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For my grandmother Isabel









You shall leave everything you love most:


This is the arrow that the bow of exile


Shoots first. You are to know the bitter taste


Of others’ bread, how salty it is, and know


How hard a path it is for one who goes


Ascending and descending others’ stairs.


—DANTE, Paradiso;
translated by Allen Mandelbaum
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Prologue


Artal Gremont, heir to the tea Charter of Castellane, had never much liked the ocean. It was the source of his wealth, of course. The millions of crowns’ worth of tea and coffee that were carried in sleek ships across the seas to the Castellani port had made his family richer than Gods. In theory, he appreciated the convenience of the sea; in actuality, he found it flat, featureless, and dull.


Then again, Gremont found most things dull. People tended to be dull and generally limited in their thinking. Most parties were dull. Being the son of a Charter holder in Castellane, with money but no real power, had been equally dull. And when he’d tried to make life more interesting, he’d been exiled, sent off by his parents to oversee the tea business in foreign climes. That had been exceedingly dull.


Now, however, things were starting to get interesting. With his father dead, he had inherited the tea Charter and been recalled to Castellane, his exile ended. He’d booked passage on the next ship leaving Taprobana harbor: one of Laurent Aden’s galleons, which at the moment was carrying a shipment of teakwood to Castellane. The ship had six tiny passenger cabins, up near the stern, though the captain’s vast quarters hogged all the windows. Gremont’s room was little better than a closet with a berth built into the wall and a table bolted to the floor to prevent it from sliding when the ship rolled.


Dull, dull, dull. Gremont paced the floor of his cabin fretfully. There was nothing to do on the bloody boat, and his anxiety was building. When he got like this, he often had to do something to make himself feel better. It was a need, like other men felt for food or water.


Alas, Laurent Aden ran a tight ship and had little patience for Artal’s preferences. A young stowaway had been discovered last week after they’d left the port in Favár, but at least Artal had been able to have a little fun with her before Laurent found out about it and had the girl removed from Artal’s quarters posthaste. Words had been exchanged that were not particularly polite, and Artal had been given to understand that if he engaged in any more such business while on the Black Rose, he would be unceremoniously dumped off at the next port, charter or no charter.


He did not know what had happened to the girl, and did not care. She had gotten blood on his favorite jacket, which had annoyed him. Though not as much as being trapped in this cabin was annoying him now.


Laurent had told him not to wander the ship, but fuck Laurent. Gremont yanked open the door of his cabin and made his way out into the narrow passage that ran the length of the ship. He plucked a glass windlamp from a nail on the wall. Best if he strode purposefully, he thought, making his way across the ship toward the stairs that led up to the weather deck. A purposeful stride tricked people into thinking you were on important business.


He passed the ship’s galley, where the cook was asleep in a chair, a wooden bucket of half-peeled potatoes at his feet. Thank the Gods, they only had a few days left at sea. Gremont was vilely sick of salt beef, boiled potatoes, and suet.


Up on the weather deck, the air was clear. The moon hovered close to the horizon, creating a white path that stretched along the water. Rope for the sails lay in neat coils like sleeping snakes.


Some might have admired the view, the stars picked out across the sky as bright as nailheads, the water like hammered glass. Gremont merely glared at it all. The sea was a barrier between him and Castellane, between him and reclaiming all he had lost in exile.


The creak of a board underfoot alerted him to the fact that he was not alone. He turned and for a moment saw nothing; then she appeared, shadow evolving out of shadow. (The first time he had seen her do this, he’d nearly fallen over with shock; he was more used to her brand of magic now.) She wore her assassin’s gear: Every bit of her was covered with smooth black fabric. It rendered her faceless, which Gremont found unnerving despite the fact that he knew perfectly well what she looked like beneath the disguise.


“I came to congratulate you on your upcoming nuptials, Artal,” she said. Her voice was low and husky. If he hadn’t known her gender, he doubted he could have guessed it.


“I don’t suppose there’s any point asking you how you got here from the continent,” he replied sourly. “Flew on a bat, eh?”


She chuckled. “You are amusingly bitter for a man about to make a very advantageous marriage.”


He snorted. “You know I had my sights set higher than Antonetta Alleyne.”


“I know your sights were set as high as Anjelica of Kutani. But her family would never have accepted you; she is royalty, and royal blood demands royal blood to match with.”


“I suppose you would know.”


She scoffed and sprang lightly to the railing of the ship. She balanced there easily, though the thought of the long drop to the water made Gremont queasy. “Don’t be sour, Gremont. I do hope you are not having second thoughts about our arrangement.”


Gremont felt a slight chill run up his spine. He knew she held magic, though he had grown up believing that all but small magics had died with the Sundering. The first time she had proved this wrong had shocked him. He still bore the scar upon the back of his hand—a glossy patch of burned skin that resembled a starfish.


Even now, he feared her, though the fact that she knew it galled him. “I have not,” he said, “had second thoughts.”


“Good.” She gazed down at him, eyeless and faceless, a dark shadow against the vast blue of the night sky and the sea. “I hope you are made of stronger stuff than your father was. He gave us assurances of his loyalty, too, but planned to betray us in the end.”


