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Stones in motion,


Tools cleft in two.


The wyrm fell to the daughter made of moonlight long ago.


He just did not know it yet.


—from “Eridysi’s Lament”
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BEGINNINGS
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[image: T]he Rook watches from an oak branch.


His feathers rustle. His beak clacks. It has been a long time since he saw the Sun and the Moon come together.


It has been even longer since he saw them heal a Well.


A hundred people attend, arranged in stiff rows around the wide pond. Some have weapons, most have uniforms, and all have bored scowls. Behind them, long-dormant beech trees stand sentry. Six—always six.


Snow fell in the night, a light dusting that has turned the pine forest to fragile white. But it never touches the Well, nor the mossy flagstones surrounding it, nor the beech trees waiting to come alive.


The people call the Sun “Domna.” They call the Moon nothing at all. Both girls wear matching brown shifts that come to their knees, but this is where their likeness ends. The Sun, with her golden hair, is annoyed and does not try to hide it; the Moon, with her black hair, is impassive, all her feelings and thoughts kept tucked away behind lucent nothing.


They remind the Rook of someone he knew long ago. Someone who broke the world just to make it new again.


Both girls are clearly cold. Both shiver and bounce, breaths fogging. A stone overhang lurches above the Well, blocking what little light the true sun gleans at this early hour. The girls are trapped in shadow.


When at last a round man with furs nods for them to begin, they do not hesitate. A single glance passes between them, a hint of a smile on the Sun’s face, then, hand in hand, the Sun and Moon dive into the cold, dark Well.


Soon, all that is visible are their legs, flashes of pale skin that wink beneath fresh-churned froth. A flicker of pale hands, a shimmer of toes. Then they vanish entirely, swallowed by the Well.


Several moments pass before a graceful man with hair the color of sunrise begins to prowl along the Well’s southern edge. Back and forth, back and forth, always staring into the depths with an intensity no one can match, not even the Rook. The rotund man snaps at him to stop; the graceful man ignores him.


That one has never been good at listening.


Then it happens: a gentle boom, so subtle one might think it a trick of the mind. A heartbeat that has pulsed too long. A tremor in the muscles, not the earth.


But the Rook has seen this before. He has felt it before and watched as ripples tore out across a pond. Perfect, concentric rings to lap against a Well’s rim.


The graceful man smiles.


Then a second boom breaks loose—strong enough to shake snow off the trees. Strong enough to rattle in the Rook’s hollow bones. Suddenly, none of the people surrounding the Well are bored.


The graceful man cries out, a whoop of joy, and his arms fling wide. Triumphant. He twirls to face the other man. Yet as he turns, his eyes briefly catch on the Rook’s. If he is surprised to see the bird, he does not show it.


“It is done,” he declares, advancing on the round man. “The Well is healed.”


The round man smiles. A slow thing that makes his dark eyes gleam—for as the Rook well knows, there are no creatures in the Witchlands as hungry as men.


“His Majesty will be pleased,” the round man begins, but a splash steals the rest of his words. The girls have returned.


The Sun appears first. Initiate. The Moon follows next. Complete.


They both gasp for air, paddling clumsily for the Well’s edge. Cold has leached color from their skin, save for a painful pink along their noses. Two uniformed guards await them with thick blankets. The Sun reaches the rim first, and after the guards haul her free, she turns back to help the Moon. Not because there aren’t men to aid her too, but because this is who she is. Who they both are: inseparable and true.


And the Rook nods at that. Clacks his beak too, just for good measure. Everything has happened as it ought, and now it is time for him to leave. He has orders to follow and this detour here wasn’t one of them.


But the Rook feels that he deserved to see the Sun and Moon united. A reward for all his centuries of devoted focus. After all, there are still pieces of humanity twinkling inside him. Tiny slivers that like chocolate and sweet jams.


And tiny slivers that like rewards for a job well done too.


With a flap of his glossy wings, the Rook bursts off the oak tree. The branch shakes, snow flutters, and soon the discussions of two men accustomed to power fade from the Rook’s hearing.
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PART I


Puppeteer
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ONE
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One Month After the Earth Well Healed


[image: S]he knew she was walking into a trap. She had seen their tracks twenty paces before, just beside that bend in the road, and she had sensed their Threads even sooner.


Maybe, if she had wanted to, she could have avoided them. But she didn’t want to. She was hungry. Winter’s cusp had left nothing to forage on this side of the Ohrins, and what little she had managed to gather she’d given to her tiny companion, now waiting in a hollowed-out beech with a weasel who wasn’t really a weasel.


When she reached fifteen steps from the closest soldier, she stopped and planted her staff into the mud. It was roughly hewn silver fir, taken off a corpse two days before. Silver fir, the hill folk said, was good for warding off nightmares. So far that had not been true.


The closest man’s Threads hovered green with concentration. He was poorly hidden behind an alpine rhododendron, and even if his Threads had not given him away, the footprints speckling the road would have. Muddy from yesterday’s rain, the road had grooved so deep from travel it was practically a ditch—giving all these men in the forest brush higher ground.


Not that it would help them.


“I know you’re there,” she called.


As one, bright alarm punched across eight sets of Threads, each poorly hidden.


“And I have nothing of value,” she continued. Her voice was rough with hunger and the world had been a sickening spin for days now. If not for their Threads, she would never have been able to focus on them.


Or on the one man, now stalking toward her down the path. A Hell-Bard. She didn’t need to see his scarlet uniform to know that. The shadowy twirl at the heart of his Threads gave him away.


“We were warned about you,” he declared, pausing at twenty paces. Near enough for her to spot the ruddied nose of a man who drank too much. He smiled. “You don’t look like a threat.”


“Oh, but I am.” She lifted her right hand and flipped it his way. “Do you know what this means?”


He didn’t answer, but fresh concern rippled across the hidden soldiers’ Threads. Few people bore a filled-in circle for a Witchmark.


“And do you,” the Hell-Bard countered, drawing a gold chain from beneath his collar, “know what this means?”


She laughed at that—a dry, starving chuckle. “I guess they didn’t tell you, did they?”


His eyes thinned. He took the bait. “Tell me what?”


“They tried to make me like you, Hell-Bard.” She let a dramatic beat pass. Then added, “It didn’t work.”


The Hell-Bard swallowed now, his weight shifting and his Threads flickering like a stormy sky. He would attack soon. So would the other soldiers in the woods. Bushes shifted; branches snapped. These men did not like feeling afraid. They would end her and be done with it.


She sighed. She was tired, she was hungry, but she was not weak.


“You have two choices,” she offered them. “I will cleave you or I will kill you. There is still a chance at life if you choose—”


“Nommie filth,” the Hell-Bard spat.


And inwardly, she smiled, grateful he’d revealed his true values. It would make this next part so much easier. Or rather, it would make the nightmares so much easier. After all, she had already decided to finish these men; now she simply had a good reason.


The man whispered his blade free. He attacked, charging with sword arm high. Foolish. Easily dodged. Men always did underestimate her.


When he reached her, she swept sideways, planting her heel on the path’s inclined side. She launched up, a brief boost of speed and air. Then she twirled past him with staff extended.


It cracked the back of his head, right where spine met skull. Not hard enough to kill, nor hard enough to knock him out. Just enough to drop him to his knees and buy her the time she needed.


She wasn’t done with him yet.


As seven more soldiers charged toward her—none of them Hell-Bards, none as well trained—she grabbed the closest man’s Threads. Just a simple reach, a simple grasp. They were slippery and electric. Like river eels made of lightning.


She brought them to her mouth and chomped down in a single movement that had become as natural to her as swinging her staff. All she had to do was yank and bite. Yank and bite.


The man began to cleave.


He was not a witch, so no wild winds or vicious flames ripped loose. But he didn’t need such powers to cleave. Magic dwelled in everyone in the Witchlands, and now that same magic burned through him. He was a pot boiling over.


He screamed, a sound of such agony it stopped every soldier in their tracks. It did not stop her, though. Instead, she wound her fingers more deeply into his shredded Threads, even as it sent fire through her veins. “Kill them.”


So the man did, turning on two of his fellows—vicious, bloodied attacks with teeth and clawed hands—before a third man finally brought him down.


She was ready for that. Waiting for it. This was not her first fight, and it would not be her last. With a yank and a bite she cleaved a second man. Then a third, ignoring the raw power in their Threads that made her fingers shriek. Made power and pain judder into her soul.


The first time she’d done this—cleaved someone and held on—she’d fallen over. The second time, she’d been smart enough to lean against a tree. The third time, she’d had the staff.


Soon, her three Cleaved had burned to empty, blistered husks, framed by the tarry oil that their blood had become. Surrounding them were the brutalized bodies of their fellows.


Steam coiled in the air.


Slowly, her head still throbbing with power, but her fingers finally empty, she approached the only man left alive. He was pinned to the mud, his own gold-hilted blade stabbed deep into his stomach. It had been shoved there by one of her Cleaved.


He would die slowly from that wound, and contrary to what Hell-Bards wanted the world to believe, they were not truly dead men. There was still a final precipice from which they could never return.


She came to a stop before him and gazed down. She would take that blade once he was dead; it was too fine to leave behind.


“Nommie bitch,” he said.


“That’s not polite.” She knew what she must look like, towering over him with no expression and a teardrop scar beside her eye. She knew because she had seen that face in her dreams—in their dreams. They would not let her forget, no matter how fast she ran.


She knelt on the mud beside the Hell-Bard. Terror wefted through what remained of his Threads. He tried to pull back, but there was nowhere for him to go. He was a dead man in more ways than one. “How?” he rasped. “Did you . . .” He didn’t finish, but she knew what he meant.


“You know what I am,” she told him. “You just didn’t want to believe it.”


“Yes,” he said on a sigh.


“I did try to warn you.” She unsheathed a rusted cleaver at her hip.


“Yes,” he repeated, and this time resignation swept over his Threads. A beautiful rose red to match his blood. Which was good. There was no sense in fighting the inevitable. She knew that better than anyone.


“May Moon Mother light your path,” she told him in Nomatsi, pressing the blade against his throat. “And may Trickster never find you.” She sliced into his flesh.


