess.


Shaking her head, Tess flicked her hands in a shooing motion. “Never you mind about my curiosity. Go and come back, before people start wondering where Alta Renata went off to.”


A quick glance around showed Ren no one nearby. Taking a deep breath, she stepped out and headed for the meeting point.


She didn’t try to hide, exactly; that was too likely to draw attention if she failed. But in dark clothing, at night, in a place like the gardens, it was easy to take paths that kept her from coming too close to anyone. Despite the tension curling in her gut, a smile tugged at her lips. Was this what it felt like to be the Rook?


As she neared the northern boundary of the gardens, the path was empty of anyone save a few pity-rustlers. Their presence was explained when a lump of a shadow atop the bridge rail jumped down.


“See? Told you she’d show.” Arkady Bones had all the swagger of a man grown, packaged in the body of a spindle-thin girl. She gave Ren a cocksure bow and then nodded to the gaggle of waiting pity-rustlers. “Tell the others to keep the hawks and the moths away.”


After they vanished, she flicked a hand at two shadows sitting in the lee of the bridge. “Go on, then. En’t nobody gonna listen in.”


As Ren passed her, one of the shadows rose from the bench and moved into the dim light. “Except you, Ča Bones.”


Perversely, the fact that Ren was already on edge kept her from twitching. The representative the ziemetse had sent was the granddaughter of the former Kiraly clan leader—someone she’d met twice before. Once in the nightmare, and once at the Seven Knots labyrinth, where fear had sent Ren bolting from a friendly gesture.


“Don’t mind me.” Arkady levered herself back onto the bridge post, feet dangling and boots thumping against the support. “Usually my silence is for sale, but tonight it’s free. I keep the Black Rose’s secrets.” She winked at Ren.


The Kiraly woman paused. When Ren made no objection to Arkady staying, she nodded in acceptance. “Thank you for coming, Lady Rose. I am Dalisva Mladoskaya Korzetsu of the Kiraly. I wish to thank you again for all that you did to save the wellspring, and for sending that Liganti worm Mettore Indestor to us for justice.”


There was limited space in Ren’s vocal range where she could sound natural. As Renata she spoke on the higher end, and with a Seterin accent; as Arenza she went low and Vraszenian. Now she pitched her voice toward the middle, and made her vowels purely Nadežran. If I have to invent a fourth persona, I’ll be out of cards. “Mere thanks wouldn’t have required a meeting. What makes the ziemetse interested in me?”


Arkady snorted. “Bet they want you to do something for them.”


Dalisva shot her an irritated look, but didn’t refute it. To Ren she said, “You are the Rose of Ažerais, sent to us in a desperate time. Yes—we have need of your aid. Will you help?”


“That depends on what you’re looking for.”


“The Stadnem Anduske,” Dalisva said. “You were at the amphitheatre during Veiled Waters—but know you what happened before that?” When Ren didn’t respond, she went on. “Their old leader, Andrejek, planned the bombing. But from the Cinquerat he took a pardon, in exchange for calling it off. He cut his knot, and for that treachery his lieutenant Branek tried to kill him.”


Ren bit down on the urge to say, That’s not what happened. A Cinquerat pardon? Snow in Nadežra was more likely. Andrejek backed down because Grey convinced him the whole thing was playing into Mettore’s hands.


But it was Renata who’d been involved in that, not the Black Rose. “What exactly do you want me to do about that?”


“Have you no wish to help Vraszenians? Andrejek has long been wanted by the ziemetse, but Branek... he was Andrejek’s attack dog, held on a tight leash. Now that leash has slipped. He believes violence is the only way to break the Cinquerat’s hold, and he will not flinch from hurting ordinary people. Already his allies in the Stretsko knots attack the businesses of those on the Lower Bank with too much Liganti blood.”


The inconvenience of a mask was that it hid small responses like an arched eyebrow. “First you speak of me helping Vraszenians, and then you worry about people with Liganti ancestry. What do you actually want?”


Dalisva wore no mask, and her passion blazed like a torch. “With Branek leading them, the Anduske will wind up only hurting Vraszenians, by provoking the Cinquerat to tighten their grip. But his hold over the Anduske is not yet secure. If you could capture some of his key supporters and deliver those people to us—even Branek himself—”


They had a high opinion of the Black Rose, if they thought she could pull that off. But Ren couldn’t disagree with their concerns. While House Traementis hadn’t yet suffered any losses on the Lower Bank, that was mostly because their reduced state had left them without much to attack. The nobles were muttering about needing to restore control down there after the riots... and the kind of control they had in mind never meant anything good for Vraszenians.


“I have a list,” Dalisva said, drawing it from a pocket of her shawl and holding it out. “If the ones named here were removed, the rest would be able to do little more than shake their fists.”


Ren eyed the paper, not reaching for it. “Removed.”


“She means killed,” Arkady helpfully supplied from her perch.


Dalisva kept her chin lifted and shoulders straight. “Their fate is for Ažerais to set and pattern to guide. But the ziemetse are wise enough to avoid creating martyrs.”


Smart politics. If the clan leaders didn’t have some skill at that, the delicate balance between Liganti-controlled Nadežra and the rest of Vraszan would have collapsed long ago. Which was, of course, what people like this Branek wanted.


But none of that was Ren’s business. After Veiled Waters she’d lost track of Idusza Polojny, her friend in the Anduske, and she couldn’t afford to spend time being Arenza Lenskaya when she had to be Renata Viraudax Traementatis every waking minute. Nor could she worry about Vraszenian politics when she was busy making amends to House Traementis, for a debt whose magnitude they didn’t even know.


“Please,” Dalisva said, desperation creeping in. “You are the one Ažerais chose. You were conceived—”


She cut herself off, but not soon enough. Ren’s gaze shot to Arkady, whose hands flew up in a warding gesture. “I en’t said nothing!”


From the shadow still sitting in the lee of the bridge came a soft, weary voice. “Only those born of Ažerais can destroy the children of Ažerais. And only those born of Ažerais can save the children of Ažerais.”


Words Ren had heard in the nightmare, when she stood before the twisted echoes of the Charterhouse statues. A szorsa had spoken them—the one who stood for the dead Ižranyi clan in the Ceremony of the Accords.


It would look the opposite of dignified and mysterious if the Black Rose fled from an old, blind woman. Ren forced herself to stand as Dalisva retreated to help the szorsa make her way forward. A strip of embroidered cloth covered the pits where her eyes had been, before something in the nightmare tore them out.


“Forgive us,” the szorsa murmured. “I am Mevieny Plemaskaya Straveši of the Dvornik. We mean no threat to you or your secrets, Lady Rose.”


Ren’s words came out far steadier than she felt. “How did you know?”


Dalisva sighed. “In the nightmare, a Vraszenian woman told Szorsa Mevieny that ‘all of us’ by that wine were poisoned. But she was no part of our delegation. Nor was she the Cinquerat’s servant, or they would not have needed to hunt her. A woman conceived during the Great Dream appears on that terrible night... and then, when Mettore Indestor attempts to use one such to destroy the Wellspring of Ažerais, the Black Rose appears to defend it. Connecting the two was a guess, but—”


“Not a guess,” Mevieny said. “Blind I may be, but the cards speak to me still.”


They didn’t know everything. Only that the Black Rose was the woman they’d met before. If Arkady truly had kept her mouth shut, they didn’t even know her name was Ren.


It was still enough to send spiders crawling up Ren’s spine. My secrets are not safe.


Mevieny said, “Ažerais has blessed you, Lady Rose. Once at your birth, and again when you became her servant. For what purpose wear you that mask, if not to help her children?”


I’m wearing it because you asked for this meeting. Were it not for the Rook’s message, she might have left it to gather dust in her wardrobe forever.


No—that was a lie. And the disguise had come again when she put it on. As if Ažerais truly did have a purpose for her, beyond saving the wellspring.


Was that wishful thinking? A thread of Vraszenian meaning for her to cling to in her new Liganti life, like the rope the Rook had used to draw her out of the pit. An excuse to involve herself in that world again, to be someone other than Alta Renata all the time. To feel like she wasn’t a slip-knot.


Wishful thinking or not, the possibility brought an ache into her throat.


Wordlessly, Dalisva held out the list of names. Ren accepted the list between the tips of two gloved fingers and—why not—made it vanish up her sleeve. “I make no promises... but I’ll see what I can do.”
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The Friendly Fist


Upper and Lower Bank: Fellun 36


When Vargo’s invitation arrived at the manor, Ren almost refused it. Living as Renata was exhausting enough without having to pretend she still harbored warm feelings for the man. But unless she got Sedge back into his circle, the only way for her to learn anything was to maintain the fiction of their friendship, so she gritted her teeth and forced herself to pen an acceptance.