Blood burbled. His Threads faded. She did not sit and watch—not as she had done before, back when she’d still cared about respecting the dead. Instead, she pushed to her feet and tossed her rusted, bloodied cleaver into the forest. It vanished into the wintry underbrush. Then with one foot on the Hell-Bard’s chest, she wrapped her fingers around his sword hilt and yanked the blade free.


A fine weapon, even with all that blood. She would clean it as soon as she had the chance.


She took the man’s sheath next, and after fastening it at her hip, she swept a final, disinterested glance around her. At the road, sunken like a frown into the mountain. At the eight corpses with steam clawing off their bodies. So much blood, so much Cleaved oil.


She had told herself at the last fight that she would find a cleaner way to do this. If not for her own eyes, then for whoever had to find the bodies. Perhaps at the next ambush she would finally succeed. Or at the ambush after that—because there would always be another. Just as eventually the Emperor’s army would catch up to her from behind, and she would kill, kill, kill.


Her stomach growled, an earthly reminder of why she had come here and why she had wanted to slay all these soldiers in the first place.


Even Puppeteers had to eat.


So after reclaiming her staff, she hauled herself off the muddy road, and Iseult det Midenzi entered the forest in search of food.










TWO
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[image: S]afiya fon Hasstrel watched her hand, resting above the flames. It should have hurt. It should have burned and smoked and sent her howling.


Instead, she felt nothing. Wherever fire touched her palm, the flesh turned to shadows and the flames flickered through. She could see her skeleton, gray bones wrapped inside the darkness, disrupted only by a faint circle where a new Witchmark stained her skin.


“That’s enough, Empress.” An armored hand swatted Safi from the candle. “That’ll leave scars.”


“I know,” Safi replied. It was why she couldn’t stop doing it.


“Where are your attendants?”


“I sent them away.” Safi scrutinized the clot of pale crosshatching on her palm. It grew thicker each time she touched the Firewitched flame. Fascinating. Foul.


“Hell-pits, Safi, you can’t keep dismissing them.”


Safi. The Hell-Bard rarely forgot Safi’s new title. It was that misstep more than anything that sent Safi’s gaze to Lev. One of only three people she trusted in this entire wretched palace. This entire wretched land.


The sturdy woman was in full Hell-Bard regalia today, as she had been every day since her appointment as Safi’s private guard. Crimson and gold, the chain mail should have shone. The leather should have gleamed.


Instead, the uniform was dull. Drained of dimension and color like everything else in the world. The four-poster bed was no longer scarlet, the thick Hasstrel rugs were no longer blue, and the palace spires outside the wide windows—the city rooftops spreading on and on and on until the white-capped mountains beyond . . . the mountains Iseult had run to with Hell-Bards in pursuit . . .


It was all gray and flat. A painting left too long in the sun.


“You need to get dressed.” Lev laid a hand on Safi’s shoulder. “His Imperial Majesty is expecting you.”


“Good for him.”


“Safi.”


There it was again: her real name and not the title. This time, Lev offered it as a warning. Her grip dropped and her weight shifted, a subtle clink of armor. “I know you have a fancy title now, but it doesn’t make any difference if you’re wearing that noose.”


Safi almost laughed at those words: if you’re wearing that noose. Like wearing the gold chain around her neck was an option. Like she could remove it at any time and have her magic once more bound inside her.


“Let the Emperor command me,” she declared with false lightness, returning her attention to the candle, Firewitched and always flickering atop a hexagonal golden base.


Fascinating. Foul.


“It is not you,” Lev began, “he will command.”


As if to demonstrate this—as if the Emperor knew exactly what words Lev had just uttered—the Hell-Bard doubled over with coughing. It took Safi a moment to understand what was happening. A moment to spot the tainted lines swirling over Lev’s skin. But as soon as she saw and understood, horror yawned inside her lungs. She lurched at Lev and yanked off her helmet. The Hell-Bard didn’t resist.


And there they were: more shadows writhing across her face, wriggling in her eyes. Emperor Henrick fon Cartorra was commanding Lev to deliver Safi, and Lev was failing to obey.


For the first time in fourteen days, heat ignited in Safi’s veins. Rage that tasted so thick, so good.


In ten long strides, she reached her bedroom door and burst into the hallway, where five Hell-Bards leaped into formation around her. Lev did not join, so the knights closed the gap where she usually stood. They were accustomed to comrades felled by punishment.


Without any verbal command from Safi, the Hell-Bards aimed for the imperial wing on the western side of the sprawling palace. Through the Gentleladies’ Gallery they strode with Safi in their midst, the wood gleaming beneath crystal chandeliers, the various seating areas covered in enough gold to sustain a small nation. A nation like Nubrevna. Safi hated this room, not merely because of the waste, but because once upon a time, she had thought all that glittering beautiful.


Now it was just a washed-out reminder of what her world had become.


Gods below, how had everything gone so thrice-damned wrong? How had Safi done so much damage in so little time? She had left Mathew and Habim in a world of flames a month ago—two men she loved as fathers—and then she had lost Vaness somewhere inside a mountain.


She’d found Merik, only to lose him as well. And then, after two glorious weeks with Iseult, she had lost her too. And for what? Safi had come here to save Uncle Eron from execution, but she was no closer to achieving that than she had been in Marstok.


Everything she’d ever fought for, everything she had ever loved had been scorched away. She was trapped here, inside this palace. Inside herself.


The Hell-Bards’ footsteps changed from clack-clack to echoing hammers as they crossed into the oldest part of the palace. Then Safi’s footsteps changed too, and harsh drafts swept against her.


Everything felt colder here. Larger too, each stone in the wall as tall as she was, each banner stretching long as a sea fox. It reduced her to tiny insignificance—as no doubt the Emperor wanted. And no doubt why he kept his personal quarters here, despite greater comfort in the newer additions.


Safi followed the Hell-Bards through the King’s Gallery, then the First Receiving Room, the Second Receiving Room, and, at last, the former empress’s sitting room, where Henrick’s mother had once entertained. Safi stalked past the door to what should have been her bedroom, and stoutly avoided looking at it.


It was just one more reminder of how everything in her plan had gone horribly wrong.


When at last she turned onto the Guards’ Hall that preceded the Emperor’s personal rooms, twelve Hell-Bards watched her pass. Their expressions were hidden behind their helms, and Safi’s own retinue took up positions between them. One Hell-Bard, however, winked as Safi passed.


Caden fitz Grieg, appointed three weeks ago to personally guard His Imperial Majesty.


Safi did not wink back.


One of the Emperor’s many simpering attendants rushed forward, the whip-thin man clearly appalled to see Safi still dressed in her green velvet nightgown. Which just reminded her how much she hated him, how much she hated his master, and how furious she was that Henrick had hurt Lev.


“Your Imperial Majesty,” the attendant began, hurrying toward her, “the Emperor would like you to dress for court—”


Safi threw him. So easily. Too easily, really. When he was near enough to reach, his palms raised and beseeching, she smacked up both his arms, braced one leg against his hip, and dumped him to the ground.


“Stay down,” she ordered, pleased when none of the Hell-Bards intervened. Now that she was one of them, they regularly looked the other way when she did things that were . . . beneath her title.


A second attendant, his eyes bulging, yanked open the door into the Emperor’s quarters. He did not have time to announce Safi before she strode in.


She had entered Henrick’s personal office only once before, prior to having her magic severed away. At that time, the scarlet rugs had shone bright as fresh blood. Now, they were old gashes, left exposed and rotten. Even the bookshelves she had genuinely admired—so many tomes from all over the Witchlands and beyond—now felt oppressive. Too many shades of gray stacked around her.


Behind a broad desk layered thick with papers and ledgers sat the Emperor himself: Henrick fon Cartorra. He was, as Safi was meant to be, dressed for court, in a fine brown velvet suit.


The color did not suit him, and for the hundredth time, Safi was struck by his toad-like visage, his face sagging and mouth too wide. Although, now she understood his looks were carefully cultivated. The waddling and exaggerated underbite, the slouched posture and overindulgence in food, the unkempt nature of his graying brown curls. Even the sallow undertones to his pale skin seemed part of the act. And though he might look like a toad, he had the mind of a taro player—one who knew exactly how to play the tricky Emperor card.


Safi came to a stop before his desk. “If you want me to do something,” she declared, standing at her tallest, “then pull my noose. Do not hurt the Hell-Bards, do you understand?”


Henrick sniffed, an indulgent sound. “My Empress.” He pushed to his feet with a grunt. “I will hurt whomever I please, and despite your wishes, that will never be you.”


“Then why put this on me?” She yanked at the chain around her neck. “If you do not plan to use it, why bind me to you at all?”


His lips spread with a smile. “That is simply a guarantee.” His one snaggling tooth jutted out above the rest as he shuffled around his desk toward her. “You proved I could not trust you, so I did what I had to do. If you did not want others to suffer at your expense, then you should never have returned to Cartorra. You should have continued running, just as your uncle wanted you to do.”


It was a fist to the stomach, a blow meant to wound—and it did. Safi knew her own mistakes had landed her here. She’d come for marriage to save her uncle. Instead, she’d ended up a Hell-Bard like him.


It had been so inevitable, really. Her magic had cursed her from the day she’d been born, but only when she did not have it had she realized how much her curse had meant to her. She had once told Caden that her Truthwitchery was like living beside the ocean. Hundreds of tiny inconsequential truths and lies, told every day by everyone. The ceaseless waves eventually faded into nothing.


Except that they’d never truly been nothing. Now she knew what nothing felt like. Now she understood eternal silence she could never escape.


As Henrick turned away to begin pacing and lecturing—one of his favorite activities—Safi stopped listening. It had been so long since she had felt anything, and this heat in her chest, this jittering in her heel, felt good. This was who she was, even with the noose to imprison her. She was recklessness and initiation, she was foolhardy plans with no escape routes. And gods, what she was about to do could explode so badly.


Which was exactly what made it so perfect.


When Henrick reached the next turning point in his pacing, when his toad-like form swiveled around to face her, Safi lunged. It was not an attack meant for damage. It had no finesse like she’d executed in the hall, and the Emperor could easily defend against it—for he was far more agile than he portrayed.


But Safi wanted to see if he would react not with force, but with power. Not with physicality, but with instinct.


And he did.