She was pulling on her gloves and considering whether it was worth overheating under a veil to protect her skin from darkening in the sun when the door to Donaia’s study opened.


“Thank you, Captain,” Donaia said. Her voice was constantly rough, scraped raw by the sorrow she tried to hide when she wasn’t alone. “Perhaps I’m being overly cautious, but after everything—”


“Think nothing of it, Era Traementis.” Grey Serrado gave Donaia one of those heel-clicking bows that made him seem even more stiff and unyielding than his fellow hawks. “The Vigil is happy to serve, and I’m used to following in Alta Renata’s wake.”


“My wake?” Renata echoed, hoping it didn’t sound as wary as she felt.


Brushing invisible lint from Renata’s sleeve, Donaia said, “I’ve asked Captain Serrado to act as your escort to Froghole.”


He nodded. “Not all of the Lower Bank is as safe as Westbridge, and you aren’t accustomed to rough areas.” One hand rose to the hilt of his sword.


Renata wanted to refuse. Except that Donaia, who’d managed to project a facade of confidence even in the worst days of House Traementis’s decline, kept touching Renata and Giuna both as though they might disappear in an eyeblink. After Renata’s part in Leato’s death, the least she could do for Donaia was accept an escort.


Besides, she wasn’t doing anything Serrado shouldn’t see. And her nightmares about him kicking in her door had mostly faded, in favor of horrific visions of the zlyzen. Gloves settled, Renata said, “Very well, Captain—let us go see what Eret Vargo has found.”


They didn’t talk much on the trip across the river, until their skiff approached a wharf swarming with activity. Half a dozen people were in the water itself, their heads bobbing above the brown wavelets, while Vargo watched from above. In his loosely tailored coat of tan suede, he could almost pass for one of the laborers—except they’d all shed coats and surcoats to work in their shirtsleeves.


“I didn’t realize it would take this much effort to retrieve a chunk of prismatium,” Renata said, shielding her eyes from the sun as their skiff drew up to the landing stair.


The water must have carried her voice to Vargo. “When it’s the size of a horse cart and buried in mud, it does. The divers have dug out as much as they can.” He motioned at the swimmers. “Once they attach the cables, the crane will haul it out the rest of the way.”


It spoke to both her opinion of Vargo’s cleverness and her worry about his cunning that she wondered if he’d somehow arranged this discovery. That such a large piece of the broken numinat could have somehow escaped the old salvage efforts, even buried in mud, seemed unlikely. But what would Vargo gain from planting a fake fragment in the riverbed?


She had no choice but to accept his hand to steady her as she left the skiff for the weed-slicked surface of the landing. “Will this make your work easier? Having such a large piece?” That ignorance, she had to neither hide nor fake; no one expected Alta Renata to be an inscriptor.


Of course, they didn’t expect it of a Lower Bank crime lord, either. Vargo said, “We won’t know that until I see it. But if I can study a full cross section rather than the glimpses offered by the few fragments that escaped reuse...” Vargo let the conclusion drift as Serrado stepped off the skiff after Renata. “Captain.”


“Eret.”


“Come to make certain we aren’t attacked by river pirates?”


Serrado met Vargo’s mockery with his usual mask of stoic courtesy. “If necessary. Why, have you done something to offend the Stretsko?”


Renata hid her wince. Before Vargo’s rise, the most powerful gangs on the Lower Bank had been dominated by Vraszenians from the Stretsko clan. They hadn’t appreciated the competition, and she doubted they were any happier about their erstwhile rival now counting himself among the nobility.


Perhaps I can make use of that. Stretsko also made up a large percentage of the Stadnem Anduske, and in the wake of Veiled Waters, those groups were getting more tangled than ever before. Several of the names on Dalisva Korzetsu’s list were related to some of Vargo’s biggest enemies.


The only problem with that fight was she didn’t want either side to win.


Vargo led her up to the dry ground of the embankment, with Serrado following at a polite distance. Ropes stretched up from the water’s surface, leading through the crane to a team of horses hitched and waiting in a narrow alley. Renata tried not to shudder as a diver surfaced. The high waters of the Dežera in flood had washed away a goodly portion of the filth that clogged the West Channel, but that still didn’t make the prospect of swimming in it inviting.


The diver’s signal was taken up by a woman at the base of the crane, then by the teamster handling the horses. He started them walking, the ropes creaking as they pulled taut.


Vargo leaned close to be heard above the noise. Even over the river’s stink, she could smell the sandalwood and clove of his perfume and the leather of his coat. “I promise this will be more interesting once—”


A crack like thunder cut across the creaking of the ropes, followed by a groan and rumble as the crane shook. Spooked by the noise and the sudden lack of resistance, the horses slipped the teamster’s lead and lurched forward. Renata was distantly aware of a hawk’s blue and tan as Serrado lunged for the traces, but the flash of shadow to sun to shadow again disoriented her.


Only when she heard the screams did she realize the shade she now stood in was cast by the crane falling toward her.


Vargo dove for safety. Ren went the other way, rolling frantically through the muck, not sure how far would be far enough—until the cobbles shook beneath her, and something crashed across her legs.


She waited, arms curled over her head, not daring to move, until the only sound left was the thunder of her pulse and the shouting beyond. Then she looked up to find a small beam pinning her legs, a much larger one where she’d been standing, Serrado running one soothing hand down a horse’s neck, and Vargo climbing to his feet on the far side of the chaos. He stripped off his ruined coat with a snarl.


Handing the leads off to the shaken teamster, Serrado rushed to lift away the beam pinning Ren and help her stand. “Alta, are you hurt?” His hands hovered at his sides, as though he dearly wished to check her for injuries, but didn’t dare.


She gingerly felt her own legs through the layers of her skirts, wincing at the tenderness across her shins. “Bruised, I suspect, but nothing worse.”


“No thanks to him.” Leaving her to set herself to rights, Serrado strode around the wreckage to Vargo. This time, the hands he held in check were balled into fists. “Eret Vargo—”


Scowling, Vargo waved Serrado off. “I’m fine as well, Captain. No need to concern yourself.”


A less controlled man might have shoved him. “What concerns me, Eret Vargo, is that you thought only for your own safety and not that of the woman at your side.”


Vargo met Serrado’s glare, his brow furrowed in what seemed to be honest confusion. “I don’t know what you think I could have done. And she’s fine now anyway, so what does it matter? I’d expect you to be more concerned about what caused this to happen in the first place.” He kicked one of the splintered crane supports.


What does it matter? That was the true face of the man who’d sold her to Mettore Indestor on the Night of Hells—and helped her afterward, true, but Ren knew the stories from Sedge. Vargo had a habit of putting people into trouble and then getting them out of it, so they would owe him a debt.


She only half attended to the rest of the conversation, Vargo remembering that he had the right now to call on the Vigil to investigate, Serrado agreeing through gritted teeth. She was too busy wondering whether the crane had been meant to kill Vargo, her, or both of them.


Then something else took the entirety of her attention.


It happened as Serrado was sending a runner to the Aerie and Vargo was arranging a watch on the river so nobody would steal the numinat fragment before he could build another crane. A flicker of gaudy color scurried across a crate; Vargo absently held one hand out so his spider, Master Peabody, could climb up his arm.


And the voice she’d heard that day in the Charterhouse said, ::What happened here?::


Vargo’s lips were pressed into a thin, angry line. Yet she still heard him, an unspoken growl she had to strain to pick out. ::An accident. One of the outriggers for the crane just bolted—but not before I saw the Stretsko knot under her sleeve.:: “Fucking rats.”


That last curse was out loud, she realized, as Vargo slapped the dirt from his gloves and glared at the wreckage of the crane. His shifting gaze swept over her, and she busied herself straightening her own clothes. As if she hadn’t just heard the conversation between him and his coconspirator—who was, somehow, inexplicably, in the body of a spider.


Peabody’s many eyes glittered from the shadows of Vargo’s collar. ::Rats, indeed. I came to tell you that Premyk has made up his mind. He’ll be handing the aža payout to Tserdev tonight, behind the Seven Knots labyrinth.::


Ren’s heart stumbled in its pace. While she’d never heard of Premyk, Tserdev Krasnoskaya Ocˇelen was the head of the Crimson Eyes, the main Stretsko gang controlling Seven Knots. She wasn’t on Dalisva’s list... but her brother Dmatsos was. He’d been leading a lot of the attacks on Liganti-run businesses. And rumor said he’d gone to ground with his sister—if only anybody could locate Tserdev’s lair.