As Safi slammed into him and he rocked back toward his shelves, his right hand flew toward his belt, toward a golden chain wrapped around it. Safi had noticed that chain before; she’d thought it decorative. It must instead be a main chain to control all others, and more alarming—more incredible—were the two uncut rubies tucked beneath it, wrapped in thread—


Stop.


The command lightninged into Safi’s skull. So powerful, she could not resist. The word lived in her bones, lived in her soul. It froze her with shadows that could not be disobeyed.


And Safi didn’t want to disobey. She’d seen all she needed to see.


So she stopped, dropping to her knees before Henrick, and instantly, the pain—and the command—receded. The shadows cleared. Safi’s bones and soul were her own again.


“Do not,” Henrick snarled, “make me repeat that.” He grabbed her hair and snapped her head upward. His eyes burned with fury; her eyes burned with unwelcome tears. “I will put you in your quarters if I have to. Do you understand, my Empress?”


When she didn’t answer, he yanked at the chain upon his belt once again . . . and startled cries erupted in the hallway outside.


“Stop,” she croaked. Her heart still thumped too fast from his command. Her muscles still felt like ice had shattered within. She wished such agony on no one.


“I will stop”—Henrick pulled her hair tighter—“when you say you understand. Do you?”


She nodded.


“Say it.”


“I understand.”


He released her. She crumpled to the floor, scalp sore. Body broken. Her mind, though . . .


She lifted her gaze, a sneer settling over her lips. I hate you, I hate you, I hate you. “You are poison,” she whispered. “Twisted and hateful and poison.”


For the briefest flicker of a moment, Henrick’s face tightened. His brows pinched, as if Safi had hit some buried nerve, some forgotten shame. And as if, for a mere instant, he was indeed the fragile toad he pretended to be.


But the emotion vanished in a heartbeat, replaced only by thunder and rage. “No, Safiya.” He leaned close; spittle flecked her cheek. “I am the Emperor of all Cartorra, and this is what my power looks like.”
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Four Days After the Earth Well Healed



[image: T]he world at night is more forgiving. Just darkness and hazy shapes. No scars, no stares, no vibrant, waking Threads. Iseult’s mind at night is not so kind. She has scarcely slept in over a month. First because she was tracking Safi across the dangerous Contested Lands. Then because a Firewitch she’d cleaved had somehow haunted her mind.


But she has found Safi again, and the Firewitch’s ghost is gone. Presumably released into the Aether Well. Yet still, Iseult sits every night on this windowsill, awake while the world sleeps. Alone while the world dreams.


Four days she has been at the fon Hasstrel estate, surrounded by fon Grieg’s soldiers and servants. Grieg has taken over Safi’s family’s lands now that her uncle is imprisoned for treason, and his people bow low to Iseult. Treat her with the same respect they give Safi, the same respect they give Leopold.


Iseult knows the truth, though, for she can read what lies in men’s hearts. And they know she can—it’s why they fear her. Why they shiver whenever they think she cannot see.


Movement rustles on the bed. Safi’s sleeping Threads brighten toward wakefulness. Then a groggy voice splits the cold, shadowy room: “When was the last time you slept, Iz?”


Iseult doesn’t answer. She had hoped Safi would not awaken, would not catch her sitting on this stone lip, staring at a cloudy sky and vague mountains upon the horizon.


“I’m the only one,” she says eventually, “who can sense if someone comes.” This isn’t a total lie, and with Safi’s magic half gone thanks to her creation of a Truth-lens in Marstok, Safi does not sense any omission.


“But Lev put up wards.”


Yes, the Hell-Bard has. Iseult can see them now, strands of golden warmth that curl across the bedroom’s crooked door and across the window too. Threads of protection that somehow coil out of the Hell-Bard’s noose on her command.


But Threads mean nothing to a Weaverwitch, and it takes Iseult no effort at all to bypass them. Like sweeping aside a curtain, she walked right through two nights ago without Lev ever noticing.


Iseult says none of this to Safi. Instead she murmurs, “Go back to sleep, Saf. Tomorrow will be a long day.” The Emperor will arrive from Praga, a hundred soldiers in tow and countless servants too.


Safi does not go back to sleep. She sits up in bed, and the faded Hasstrel-blue covers slink off. Her white shift glows in the night, her chin-length flaxen hair matted and askew, her Threads green with curiosity. “Are you nervous about seeing the Emperor?”


“Yes.” Also not a lie. “Aren’t you?”


“No,” Safi says, and she clambers from bed, the wood groaning, to cross the exposed stone floor. If her bare feet freeze, she shows no sign as she curls onto the opposite side of the windowsill.


Cold radiates through the ancient glass. Warmth radiates off Safi. And not for the first time, Iseult wishes she’d lit a fire when she’d awoken. Her fingers and feet are going numb. Her nose too.


“Our plan will work,” Safi insists, and her Threads give way to green conviction. She curls her bare toes against Iseult’s stockinged ones. “We have done everything exactly as . . .” A pause. A swallow. A flicker of pained Threads. Then: “Exactly as Mathew and Habim taught us.”


Iseult’s chest tightens. Her nostrils flare. Mathew and Habim. The men who’d raised Safi and Iseult, training them in the art of battle and the art of words and schemes . . . and who’d betrayed Safi only days ago in Azmir.


Iseult bends forward and pats Safi’s foot. “They thought they were doing the right thing, you know. We have to believe that.”


But Safi isn’t having it. Her knees quiver, and her Threads quiver too, with sapphire loss. With tan confusion. Then she hops off the windowsill, a burst of energy and eruption of muscles so she can pace the floor. This is her childhood bedroom, one of the only inhabitable rooms in this crumbling wing of the estate.


As she lists out the pieces of their plan—carefully crafted, meticulously plotted—Iseult’s mind wanders back outside to the clouds and the distant mountains, mere shadows against the night. She doesn’t like the plan she and Safi have made, but it’s the best they have. Eron fon Hasstrel might hang for treason any day now; the only thing keeping him alive is Safi’s promise to marry the Emperor.


And marry him she will, for what better way to get close to him than on a wedding night? What better way to claim power than to incapacitate him exactly as he has incapacitated so many, including Safi’s uncle? Including the three Hell-Bards who have become her Thread-family?


Safi will imprison an emperor exactly as he has imprisoned so many Hell-Bards, and then she will sit upon the throne, finishing the plan Eron and Mathew and Habim began twenty years ago. Except Safi and Iseult will have done it on their own terms, without bloodshed along the way.


And Iseult will follow Safi every step of the way because that is what a Threadsister must do. Because no one can protect Safi like Thread-family, and because this is all Iseult is ever meant to be: the one who completes what Safi initiates. The one who cuts the purse while Safi distracts.


Yet Iseult’s gaze lingers on those mountains. Not so different from the Sirmayans, where the world had been simple. Pure. Silent. Where each day had begun with clarity and focus, no Threads to confuse her. No people to get in the way.


Iseult doesn’t want those days back. Of course she doesn’t. She has only just been reunited with Safi. She has only just been made whole again. And yet . . .


The mountains call to her. The silence tugs.


No, it is more than silence. Visions are forming in her head that shouldn’t be there—that don’t belong to her. And there is something outside. Tiny, white, and scampering this way through the night. A streak that Iseult would never have seen if it hadn’t started talking to her.


If she hadn’t started talking to her.


I am here, the weasel seems to say. I have come for you.










THREE
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[image: I]seult found food sooner than she’d expected—sooner than she had even dared hope. The soldiers had commandeered a shepherd’s hut not far from the road. Tidy, well stocked, and with a campfire still smoldering.


She quickly scanned the surrounding conifers for Threads, but no human was near. She did, however, discover two shaggy horses beside the hut that she recognized as the local mountain breed. They were thoroughly disinterested in her, while she was very interested in them. Such beasts would make her journey through the Ohrins much easier.


“Thank you,” she breathed to no god in particular. Trickster, perhaps. Or Wicked Cousin. She’d lost all right to address Moon Mother.


She reached out with her mind, aiming vaguely south. Vaguely downhill. Come, she told the weasel. And make sure you avoid the road.


A question came in response—more niggling in the back of Iseult’s mind than actual words, for the weasel had no voice. She had only impressions and feelings for Iseult to interpret.


Right now, the creature shivered with joy and wanted to know how Iseult’s slaughter had played out. Iseult didn’t want to remember it, though. Not for the weasel, not for herself. So she closed off her mind and shoved into the hut.


The door slammed backward, hitting something wooden. A cot, Iseult soon discovered as she stepped inside. Gray light fanned over seven bedrolls neatly arranged across the earthen floor. Everything stank of old sweat and older blood. On a rickety table at the hut’s center was an iron pot with a ladle poking out the side.


At the sight of it, dizziness washed over Iseult, so strong it almost stole her legs. But she was already moving, already lurching for what she prayed might be inside. She hit the table, dropped her staff, and hauled the iron toward her.


Stew. Within it was stew.


With shaking hands, she spooned cold, congealed liquid into her mouth. Stringy with unknown meat, it was the most delicious thing Iseult had ever tasted. She chewed, she swallowed, she slurped in more until it started coming back up again and she had to heave into a nearby bedroll.


Then she wiped her mouth and ate some more. Only when Owl’s pale Threads burned into her periphery did she finally stop.


Using her staff to steady herself, she gathered up the soiled bedroll and stumbled outside, where she found the girl just shuffling toward her from the forest’s pine shadows. A sleek white weasel scuttled nearby, her black-tipped tail flicking sideways.


Iseult sensed frustration in the weasel’s mind, but she offered no response. After all, it wasn’t Owl’s fault she was tired. The girl had walked for days up a mountain, and just like Iseult, Owl had lost everything and everyone that had mattered to her. First Blueberry had been left behind in the Sirmayans. Then she had lost her magic to the Hell-Bard’s heretic’s collar. And finally, she had lost all warmth and safety when she and Iseult had been forced to flee Praga two weeks ago.


It had been a night of hell-fires. A night of terror and desperation through a sprawling city where Nomatsis were hated and Hell-Bards hunted. Iseult and Owl had barely escaped alive. If not for the weasel and the tools she’d given Iseult, they would still be back there. And they would probably be dead.


The heavy wooden collar at Owl’s neck clinked with each of her steps. The furs draped across her body—much too large—scraped over the ground. Iseult took Owl’s hand, too cold, and guided her toward the hut. “I will start a fire,” she said.


“Food?” Owl asked.


“I’ll get that too.” Then she added, “Fresh food,” because she had been selfish and finished the stew by herself.


Owl paused before the hut’s entrance, faded Threads tinted with mustard concern. “There is no one inside,” Iseult assured her, but Owl was focused sideways, on where the shaggy horses poked their heads around the hut’s side.


Before Iseult’s eyes, Owl’s Threads reached for them, straining and hopeful . . . until they hit an invisible wall an arm’s length away because the Hell-Bard’s heretic’s collar blocked her Earthwitchery. It was not so different from the golden chains the Emperor forced Hell-Bards to wear, except that those permanently cleaved away magic, severed away souls, and bound each Bard to the Emperor. The collar simply blocked a person’s magic from use.


As always happened when grief and despair claimed Owl’s Threads, tears began to erupt at the edges of her eyes, and Iseult could do nothing but stare. Stony. Silent. Useless.


She wanted to do more than simply hold Owl’s hand. She wanted to take the child into her arms and hold her. Tell her everything would be all right, that she would keep her safe and warm and fed. But instead, Iseult did nothing because no one had ever done it for her and she did not know how.


Then Owl’s Threads flashed with pale pain. “You’re hurting me.”


Iseult released her, snatching back her hand as if scalded. This was not the first time she had squeezed Owl too tightly, nor the first time her body had betrayed emotions she’d told herself she did not feel.


Stasis, she thought out of habit, even if she’d stopped believing in that word. Stasis in your fingers and in your toes.


Iseult pushed into the hut alone. The weasel followed; Owl did not. Iseult wished the child would, though. Just as she wished she could be a better guardian, a better protector.


When at last she had managed to feed Owl with porridge and fresh leeks, she left the girl dozing before a small stove in the shepherd’s hut and turned to searching supply crates in the woods nearby. She wanted food that would travel well, and to her heavy relief, she found it: a cheese wheel, smoked meats, crab apples, and water bags. She also found the horses’ gear: black leather saddles, faded scarlet pads, and saddlebags stamped with the Cartorran double-headed eagle. Inside one of those bags was a map.


Iseult’s heart surged. After two weeks traveling by the stars and a weasel’s vague impressions, a map and horses could easily triple how much ground she and Owl covered each day.


Once more, she sent her thanks to whichever god had decided to favor her.


After checking on Owl beside the stove, Iseult stretched the map across the hut’s table. While she lit a lantern with cold fingers, the weasel explored the calfskin vellum. She sniffed, she chirped, and she stared at the black ink.


Iseult stared too, her mouth gradually opening in a way her mother would never have allowed. She couldn’t help it, for this was no ordinary map. Not only did it show roads and passes and villages of the Ohrins, each meticulously drawn, but it showed the location of the Emperor’s troops: his Hell-Bards, his soldiers, his guards. All were noted upon the map.


And all were moving.


Iseult had heard of Aetherwitched miniatures used in warfare upon a battle map. Small imitations bound by magic to their life-size counterparts. Where the ship or battalion moved, the miniature moved as well. Iseult had also heard of Wordwitched documents—had seen ones crafted by her mentor Mathew. Such pages allowed communication over long distances and contracts bound by deed. Yet she had never heard of a map where the ink symbols moved.


The weasel dug her dark nose into a red X nestled on the eastern side of the Ohrins. Look, she seemed to say in Iseult’s mind.


So Iseult looked . . . and then found the X on the legend. Heretic Target, it read, referring to witches who’d been caught hiding their magic.


Her stomach bottomed out. While there were other Xs on the map, this X was near a small road. And here is the stream we crossed this morning. There were the falls they’d passed after that. And here was their little shepherd’s hut.


No wonder the Emperor’s soldiers had always seemed to be waiting for Iseult. They knew exactly where she was at all times.


“But how?” she asked, more breath than sound. “How do they know we’re here?”


Owl’s collar. The answer hit her right as the weasel shot her gaze to the child and hissed. The collars must not merely block magic but also allow Hell-Bards to track them, so it was only a matter of time before more soldiers found Owl and Iseult again.


Fortunately, Iseult could see exactly where and when that would happen, thanks to the map. A battalion of Hell-Bards followed from the west—they’d been following since Praga, and they lagged a full day behind. It was more people than she’d realized, though. Tens of them, some on horseback, most on foot. If they caught up to her, she would not be able to fight them.


The weasel twined against Iseult, her fur soft and posture seductive. You could leave the girl, she seemed to say. Then no one could follow us.


Iseult swallowed. Scratched her nose. She hated that temptation even billowed inside her. She hated that her mind instantly raced ahead to how much easier everything would be. She traced her fingers over Praga, so far west now. She’d left Safi there. Abandoned her to save her own neck and Owl’s. If she weren’t slowed by the child, she could return so much sooner.


No. She shook her head, almost frantic. Certainly ashamed. Owl was the only Thread-family she had left. She would never leave her behind.


The weasel seemed to understand, and she gave an almost human shrug—Suit yourself—before moving to the map’s edge, where she sprawled out and began to groom. Somehow, she made each lick across her paws seem thoroughly disdainful, thoroughly bored.


In moments like this, it was easy to see she had once been human. Ancient things made new again.


With a sigh, Iseult dragged her attention east, toward Arithuania. East toward safety. The most direct route would take her and Owl down this mountain and to a long lake, crescent shaped and vast. Once Iseult and Owl crossed that, they would be on the Windswept Plains.


At the northern tip of the lake, an imperial hunting lodge stood filled with the unmistakable symbol for Cartorran soldiers and Hell-Bards. And at the lake’s southern tip was a sprawling imperial sulfur mine. Neither route was ideal.


The weasel offered an impatient squeak, and the image of Owl’s collar filled Iseult’s mind. Because, of course, as long as Owl wore it, the Hell-Bards would keep hunting. All the way to the fallen republic of Arithuania. All the way to its fallen capital of Poznin.


Iseult glared anyway. “You know I can’t remove it.” The collar could not be sawed, it could not be hammered, it could not be picked, and it could not be magicked. Iseult had tried everything. And unlike Hell-Bard protection wards, where Iseult could see the very Threads of protection at work, she could sense no magic upon the collar.


In fact, if not for the faded appearance of Owl’s Threads and the invisible wall they hit whenever she tried to use her Earthwitchery, Iseult would never have even known the device was magical. She would have thought it nothing more than a simple piece of wood.


Iseult spread her fingers between the red X that symbolized Owl to the ridge above the crescent lake. “Twenty leagues,” she estimated.


That was two days on horseback to figure out the collar and remove it. Or two days to come up with a better plan.


The weasel chittered, a wickedly gleeful sound. She wanted to travel now and wanted to be the one to wake Owl. Iseult shook her head. “Let her sleep. We have time.”


And you? the weasel seemed to ask. Will you sleep?


“Yes,” Iseult lied, though she knew the weasel didn’t believe her. Yet the slithery creature had never had any solutions to offer—the nightmares had never plagued her, after all. She had killed for pleasure as a human; she killed for pleasure as an animal. And after a few moments of watching Iseult map the next day’s route, the creature slunk outside to enjoy the night.










FOUR
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[image: N]ever had Vivia Nihar seen such extravagance. The Floating Palace of Azmir was a lesson in minimalism compared to the Doge’s mansion on the edge of Veñaza City. The glass walls alone must have taken a hundred witch artisans to create, and the gardens—so lush were they that even with Plantwitches to tend and coax, they must have required decades for the assembly.


“Do not look so horrified,” Vaness murmured beside Vivia. “The Doge is very proud of his gardens.”


Vivia’s face twitched. When you are with others, the Little Fox must become a bear. Now, is your mask on, Vivia? She patted the edges of her face, but no amount of grasping for her mask had seemed to work today. Or yesterday. Or any day since reaching Veñaza City a week ago.


Out of her depth was a vast understatement. Everything in Dalmotti had been foreign, exhausting, and terrifying. She was the klutz to everyone’s grace. The barbarian to everyone’s flawless manners. The hardened sailor to everyone’s soft wealth.


Right now, her only tether to good manners was Vaness—and Vaness was her only tether to calm as well. As long as she had Vaness to imitate, Vivia could do this.


Keep moving, she told herself, and her feet obeyed. A little bit faster in their pace. A little bit longer in their stride. Jasmine fragranced with sea salt brushed against her, while a breeze kept the city’s oppressive humidity away. It billowed through the golden gown draped over Vaness’s petite frame. It tugged at the coattails and ruffled collar on Vivia’s salmon-red suit.


She might be a queen with no queendom, but curse it all, she was still a captain and she had earned this broadcloth and these silver buttons.


“Through here,” offered a spindly servant. He scraped a bow before an open glass door that towered to twice Vivia’s height. Light glared, hiding who or what might be within. The hair on Vivia’s arms pricked upward; she stretched her magic wide, combing for the nearest water. A watering can tucked behind that flowering ash. A small fishpond hidden in the lemon grove. She could use those if she had to—not that she sensed soldiers or assassins nearby, but how could anyone feel safe with so much wealth around?


“Relax,” Vaness murmured.


Vivia did no such thing, but as Vaness strode through the glass door, she did hurry after. Light softened. The room took shape. No soldiers, no assassins. Only the Doge, leader of all Dalmotti. He was a small man, bespectacled and with a tendency toward runny eyes—as if all the flowers outside irritated his nose. Unfortunate, considering the Witchmark on his right hand was a single leaf etched within a square: a Plantwitch.


“Ah, you are here.” The Doge looked up from a large desk layered in more papers and books and pens than any person could possibly need. He pushed to his feet, and with unhurried—and unsurprised—movements, he shuffled around his desk.


Vaness paused ten paces away, so Vivia paused as well.


“Your Imperial Majesty.” The Doge bowed for Vaness before turning to Vivia. “And Your Highness. You look so much like Queen Jana.”


Oh. Vivia’s shoulders tensed higher. Her magic keened higher too, and though she couldn’t see it, she felt the water in the fishpond riffle and groove. She had not expected the Doge to invoke her mother’s name. Nor had she expected the subtle slight. “Your Highness” instead of “Your Majesty.”