::The hell he will.:: The ice of Vargo’s mental voice belied the bland smile he directed at Renata. ::Aža is my business. Keep watching the Odd Alley den, and I’ll gather people for the labyrinth. We’ll show Premyk what happens to anyone who tries to cut knot for the Stretsko.::


Now Ren knew when and where to find Tserdev. And through her, possibly Dmatsos.


All I have to do is dodge two knots... and Vargo himself.
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Froghole, Lower Bank: Fellun 36


Grey chewed on the inside of his lip, watching his runner pick her way across the fallen beams blocking the river stair. He should begin investigating what was clearly no accident... but that would mean leaving Renata here, when Donaia had asked him to protect her.


She stood with aristocratic poise amid the wreckage, as if she hadn’t just nearly been crushed. It must have rattled her, though, because her hands were clenched in the soiled front panel of her surcoat and her gaze, fixed on Vargo, betrayed the tension within. Vargo paid her no mind; he was too busy giving orders to his own people. A pity that crane didn’t land on him.


Except that would have robbed Grey of his revenge. He meant to see Vargo pay for what he’d done, blowing up the Fiangiolli warehouse and taking Grey’s brother, Kolya, with it. What form that vengeance would take was a question he wrestled with day and night... but a beam crushing him flat wasn’t it. Whether Vargo fell to a duelist’s sword or an executioner’s ax, Grey would be the one who made it happen.


He wrenched his gaze away and saw one of Vargo’s fists jerk his chin for the man’s stone-faced Isarnah bodyguard to follow him into the shadows of the alley.


Grey had been taking every opportunity to spy on Vargo’s business. With a swift glance around, he eased behind a stack of crates, close enough to hear their hurried conversation.


“Boss is calling a strike on the Odd Alley Gang tonight,” the fist said. “Wants you to put together a hit team.”


“He thinks Premyk’s behind this?”


A thud, as of a wall being kicked. “Naw, Premyk’s a britchpissing coward who finally decided to cut knot for the Crimson Eyes. But you ask me, this is the sort of thing Tserdev would order. She en’t never been happy that Vargo took the aža trade. The Eyes want it back.”


A pause. “We’ll need more than just the Fog Spiders.”


“Makes you miss Sedge, hey?”


The thunk that followed was bare flesh on wood. “Fuck Sedge. If I see him again, I’ll skin him for parchment. Tell Vargo I’ll handle it, but he’s staying home.”


“I en’t telling Vargo where he can and can’t go.”


“Who’s the britch-pissing coward now?”


Grey slid away before the two broke apart, his mind whirling.


A gang war was the Vigil’s business. A noble using his strength against the people of the streets was the Rook’s business. And Vargo was a noble now.


Hang his Vigil duty. Grey fell into step behind as Vargo offered Renata his arm and led her away. The man didn’t care who he got killed, so long as he achieved his own goals. And Grey owed it to Donaia and Leato to make certain the heir to House Traementis didn’t get caught in that man’s schemes.


Renata ignored Grey with the studied indifference of the noblewoman she pretended to be. All her attention was on Vargo, in a pretense of friendliness—at least, Grey thought it was pretense. She wouldn’t have told the Rook about Vargo’s involvement in Kolya’s death if she had any real liking for the man.


Vargo, however, cast an annoyed look over his shoulder. “There’s no call to accompany us when you’re needed here to investigate, Captain. I can see to the alta’s well-being.”


Like you did when the crane fell? Grey’s voice sounded cold to his ears as he said, “It will take some time for my squad to arrive. I can be spared until then. Unless you mean to leave the alta standing around while you find a replacement coat suitable to be seen in the Pearls.”


Renata’s soft cough could have been interpreted a dozen ways, but Grey suspected it was meant to hide a laugh. He adopted a concerned frown. “Especially when she might be taking sick.”


It was a testament to Vargo’s own self-control that he didn’t visibly pull back from Renata. His fear of disease wasn’t nearly as secret as he probably wished. “Alta Renata, I’d be happy to offer you the services of my phys—”


His words cut off as a quartet of young men rounded the corner up ahead. They nudged each other when they spotted Vargo, smirking like they’d found the trouble they were seeking.


Younger members of the delta houses tended to wear incongruous accessories, the better to flaunt the wealth and reach of their families’ trading endeavors. Grey recognized the gold-shot scarves of silken caprash wool that marked these four as Essunta. And thanks to a mercenary charter, they all wore swords at their belts.