To this imperial leader, Vivia was no queen. To him, she was still just a princess—one who now drowned in the silence and the heat and the weight of jasmine clogging up her nose. The water riffled faster.


“You know why we have come,” Vaness said, cutting through the moment with the ease of sharpened steel. “And we will not waste your time nor ours with useless pleasantries.” She waved a hand toward the guards and servants. “Out. All of you.”


When none of them obeyed, her nostrils flared. The iron bracelets at her wrists slithered like baby cobras. Yet only when the Doge gave a casual flick of his fingers did the soldiers and attendants finally march into the garden.


The insult was clear, and before the Doge could open his tiny, fluttering mouth, Vivia knew what he would say. “I am afraid the Dalmotti Empire cannot help you.” He blinked behind his spectacles; Vaness’s bracelets writhed faster. “I have spoken with the Guildmasters, and we are all in agreement: we simply do not possess the resources you require.”


Lies, Vivia thought. This palace alone could more than fund what Vivia and Vaness wanted. Why, even two of those blighted glass panels would probably fund it.


“We will continue to house and protect you, of course, though you need not remain on your ship. In fact, I insist you join me in the palace as guests.” The Doge smiled, a simpering thing. “Claiming any thrones, however, must wait until the fighting concludes.”


“Until the fighting concludes,” Vaness repeated, and Vivia could practically hear her internal screams.


Her own screams were at approximately the same pitch. In fact, all her discomfort had washed away beneath the power of those screams, building in her belly. A rage she so rarely felt—much less let loose.


Her fingers stretched against her pant legs. If Vaness could remain calm, then she could too.


“You,” Vaness said softly, “are a disappointment, Doge. You turn down our offer and then lack even the decency to explain the truth.”


“The truth?” His fingers steepled.


“You could have had an alliance with the Marstoki Empire and Nubrevna.” Iron snaked up and down her arms, betraying her feelings even as her face did not. “Such power is not something you will come by on your own—nor something you will be able to forge. Right now, our people are your enemy.”


The Doge bristled, and for half a moment, Vivia saw how someone who seemed so mild-mannered might have risen to the top. A flash of heat across his eyes. A stiffening up his spine. “We lose lives in battle every day, Your Imperial Majesty. We cannot spare more lives to try to win back thrones we have no guarantee of winning.”


“In battle?” The words loosed from Vivia’s tongue before she could stop them—as did the laugh that followed. The fishpond riffled anew. “You call what your navy does ‘battle,’ Doge? You defend trade ships.”


“Against empires and raiders.” His spine hardened all the more. “We are attacked daily, and our navy does what it must.”


“To protect trade.” Vivia’s head thrust forward. “Don’t pretend to care about the war, Doge. You care only for supply chains and gold.”


And there was the heat in his eyes again. He yanked off his spectacles. “This empire has no wish to expand its borders, Your Highness. We have never tried to grow beyond what we already have—”


“Except for your markets,” Vaness cut in. Now her iron belt spiraled too. “And war must be such a lucrative time for each of your guilds. I wonder which ones profit the most in times like these? The weaponry guilds? The shipbuilding guilds?”


The Doge sneered, all veneer of welcome shed. “If you think that insulting me will improve your odds of an alliance, you are sorely mistaken. Dalmotti allies itself with winners, and you are not winners.” He spun on his heel, a gust of robes and cold dismissal, before stalking back to his desk.


And Vivia’s magic sparkled, a riptide hungry for freedom. She could shatter this glass in a heartbeat. Show the Doge exactly with whom he toyed.


“Come.” Vaness knifed through Vivia’s thoughts. Her warm hand lay over Vivia’s biceps. “He is not worth our anger.” Even as she said this, her fingers dug with barely contained ferocity into Vivia’s coat.


“No,” Vivia forced out. “No man really is.” Then she allowed Vaness to pull her around, and once more, she followed her lead: chin high, stride long, expression hard and unapproachable.


They did not speak again until they were outside the Doge’s glass walls and in the garden once more. There, Vaness paused just long enough to flash Vivia a smile—alluring, coy—and then lift her hand. “I changed my mind.”


She snapped her fingers. The iron frame around the nearest window melted. Glass shattered to the ground, a great cacophony of spraying shards. So loud, so satisfying.


“Oh my,” Vaness drawled. “What a mess that will be to clean.”


Vivia smiled.


When at last Vivia and Vaness reached the canal street outside the Doge’s palace, the sun had reached its peak. Heat rose from the cobblestones, carrying the morning’s rain and the stink of sulfur and fish. Gone were the jasmine and rose; gone were the guards and attendants.


The main gate clamored shut behind them, final and disapproving.


A lone four-horse carriage waited nearby—an extravagance that had cost Vivia and Vaness most of the pitiful funding Vizer Sotar had graciously donated to their cause. They’d thought the price worth it at dawn, when they’d still believed they might turn an empire to their cause.


Now, all Vivia saw was more waste. More failure.


If Vaness felt as defeated as Vivia, she gave no indication while she waited, posture perfect, for the carriage to rattle their way. Soon it was before them, and the nearest door popped wide. Their lone attendant—if he could really be called that—scampered out with a stepping-stool.


That stool had cost an extra ten piestras.


“Majesties,” Cam Leeri said, offering a clumsy bow. “Did it go well?”


Vaness gave no answer; Vivia simply sighed.


And Cam winced. The reaction was short-lived, though, as it always seemed to be for the boy. With his dappled brown skin and its golden undertones, as well as his doe-dark eyes and quick smile, he was easily the most optimistic person Vivia had ever met. Sometimes it grated on her, but most of the time, it was refreshing to have someone so determined to see good.


It wasn’t until the carriage jolted to a start that Vaness finally spoke. “You know,” she said, gazing out the open window, “I understand your brother better now.” Wind tousled her hair. “Two months ago, when he lost his temper at the Truce Summit luncheon and blasted his winds, I thought him childish. Now I see the empires are unfeeling, and Nubrevna . . .” Vaness tore her gaze off the canals. Her dark eyes settled on Vivia’s. “You have always been at their mercy. At my mercy, which I did not give.”


“No,” Vivia said. “You did not.” And there was nothing else to say. Vaness was right. She had shown no mercy for almost twenty years, and now she was tasting the poison she’d once dispensed.


Cam cleared his throat. Outside, traffic and voices and horses filled the day, filled Vivia’s ears. But she didn’t tear her gaze from the Empress. One month they had been together, yet somehow, she felt she scarcely knew the other woman. Vaness had far fewer masks than Vivia—only one, in fact. Yet that Iron Bitch facade so rarely budged, so rarely revealed.


Even now, after a confession, there was only steel in her eyes.


After finding Vaness in the Lovats under-city, badly injured and surrounded by raiders—and after flooding those raiders and leaving them for the Royal Soil-Bound and Navy to handle—Vivia had fled Lovats on her old ship, the Iris. Stealing, her father had called it, and traitor, he had called her. He’d even gone so far as to offer a bounty to anyone who brought her back to the city. Two thousand gold martens that he certainly could not afford, but that would certainly entice the hungriest and most desperate of Nubrevnans.


She and Vaness had taken to the sea right away, only a skeleton crew to sail with—but enough loyalty in all of the sailors to fill an armada. After sailing aimlessly for two weeks, they had finally arrived here in Dalmotti, hoping to forge an alliance with the Guildmasters and find some sort of help in their quests to reclaim their thrones.


Vivia hadn’t expected them to fail quite so quickly.


She was the first to break the stare with Vaness, and she could feel Cam practically melt with relief beside her. “Leeri,” she said, angling toward the boy. He wore the Sotar livery—the same salmon-red broadcloth as Vivia’s uniform.


Not that his appearance or hers had helped them any more than this carriage had.


“How quickly until the crew can set sail?”


“Right away, Majesty.” His dark eyebrows lifted. His left hand—missing its pinkie—rapped against his knee. “I told them to be ready, just in case.”


Just in case. So even the boy had had little faith in their mission. Vivia hated how much her stomach dropped just thinking that. While she had hardly possessed Vaness’s certainty, she’d at least had some hope.


No regrets. Keep moving.


As the carriage rolled into the Southern Wharves, the Iris came into view. A two-masted half-galley with the sharp, beak-like bow of all Nubrevnan naval ships. A sleek creature with her oars stowed and sails furled, and just seeing her made the knots in Vivia’s chest—knots that never fully went away—loosen. The Iris had served Vivia for years, first on the rivers of Nubrevna, then briefly at sea . . .


And now upon the Jadansi. The only home she and Vaness had. The extent of their holdings, the breadth of their empires.


The horses and carriage clopped to a halt, and Cam hastily helped his royal charges exit. Vivia didn’t need the aid, but she accepted it anyway. Vaness, she noted, did not. The Empress had retreated entirely behind her cold exterior, and if Vivia had to guess, she would speak little for the rest of the day. Perhaps even for the rest of their journey.


Vivia stalked across the gangway. Tar and salt mingled in her nose. The sea’s breeze fingered her hair, trailed across her skin. She inhaled deeply. Smiled at the nearest sailor and then the ship’s girl after that.


Cam and Vaness followed, but Vivia scarcely noticed. Her eyes were scanning the deck for her first mate . . . There. Broad-shouldered and broader-chested, he too wore the warm coral red of his family’s livery.


It had become the color of Vivia’s cause. The color of her small but loyal crew.


Vizer Erril Sotar hurried toward Vivia. He did not ask how the meeting had gone, and Vivia could see in his dark eyes that he too had not expected any progress. There came the knots again.


“Sotar,” she said, aiming for her main quarters. “I want to make way tonight. If we are lucky, we might escape this cursed place before the moon reaches her peak.”


“Where will we go?” His voice was a warm baritone. Familiar and kind.


“Away. Far away.” It was a nonanswer, but the best she could give. Nubrevna was not an option. Marstok even less so. The only harbor they might safely lay anchor in was the Pirate Republic of Saldonica, and though Vivia had been willing to dabble in piracy in the past—given the right target—she’d also seen Lovats almost destroyed by Red Sails and Baedyeds. Twice.