They’d been Indestor’s clients. After the fall of their patron’s house, the Essunta had no reason to love Derossi Vargo.


The man in the lead was Meda Essunta’s younger son, Gaetaro. He approached closer than manners allowed, as though Vargo would be intimidated by a bit of posturing. “Why, Eret Vargo,” he drawled with exaggerated surprise. “Fancy finding you on the Lower Bank.”


Looking for a fight, it seemed. It galled to be in a position where Grey had to protect Vargo, but Renata was here, and couldn’t be carrying more than a hidden knife or two. Setting a hand on his sword, Grey moved to Vargo’s other side, hoping the reminder of Vigil presence—and the new Caerulet’s patronage—would be enough to make the Essunta boys rethink their grudge.


“Mede Essunta.” Vargo’s smile was as pleasant as sunlight. “I see you’ve dislodged your mouth from your mother’s teat. Too bad you didn’t suckle any wit from her while you were there.”


Djek.


Gaetaro’s hand went for his sword. Grey made to step forward, but Renata beat him to it, interposing herself between Vargo and the Essunta. “Come now,” she said, her Seterin accent a crisp rebuke. “It befits the stature of neither of your houses to brawl like commoners in the street.”


“He is a commoner,” Gaetaro snarled.


“Not any longer,” Renata said. “And that means there’s a proper way to settle this matter.”


Grey’s teeth were set hard against each other; it helped keep the sudden laugh inside. He wasn’t the only one to hear the echo, either. Vargo drawled, “Alta Renata. You’re remarkably fond of volunteering other people for duels.”


“Assuming he knows Uniat from a night-piece’s hole,” Gaetaro spat.


“I’m familiar with both in their contexts,” Vargo said with a smile that was half bedroom and all innuendo. “But if I get confused, I’ll poke you a few times to remember the difference.”


He might be a nobleman now, but he carried no sword, which meant he would need a champion. Grey was trying to figure out how to word his flat refusal when Vargo lifted his walking stick. It had always seemed like a tasteless affectation... but with a twist of the handle, Vargo drew forth a blade. It was thinner than Essunta’s but finely made.


Grey’s eyes narrowed. Vargo had been carrying that stick for at least a year. But Grey couldn’t retroactively arrest him for that. More’s the pity.


“First blood,” Renata said, stepping back as Gaetaro drew his sword. “Conduct yourselves with honor.”


What are the chances, Grey thought. It was only a question of who would cheat first.


Within the first pass, he knew that Vargo was either hiding his skill or not actually a very good swordsman. He fought like a man with a really long knife. It was painful to watch, in both style and form—but also because Vargo wasn’t aiming to score a point. He was trying to tear into his opponent’s softer bits to make him bleed.


Which meant that sooner or later, he was going to lose. And either Vargo preferred to lose dirty rather than clean, or his river rat instincts overwhelmed his pretense at civility.


He’d gotten in too close to make good use of the longer blade. Hooking Gaetaro’s foot from beneath him might have been borderline legal—easy to pass that off as simple footwork—but Vargo kicked the man’s knee out instead.


Grey had just enough time to swear again before the rest of the Essunta quartet howled in.


If Renata hadn’t been there, he would have been tempted to leave Vargo to his fate. But she was, and right now, he was an officer of the Vigil. One who would have to answer some very awkward questions if he hurt a pack of delta gentry. Grey aimed to disarm instead, twisting one blade free with a binding parry, getting the second in an arm lock, but that left the third—


It left the third on the ground, with his sword in Alta Renata’s hand. She panted and brushed her hair from her face like she could smooth her genteel mask back into place.


Vargo was in no position to notice. Gaetaro had backed him against a wall, with the point of his blade at Vargo’s throat. “Cheating means you lose,” Gaetaro snarled. “But here’s a mark to make it clear.” A quick flash, and Vargo’s cheekbone bled.


The retaliation was swift: Vargo seized Gaetaro by the ears and slammed his own skull into the man’s nose.


Four delta gentry and the head of a noble house arrested in one go, Grey thought in mixed fury, amusement, and resignation as he flung away the two Essunta swords he’d collected and waded back in. I can’t wait to see Cercel’s face.
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Seven Knots, Lower Bank: Fellun 36


This fucking day, Vargo thought sourly as he waited with Varuni and Nikory in an alley behind the Seven Knots labyrinth.