She had no interest in allying herself with true raiders.


“Then away it is, Captain.” Sotar pressed his fist to his chest before striding ahead to open her cabin door. Though Vivia had told him over and over and over again that he didn’t need to open doors, he still did it. Every time.


And every time, it made the little rip in Vivia’s heart stretch wider. It used to be Stix opening that door for her. And Stix taking her commands. But Stix had disappeared a month and a half ago, and though Cam had explained a hundred times—backward and forward and every direction Vivia had demanded—that her former first mate and Threadsister was inside a mountain in the Sirmayans . . . that she’d had memories that were not her own and was now with a Sightwitch named Ryber . . .


None of it had ever made any sense.


Then again, nothing ever made sense anymore. Vivia’s brother, Merik, had been declared dead, but then he’d appeared in Lovats quite alive. Her father, whom she’d spent her entire life trying to appease and prove herself to, had betrayed her and claimed the throne she had worked so hard for. And then magic doors had mysteriously opened inside the under-city of Lovats, and raiders had poured through, followed by the Empress of Marstok, dethroned but not broken.


No. Nothing in this world made sense, and come floods or hell-waters, Vivia had to make peace with that. Stix wasn’t coming back. Merik wasn’t coming back. Her title was gone. This was her life, salmon-suited and rejected at every turn.


She reached the central table of her quarters. Charts were stretched and weighted, while miniature ships had gathered against the table’s raised rim. Unmagicked. The expensive Aetherwitched miniatures she’d wasted a tiny fortune on had been lost or destroyed or Noden only knew by Merik.


Vivia waited until Sotar had closed the door into her cabin. Vaness would likely sequester in her quarters belowdecks, where she often hid, and Cam would be organizing the crew to set sail.


“Has the blockade cleared your departure?” Sotar asked. He joined Vivia at the table, watching as she lined up ships outside the Veñaza City harbor upon a chart. Thirty-four warships, letting no one in and no one out without approval from the Doge.


“No,” Vivia said. “But our names got us through the blockade. They will get us out.”


“Are you certain?” Sotar lifted cool eyebrows, and once more, the similarities to Stix . . .


Vivia’s throat clenched tight. She chewed her lip several beats before nodding briskly. “They cannot stop us. We are a queen and an empress, even if they refuse to help us reclaim our thrones.”


She grabbed a second set of miniatures, painted rich, iris blue. One she placed in the harbor, west of the blockade.


“Us,” she said. Then she plopped down the remaining two. “Our ships.”


One she placed in Lovats, useless and destroyed. The other she set near Lejna. “I sent out three ships two months ago under the Fox banner. One was captured in Saldonica.” And sent back to Lovats filled with seafire. She did not say that part aloud. Sotar knew; Sotar had been there. “One we now sail, and the third . . .” She glanced at Sotar. “I ordered them to hide in the Hundred Isles, and they have been awaiting orders ever since.”


Sotar’s lips pursed. Contemplative, perhaps. More likely disapproving. He had known of Vivia’s attempts at piracy and he had looked the other way. When he spoke again, it was to say simply, “I see, Captain. Shall I tell Cam to fetch the banner then?”


“Not yet.” Vivia matched his grim expression. What she had done two months ago, she had done with no pleasure—but she had also jumped in too quickly. As desperate as she’d been for food, for weapons, the bounty had not been worth the price.


Sometimes little foxes were run into holes with nowhere to hide, while other times they had to turn and face the danger before it was too late for themselves, for their cubs, for everything they’d ever loved.


If that moment ever came, then Vivia would raise the Fox flag.


“The Nubrevnan iris will do,” she told Sotar, referring to the banner now flapping against the mast: a blue iris on a checkered field. “For now, we are the Royal Navy, and I pray that is enough to get us through.”










FIVE
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[image: S]tacia Sotar had endured her fair share of bad smells, but the Pirate Republic of Saldonica was a new winner. It beat all the various spots in Lovats: Hawk’s Way, where boats dumped trash; the Skulks, where too many people had been forced into squalid, single-room homes; and even the Cisterns that were literally filled with the capital’s shit.


Saldonica smelled worse.


Maybe because the sailors and raiders and gamblers who made up this makeshift port thought baths were for cowards, or maybe because sulfur seeped up from the swamps all around, leaving even the cleanest person unable to escape the stink of rotten eggs. Or maybe it was because all those smells were compounded when one entered Baile’s Slaughter Ring. Built in the ruins of some forgotten fortress, the base of the arena was ancient stone, the rest wooden scaffolding that stretched upward. Eight towers. Thousands of seats, and so very little breeze to sweep away the stench.


Ryber held a bundle of dried lavender beneath her nose. Stix regretted not buying one of her own when they’d set off for the Ring that morning. In her defense, it hadn’t smelled this badly in the Baedyed district where they were staying. In fact, their little inn was surprisingly immaculate for a port run by pirates.


Except for the rotten eggs, of course.


The wooden bench beneath Stix rattled. A rat scuttled over her boot—the fourteenth of that day—disturbed by the stochastic drumroll of feet as viewers watched the day’s winner depart. Once a year, a massive, violent fight filled the ring, drawing people from across the continent. Baile’s Slaughter Ring, it was called, with hundreds of prisoners pitted against each other.


Stix was glad she’d missed that event, and she was glad that today’s more standard fight featured a willing participant who entered the Ring for coin and glory. Not that it changed the fact that hundreds of prisoners were currently trapped beneath the Ring, waiting for next year’s Slaughter and guilty only of working on a ship when raiders had come.


The day’s winner, a Stonewitch called the Hammer, pumped his arms in victory as he strode off the dusty Ring floor. One of his arms was made of stone, though he didn’t always wear the stone limb outside the Ring. Sometimes he didn’t wear it inside either, for whatever the Hammer fought, the Hammer clobbered. He was the Ring’s reigning champion, and the money that changed hands over his fights was enough to feed Stix’s old crew for a month. Ten of Stix’s old crews.


Today, he had destroyed a horde of crocodiles, each as long as a galley and almost as wide too.


Despite her new spectacles, Stix had to squint to watch him depart with any sort of clarity. He aimed for one of the three wooden boxes that led out of the Ring. And though Stix couldn’t quite discern the woman waiting for him on the other side of the open door, she knew who it was: the reason she had come here today.


Stix nudged Ryber beside her, and Ryber nodded. She had far keener eyes and a Sightwitch’s gift: Once seen, never forgotten. Once heard, never lost. “Let’s go,” Ryber murmured, and as one, she and Stix pushed to their feet. A single plait pulled free from the rest of Ryber’s braids—at least the tenth that day, though she tried to keep them pulled back. The heat in Saldonica was just too intense for any human to deal with long hair. Stix kept her own pulled into a low bun.


Ryber’s skin was a cooler brown than Stix’s, reminding Stix of a burnished silver mirror she’d loved as a child. And although coltish in her figure, Ryber had muscles hidden beneath her loose tunic and breeches. Meanwhile, behind her magically silver eyes, she had the sharpest mind Stix had ever encountered.


They had spent a week in the Pirate Republic trying to find a way into the Ring. Not because Stix or Ryber cared about the fights below (Stix had wagered on one fight with the Hammer, gained a tiny fortune, and never wagered again), but because it was the only way for them to gain access to what rested beneath the Ring: ruins from a thousand years ago. Ruins that called to Stix with voices that never seemed to relent. Come this way, keep coming. Stix had followed those voices across the Witchlands because it was the only way she knew to make them shut up.


And that was all Stix wanted—silence. No more screaming memories that weren’t her own. No more doing as the voices commanded. No more following them like a fish on a line. Once she had done what they desired, seen whatever it was they wanted her to see, then she could leave this rotten Hagfish hole and go home again. Back to Vivia’s side, back to where she belonged.


She and Ryber pushed past spectators who groused and swore and shoved at them to move faster. Quit blocking the view. Get out of the thrice-damned way. It set Stix’s teeth on edge. Even the rowdiest of Nubrevnans—with whom Stix had spent plenty of evenings at the Cleaved Man—seemed an orderly lot compared to these people.


Stix missed them. She missed Vivia even more.


When they reached the end of the bench, Ryber led the way up a rickety set of stairs to the exclusive seating area. There the Masters of the Ring kept private boxes. Thus far, none of the Masters had been willing to sponsor Stix. She’d used every trick in her Waterwitchery arsenal trying to convince them, from creating fog on the spot to freezing water in their mouths. But all they’d done was glower and say, Too powerful. How’re we supposed to design a fight for you when all it takes is a single snap and you’ve frozen everything?


Stix had been forced to admit they had a point. There wasn’t much sport for someone with total control over water—and the truth was that Stix was unbeatable. She had never encountered a waterfall she couldn’t scale, a wave she couldn’t ride, an opponent she couldn’t decimate.


Her father had always told her such natural power made her overconfident, that one day, You will meet someone you cannot match. And in the end, he’d been right: the voices had snuck up on Stix, unexpected. Unfathomable.


Now here she was, over a month since they’d arrived, still battling against them. Still losing every day.


The raiders that guarded the highest scaffolding let Stix through at the flicker of a gold coin, and she and Ryber strode quickly down the covered walkway. Banners and curtains trailed at the corner of Stix’s vision; the crowd’s roars thrummed in her ears, blessedly muffled this high.


The smell was muffled too, thank Noden, with salty ocean wind to lick over the wooden planks.


Soon Stix and Ryber reached the final private box on the walkway, where the final Master of the Ring awaited. The only one Stix had yet to meet. She doled out four gold coins each to the two guards here. Two for letting her in and two for alerting her that the final Master had returned to town. Then the tallest guard called in an alto voice, “Visitors,” and prodded Stix and Ryber through the doorway.


Though not as resplendent as some of the other decks Stix had visited, the space was still draped in fine rugs and cushions. Wind kicked over the waist-high railings, flapping at two strips of jagged-edged red cloth. It carried bidding and laughter and roars of anticipation for the next fight—and it carried moisture that sang to Stix’s magic. A harmony of humidity, of distant sea spray off the bay, of brackish droplets from the marsh.


On a long chair lay Admiral Kahina Léon.


She sucked at a pipe, smoke rings circling her white-haired head and cool-toned walnut skin. She wore an impeccably pressed coat that reminded Stix of a Nubrevnan naval uniform, except where her own coat in Lovats was navy, Kahina’s was rich, starfish red—and Stix suddenly felt like a new recruit, failing to meet muster in her sweat-sticky white blouse and brown breeches.


One more thing she missed from home: her clothes.


Beside Kahina stood the Hammer, his stone arm gone. He looked at Stix and Ryber with no attempt to conceal his annoyance. Up close, Stix’s spectacles revealed amber-brown skin and black hair coiled into six long tails like she’d seen on some travelers from a southern stretch on the Fareastern continent.


“I don’t throw fights,” he said in Dalmotti with a slight accent, and Stix frowned, confused.


Ryber, however, understood his implication immediately. “We aren’t here to bribe you.” She moved in front of Stix with liquid ease and puffed out her chest with the confidence of a well-seasoned merchant. Her ware, of course, was Stix.


They’d played these parts—trainer and fighter—enough times now that Stix should have been comfortable with them. But unlike Ryber, who could slip as easily into roles as she could new clothes, Stix always felt stiff. She didn’t have the Sight; she’d seen very little of the world outside of Nubrevna; even speaking in Dalmotti required concentration because she hadn’t practiced it in almost a decade.


“We have come to offer you the fighter of a lifetime.” Ryber offered Kahina an Illryan-style bow: fist to forehead, chin dipping low. They’d heard that Kahina, like Ryber, had roots in Illrya. “I present to you, Stix of Nubrevna.”


“Sticks of Nubrevna?” Kahina puffed her pipe. “Never heard of her.”


“Because this is her debut in the Slaughter Ring.” Ryber flashed a smooth smile. Another braid sprang free. “Until now, she has only ever fought in Lovats.”


This was true. The extent of Stix’s spectator sporting had been done at the Cleaved Man every sevenday.


“She was called the Water Brawler there,” Ryber added. “And she’s never lost a fight.”


Also true.


“And you are the first Master of the Ring we’ve approached with this opportunity.”


Definitely a lie.


Kahina sniffed. “Another Tidewitch. We have plenty of those in the Ring.” She shifted away.


Stix stepped forward. “I’m a Waterwitch, actually. A full Waterwitch.” To prove her point, she offered her right hand to Kahina and let her title dangle in the air like bait on a hook. Her Witchmark hung there too, a hollow diamond indicating full mastery over all forms of water.


Kahina paused. “A full Waterwitch, you say.” Her honey-dark eyes sharpened onto Stix’s face. Seconds drifted past.


And Stix slowly felt their roles reverse. She became the bait. She became the target of a fish too large to escape.


Kahina removed her pipe from her mouth. A jade thumb ring winked. “Have we met before? You look . . . familiar.”


Ryber, who was usually so poised—so good at mimicking the people she’d once seen and never forgotten—glanced at Stix with open surprise.


“No,” Stix said. “We haven’t met before.”


“Indeed?” Kahina smiled, a sideways thing. “Well, in that case, Lady Fate must favor you today, for I have just the idea for you.” She turned her face to the Hammer, though her eyes remained on Stix. “Tell the guards that Kahina wants the Water Brawler in tomorrow’s arena.”


The Hammer scowled but didn’t disobey. He simply stalked into the hall, red cloth over the doorway flapping behind him. Meanwhile Kahina popped her pipe back into her mouth. The bowl sparked, sending smoke to wreathe around her white hair.


A Firewitch, Stix thought as she and Ryber aimed for the exit after the Hammer. No one ever mentioned Kahina is a Firewitch.


It was sunset by the time they reached their inn in the Baedyed territory of Saldonica. Streetlights flickered to life, and evening patrols directed crowds as a day’s work segued into a night’s revelry. The voices pushed against Stix’s skull, furious she had left the Ring. Come this way, keep coming.


“I know,” she groaned at them, clutching her forehead as she staggered out of a hired carriage and toward the tidy inn. Though she didn’t lean on Ryber to ascend the stairs, she did regret picking a room on the third floor. It had seemed private at the time; now it seemed impossibly far away. It didn’t help when an orange tabby tangled in her legs halfway up the narrow, creaking steps.


“Where did you come from?” Ryber cooed, scooping the cat into her arms. “Are you a stowaway from the Ring? You are, aren’t you?” She nuzzled the cat’s ear, which was missing a corner, and at Stix’s face of mild horror, she shrugged. “I like cats. Plus, they’re good luck around here.”


This was undeniably true, for as the saying went, Six-fingered cats will ward off mice. Not that Stix had ever heard that phrase before her arrival in Saldonica. Now it and the rest of the rhyme were everywhere her bespectacled eyes could land. On small signs inside the inn, carved into walls over tavern booths, etched into rings, or recited by merchants and pirates and innkeeps alike.


Three rules has she, our Lady of the Seas.


No whistling when a storm’s in sight.


Six-fingered cats will ward off mice.


And always, always stay the night for Baile’s Slaughter Ring.


Nonsensical, though catchy when sung to a tune—and apparently effective at luring gamblers to Saldonica every year for the main fight in the arena.


Once in the room, Ryber deposited the tabby by the door and Stix toppled onto the cot they alternated using. Technically tonight wasn’t her night, but she didn’t think Ryber would argue. She knew what the voices could do. Her Heart-Thread Kullen had endured something similar.


Initially, when these memories had begun in Stix’s brain, carried by souls that apparently lived alongside her own, Ryber had expected it would all make sense immediately. “A few memories,” she’d said. “It only took Kullen a few memories before he recalled all his past lives at once.”


Good enough, Stix had thought, and she’d waited patiently for her voices to do the same. But after two weeks of them shouting louder at Stix every day, of a ceaseless headache and sleepless nights, Ryber had been forced to admit that Stix’s Paladin soul might be different from Kullen’s. That maybe the only way to finish releasing her own ghosts was to do as the voices wanted: come this way, keep coming.


So they had gathered up their few belongings at the Sightwitch Sister Convent, including a new pair of spectacles for Stix, and they’d traveled southeast. First to the Pirate Republic. Then to the Slaughter Ring. And soon, they would enter the heart of it all.


“At least we’ve gained access to the Ring, right?” Ryber settled onto the edge of the cot.


“Not sure the price was worth it.” Stix hauled a pillow over her head. It didn’t quiet the voices, but the weight was comforting. When the tabby crawled onto her belly, though, it ruined the effect. She lifted the pillow and glared. “I did not invite you.”


“Come here.” Ryber gathered up the cat, plucking free a few claws. “It just wants to comfort you. And look! It has six fingers.”


“She,” Stix said, “has six fingers.”


“She?” Ryber peered into the tabby’s face.


“Hye,” Stix murmured. She slung the pillow over her head again. “The voices tell me she’s a she.”


“In that case, we should name her Baile.” Ryber switched to a syrupy voice that Stix had never heard before. She promptly decided she hated it. Or maybe it was just the words she hated, knowing that Ryber believed Stix to be a Paladin. Knowing that Ryber accepted it all so easily while Stix could barely keep her sanity intact.


She prayed every night to Noden that her mind would stay wholly hers. That it wouldn’t fracture into past beings like Kullen’s had.


They never spoke about that part—about the fact that Kullen was gone with only an ancient fury to remain.


Stix also prayed every night that Vivia was safe. The news of Serafin’s takeover had reached Saldonica two weeks before, and Stix had hated learning she hadn’t been there when Vivia had needed her most. What sort of Threadsister was she? What sort of first mate?


It was an open sore inside Stix’s chest. Always oozing, always pained. Worse, she couldn’t stop poking at it. When she had been at the Sightwitch Sister Convent with Ryber, she’d poked. When they had been on the road, traveling with dreary slowness through the Sirmayans and then the Contested Lands, she’d poked. And now here in Saldonica as she and Ryber tried every day to get into the Ring, she poked.


Vivia had to wonder where Stix was, vanished for a month. Stix might have sent Cam to deliver a message about magic doors and raiders, but she had no way of knowing if the boy had ever made it through. No way of knowing if Vivia had even believed him.


By the Hagfishes, Stix wished she’d never left Nubrevna. Hye, remaining would have led her into a different sort of nightmare, with voices screaming at her and memories surfacing. Her mind understood all that had happened. Her heart, though . . .


Oozing, pained, a scab she couldn’t stop poking.


It was with Vivia on her mind that Stix dozed off—specifically of Vivia’s crown. Stix had only seen it once, tucked away in a tiny, forgotten playroom that was so obscure, no one would ever find it. Vivia had held the golden crown with a strange sort of terror while Stix had eyed it with a strange sort of awe.


That crown belonged on Vivia. It was hers and always had been.


Stix stands surrounded on all sides by thick forest and white-capped peaks. Snow falls, and nearby, a river churns, its dark waters moving beneath a stone bridge.


A man in black furs strides her way. In his hand gleams a silver sword. On his head shines a silver crown, and for the first time, it occurs to Stix that he is a king. That, although she and the others were never meant to rule, he has taken power like an Exalted One.


He points beside Stix, and she realizes with a start that she isn’t alone in this grove at the heart of a mountain range. She cannot turn her head, though, she can only slide her eyes sideways to where a woman lies on her back, a blade thrust through her belly. Silver pools around her, glowing with power. Magic is entwined in her very blood, and where the raw magic moves, fissures gouge into the rock.


Two paces away, on his knees and crying, is a man with scars down half his face. He looks at Stix. “I am sorry.”


It is all right, Stix wants to say, for she loves that man, Bastien. Yet no words come; she cannot part her lips to speak.


Bastien doesn’t turn when the Rook King arrives. He doesn’t turn when the Rook King calls out, “Is your fury quenched? Is your wrath complete?” Nor does he turn when the Rook King unsheathes a saber at his hip.


Only when the king comes to a stop before Bastien does Bastien finally twist his head. “I will find you,” he rasps. “In the next life, I will—”


The king slices off his head. The man’s words end. His head flies to the ground, blood spraying and mixing with the silver. Then the Rook King fixes his dark gaze on Stix. “It will all be over soon,” he tells her before his blade arcs out and crashes against her own neck.


Only as the sword cracks against stone does she realize why she has been locked in place. Only when it cuts through the rock—three swings it takes him—does she realize she has been encased in granite.