It hadn’t taken long for him to get out of the Aerie. That tightassed Captain Serrado must have known the arrest wouldn’t stick; he’d just leapt at the chance to inflict a bell’s worth of embarrassment on Vargo before his inevitable release. But on the heels of that farce of a duel with Gaetaro Essunta, and that coming on the heels of the crane sabotage...


He was almost glad his business tonight was dealing with Premyk. Vargo was in a mood to make people bleed.


Even at this hour, Seven Knots was never really quiet. There were always babes yowling the tenements awake, dogs snuffling in the street for scraps, laborers and skiffers and laundresses making their way between work and home. When a plaza went silent, it was a sure bet that something unpleasant was about to happen—and people around here knew better than to be present when it did.


Premyk waited alone in the plaza. Vargo had sent Nikory and a few others to round him up well in advance of this meeting, giving him plenty of time to stew. The greedy ass had decided to throw his lot and two months of aža profits in with the Stretsko knots. By the time Vargo arrived, Premyk had convinced himself he was doomed to die on the spot... which just showed again that he didn’t understand his boss.


Retribution would come later.


For now, Premyk was staked out in the plaza as bait, flanked by two of Vargo’s people. Tserdev would come to take the traitor’s oath and payment, and Vargo would be waiting to take her.


He couldn’t leave this sort of maneuver to his people, no matter how much Vargo would have preferred to spend the sweltering summer night at home under the cooling effects of a numinat and a slab of cold meat for the lump throbbing on his forehead. The scars on his back were beginning to itch under the layers of sweaty brocade. He was losing the fight against the urge to scratch himself bloody in search of relief when Varuni stiffened beside him.


On the far side of the plaza, an older man with iron-grey braids, one ratted into the long tail of the Stretsko, emerged from the shadows.


“Foolish to be out this late, when even Ažerais lies dreaming,” he said in Vraszenian.


After a moment of silence and a surreptitious prod from one of his guards, Premyk blurted, “But Ažerais looks out for fools and children. And w-we are her children.”


The Stretsko man gave a low, two-toned whistle that sounded like the call of a dreamweaver bird. After several tense moments, two others entered the plaza, boots clomping and shoulders hunched under the weight of a covered sedan chair.


“Wh-what’s this?” Premyk’s voice wavered as the bearers set it down. “Tserdev was supposed to take my knot oath herself. That was the arrangement.”


“The boss isn’t stupid, to walk out in the open,” the Stretsko man said. “Half this district wants her netted. Hawks leave the chairs alone.” He approached Premyk, pulling out a braided cord knobbed on two ends with small beads. At this distance and in the dark, Vargo couldn’t tell the colors, but he’d wager they were crimson. He knew a knot bracelet when he saw one.


“Go on,” said the man, holding out the cord for Premyk to take. “Say your words, show your loyalty, and then Tserdev will respond in kind.”


Premyk edged back like the man was holding out a snake. Only the presence of the guards at his back kept him in place. “I...”


“Is there a problem?” The Stretsko’s voice was silk-soft and sure, like he already knew the answer.


Enough of this theatre. Vargo stepped out of the shadowed alleyway. “It seems there is,” he said, approaching the sedan chair. The bearers only managed half a shout each before they slumped into choke holds from Varuni and Nikory. “Premyk’s proven he has all the loyalty of a cat in heat. I thought I might save your boss the trouble of being betrayed the same way he’s betrayed me.”


“En’t no loyalty to be had with cuffs. Not to them, not from them,” the Stretsko man said, shifting into Liganti. He turned to Premyk, as though he had no concern for Vargo’s approach or the fact that he was outnumbered at least five to one. “You should have kept that in mind before betraying the Crimson Eyes, slip-knot.”


“I didn’t have a choice!” Premyk wailed. “He didn’t give me a choice!”


“There’s always a choice,” the man said, drawing a knife. Vargo tensed—but instead of turning the blade on any of them, the Stretsko sliced the cord he was holding in half before casting it into Premyk’s face, followed by a glob of spit.


He was disarmed and on the ground a moment later, held kneeling by Premyk’s guards. Vargo pressed the tip of his cane to the man’s sternum. “That was both dramatic and unnecessary.” Then he raised his voice to address the sedan chair and its occupant. “Tserdev, why don’t you come out of there before I have my people drag you out.”
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