Then blade bites into flesh.


At least, she thinks before she dies, the people oppressed by the Exalted Ones have been freed. At least she and the others accomplished this one small task before they were betrayed and their worlds came to an end.










SIX
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[image: T]he Emperor’s crown was too tight. It squeezed the flesh of Henrick’s temples, practically blending into his skin and brown curls. As if his own body had grown around it. Safi had noticed it the first time she’d seen him in Cartorra with Iseult at her side. Then she’d noticed it again during their brief wedding ceremony . . .


And again on every night of these celebrations since.


Safi’s golden velvet gown, trimmed in Hasstrel blue and bobbin lace, swept around her in time to her forward steps. Domnas and doms bowed like wheat beneath the winds of power. She waved. She offered wisps of a subtle smile. The burn mark around her thumb glistened in the night’s candlelight.


“I am not so awful as you think me,” Henrick murmured beside her. He patted her arm where it was hooked into his. A tender move that was pure performance. “You will come to see that in time.”


“Of course, my Emperor.” Safi continued waving.


Every night since her marriage to Henrick two weeks before, Safi had endured this parade. And every night for two more months, she would continue enduring it. Tonight, however, was different from previous nights, for tonight, Safi burned. Beneath every nod and yes, my Emperor, she clung to her rage. No more layers of gray. No more lightless, purposeless life.


She had no real plan yet—just a vague notion that she needed the chain upon Henrick’s belt, the one he’d used to stop her attack only a few hours before. And perhaps more importantly, she needed the Threadstones beneath the chain. Her Threadstone. Iseult’s Threadstone. Taken from them before the noosing. With those, she could find her Threadsister again.


Even now, dressed for the evening’s festivities, Henrick wore the same belt. Unobtrusive, easy to miss. “Smile,” he ordered as he guided Safi onto the raised dais at the end of the room. “The world is watching.”


Safi did not want to smile—not for Henrick, not for any man ever again. But she did as she was ordered and bared her teeth for all the room to see. I hate you all, she thought before turning her most dashing grin upon the Emperor. And I will destroy you.


Henrick nodded, approval in the twitch upon his lips.


After a flippant wave at musicians across the room, a brisk tune began. The nobility, whether they wanted to or not, began to dance while Henrick sat upon his throne and Safi sat upon her own. The thrones were modern additions of scarlet satin that clashed with this ancient stone corner of the palace.


When Safi was a child, she’d found this room immense, terrifying. Now as a prisoner, she found it too small, too crowded, and dreadfully hot. Every member of the Cartorran nobility was crammed in here to celebrate. Again.


That was another thing that had, when she was a child, been so different. Then, Safi had come here to cower behind her uncle Eron, praying throughout that neither Henrick nor his Hell-Bards would realize what magic she kept hidden away.


She’d hated Eron for dragging her to Praga every year so he could pay the Hasstrel tithes. She’d hated him—with shit-roasting fury—for disappearing every night to drink himself into oblivion.


But everything had changed in Veñaza City two months ago when Safi had learned he was not, in fact, a drunk. Rather, he had a complex, sweeping plan to bring peace to the Witchlands—until he’d gotten caught before the plan could finish. Now he was somewhere in Cartorra, imprisoned for treason. And incomprehensible as it was, only Safi seemed to care about that fact. To Mathew and Habim, execution of the plan had mattered more than Eron’s life.


Well, Safi thought the entire plan was horse piss, and Eron didn’t get to die before he’d given her solid answers to the hundreds of questions she’d assembled since Dalmotti. So far, she’d discovered nothing. So far, she’d only gotten her magic stolen and her Threadsister lost far away.


I hate you all, Safi thought again as dancers swished past. Tonight was a quieter affair than the first weeks of dancing and music had been. No public feasting, and rather than a full orchestra rattling the room with heavy traditional marches, an octet of winds and strings was scarcely audible over a hundred voices and stamping feet.


Two of those feet belonged to Dom fon Grieg, who never missed a chance to bow dramatically at Safi when he saw her and inform her that her lands were still thriving beneath his hand. Safi smiled at him as he swept past, surprisingly graceful in this modern take on a country dance. I will destroy you, she thought, tossing him a wink for good measure.


To her delight, he missed a beat. His partner ran into a neighbor, and several people cried their annoyance—which only made Safi smile all the wider. Oh yes, this anger was delicious.


“You will dance tonight,” the Emperor said, scattering her thoughts and her smile.


“Your Imperial Majesty?”


“My nephew will ask later, and you will agree.”


Safi blinked. As far as she could tell, this was no joke. Henrick’s expression had not changed; he looked as foul-tempered and bored as he always did.


Every night since Iseult’s departure, Leopold had requested a dance with Safi. Every night, she had refused because she would, with no exaggeration, rather pull out her own toenails than dance with him. Or speak to him ever again.


He had realized what Henrick could do to her, yet he had done nothing to stop it. Even now, with the Emperor’s Hell-Bard forces tracking Iseult by the day, Leopold did nothing to interfere.


All she said, however, was: “I would prefer to remain here, my Emperor.”


Henrick sighed and shifted his weight. Like the crown, his throne was too tight. “Leopold asks you every night.” He flicked a hand to the floor of dancers below them, where Leopold’s strawberry curls glistened and swirled. “The court notices. The court talks. They wonder why you refuse.”


Safi’s heel tapped beneath her gown. “Please do not make me.”


“Oh, but I will.” A smug smile stretched Henrick’s lips. He toyed with his belt, a blatant warning. “Tonight when he offers, you will accept. No more discussion.”


Safi’s heel stilled. Her ire flamed higher. “Of course, my Emperor.” She flashed a dazzling smile. “I look forward to it.”


Leopold must have sensed that his moment had come because he glanced Safi’s way midspin. And for once, she did not look away. Instead she arched her eyebrows.


He smiled—a beautiful smile because everything Leopold did was beautiful. Then his spin carried him away.


Moments later, the current dance ended and Leopold materialized before the dais. Dressed in silver velvet, he looked lithe and graceful while also looking more virile and masculine than any other man upon the floor. Safi hoped his Aetherwitched tailor was well paid.


“My Empress.” He bowed low, as he had every night. “Would you honor me with a dance?”


He knew she would say yes tonight. Safi could see it in the way his sea-green eyes gleamed. The way his tongue ran over his top teeth in anticipation.


She wished she could knock those teeth out.


“Yes,” she said simply. “Let us dance.” And with those words, she stood. At once, the court took notice. The voices softened, and all eyes slanted her way.


Curse Henrick for making her do this. Curse Leopold for persistently asking—and curse Leopold for every lie, every trick that had landed her here, imprisoned and separated from her Threadsister.


Leopold offered Safi his hand when she reached the end of the dais, but she glided past him, head high, and claimed a spot on the floor, front and center where her husband could watch. She even flung Henrick a little smirk while she waited. She controlled this space; Leopold had to come to her.


He did come to her, right as the strings began thrumming from the shadows, and he offered Safi a curt bow when the dance began. It was not a difficult dance—there were more complex arrangements popular in Cartorra—and Leopold was comfortable with the steps. He moved gracefully because there was no other way he could move. A series of steps and twirls, hops and spins led them in a wide circle around the room. On their second turn past Henrick, hulking upon his throne, Leopold asked, “Why tonight?”


“Because your uncle commanded me.”


“I see.” A pause while Leopold and Safi briefly parted, briefly looped. Then: “I heard what happened this morning.”


Of course he had. Leopold’s spies had spies. Like Henrick, he had fooled her into believing he was nothing more than a fop. A well-dressed, well-spoken fop, but a fop all the same. In reality, he was even better at cultivation and performance than his uncle was.


“I will kill you,” Safi replied, offering one of her daintiest smiles. “Once I kill Henrick I will kill you.”


“Well, as long as you do it in that order,” Leopold replied smoothly, “I shall not interfere.” Again he paused as they separated. “Any other order,” Leopold resumed once they were together again, “and I will not be able to free you.”


“Lies,” Safi said, and she waited for her magic to confirm. But nothing came back because there was nothing to come back and there never would be for all the rest of her days. Nonetheless, she had absolute certainty as she added, “Everything you say is a lie, Polly.”


“Not everything.” His eyebrows rose. “For example, in your left pocket I have dropped a device you made. A lens that can tell truth from lie.”


Safi stumbled a beat; Leopold caught her. Glided her into a flourishing spin.


“How do you know about that?”


“Careful,” Leopold murmured. “You look upset.”


I am upset, she wanted to snarl. Instead, she laughed. The most twinkling, delighted laugh she could conjure.


“Mathew sent it to me,” Leopold replied, as if this somehow explained everything. “And I would have given it to you weeks ago, had you only agreed to dance.”


“Lies,” she repeated, though this time she was not so sure. “You betrayed me. You betrayed Iseult.”


“Check your pocket” was all he said in reply, and moments later, Leopold’s footsteps—and Safi’s too—slowed in time to the music. As he drew her in for a final parting twist he whispered, “I am on your side, Safiya, and always have been.”


The strings and winds softened to silence. Leopold released Safi directly before the throne. Henrick inclined his head at his nephew, and Leopold bowed in return. Before Safi could hurry back to her own throne, though, or even pat her pocket to see if the Truth-lens had indeed been dropped there, a command sliced through her.


Cold, but not bone-gripping. Clear, but not overly loud. Again, the Emperor said in her mind. You will dance again.


Safi bobbed a curtsy, her teeth grinding, her rage rekindling. Moments later, she turned to the pretty young domna now approaching her and she slid into the next dance.
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Four Days After the Earth Well Healed



[image: F]urry and lithe, silent and feral, a weasel, dressed in its white winter cloak, scuttles over the forested earth toward Iseult. Clasped in its teeth are pages.


Iseult is too stunned to react. She has left the Hasstrel castle while everyone sleeps. Only Safi knows, and she would never reveal. Still, Iseult must be careful. Fon Grieg has placed guards throughout the Hasstrel lands. He does not trust that Safi’s surrender is real, and he certainly doesn’t trust the Nomatsi girl at Safi’s side. Cahr Awen or no, Iseult is not to be trusted. She is different, she is other, and she has a power linked to the Void.
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