“He was always weak,” Gremont muttered. His father had never lifted a finger to save him from exile, and Gremont had never forgotten or forgiven it. His mother was just as weak, but one expected less from a woman, and at least she adored him blindly. “You do not need to remind me that if certain strings had not been pulled, I would not be returning so soon from exile. I am well aware where my loyalty lies.”


“Glad to hear it,” she said, “for a new opportunity has presented itself. A chance for you to show your cleverness. Your dear lady-wife-to-be, Antonetta of the silk Charter, has certain information, it appears. There is someone else we need on our side, and she knows how to find him.”


“Antonetta? Really? I hadn’t thought she carried any information in that empty head of hers.”


“Even a mouse can come upon a precious crumb. Regardless, once you are married, I grant you entire permission to get the truth out of her. Using any means you might prefer.”


“Really? Any means?” Gremont smirked. “I will not let you down, my lady.”


“Try not to get too carried away, Artal. For now, Liorada Alleyne is more afraid of us than she is of House Aurelian, but if that calculus changes, it could spell trouble for all our plans. Your marriage to Antonetta is one more lever we can utilize to threaten dear Liorada. So keep the girl alive, won’t you? As a favor to me.”


“Of course,” said Gremont. “Far more fun to keep her alive anyway. My very own amusing toy. We’ll see what she’s like when her silk is torn.”


The dark figure chuckled. “How nice to see you happy, Artal. But remember. There are many on the Hill who would like to see us fail. Many still loyal to House Aurelian. Do not forget to wear your amulet. It is more powerful than you think.”


“Indeed.” Artal lifted his hand to touch the pendant she had given him in Taprobana before he’d ever set foot on this ship. “I would be a fool to scorn its protection. And you would not have approached me if I were a fool.”


She said nothing. A little insulted, Artal looked up, wondering at her silence, and saw that she was gone. He raced to the railing and leaned over it, but he saw only darkness and water below, and the moon’s white path laid across the sea, pointing the way to Castellane.



   






CHAPTER ONE


In the Hayloft, Kel and Conor were practicing their swordplay.


It had been some while since there had been time for practice, and both were a little rusty. Still, the moves came back as they always did. Muscles had their own memories, as Jolivet often said. Kel had begun the morning feeling stiff, his body half asleep and his joints objecting to being stretched. Now, after an hour or so of drills in the space they’d trained in since they were young boys, he felt flexible, his muscles fast and liquid.


The flat of his blunt-tip sword slammed against Conor’s with a metallic ring. Kel pressed his advantage, but this time Conor leaped out of the way, jumping onto one of the hay bales that, scattered about the room, served to create a changing terrain for practice. He raised his left hand, signaling a time-out.


Kel let his sword arm fall, rolling his shoulders back.


Conor raked a hand through his sweaty dark hair, frowning. “We need to do this more often,” he said. “I can barely recall what to do with my blade. Too many late nights at the desk, exercising nothing but my writing hand. I’ve turned into a pudding from inaction these past months, Kellian.”


“I wouldn’t say a pudding,” Kel objected. Conor was as trim and fit as ever. Busy as he was, he still swam and rode his horse Asti nearly every day. Besides, hadn’t the Queen been fretting that he was too thin just the other day? If he was having trouble, it was far more likely to be the late hours and lack of sleep causing it.


Not that Kel would ever say so. Conor was willing to hear things from Kel that he would never stand for from someone else, but the subject of the great change in Conor that had begun three months ago—his strange new dedication to his role in actual governance—was off limits even to his Sword Catcher. Kel guessed it was because the whole business was a sort of penance for Conor, but it was only a guess. It had to be. Conor would not speak on the subject, and Kel did not press.


“We can certainly train more often, if you’d like,” he said now. “You can join my sessions with Jolivet. I stand ready,” he added, “to assist with all pudding-avoidant activities.”


He raised his sword, indicating the time-out was over. Conor laughed and spun down from the hay bale, bringing his blade across in a sideways strike. Kel responded with an overhand cut, the swords slamming together with the satisfying sound of steel on steel. Kel danced backward, out of harm’s way, as Conor came toward him.


They had been practicing such sword-work together for so long that they knew each other’s ways: Conor tended to be too reckless, Kel too careful. They were comfortable enough to carry on a conversation even as they parried and redoubled, lunged and feinted.


“Are you feeling ready?” Kel asked. “It will be the first Dial Chamber meeting since—in nearly four months.”


He had almost said since before the Shining Gallery slaughter. Though Conor was willing to speak of the attack on the Palace and the murder of the little Princess from Sarthe, he did not like to be reminded. He had nightmares, still, about it, and woke up screaming; Kel, who slept in the same room with the Prince, would remain awake when that happened, tensed and waiting for Conor’s breath to even out. For him to sleep again.


Parry, riposte. Conor ducked nimbly back, his face expressionless. “A bunch of cowards,” he said, referring to the Charter holders—the eleven most powerful families in Castellane. “Half of them seem convinced they’ll all be murdered the moment they set foot in Marivent.” (To be fair, Kel thought, the last time they’d all come to Marivent for a banquet dinner, they nearly had all been slaughtered.) “Of course, they won’t say that’s the problem. They fuss about being busy or having strange ailments. But Mayesh has put about rumors that I have a significant announcement, so this time curiosity drives them.”


Despite the fears of the aristocracy, Conor had been determined that the monthly Dial Chamber meetings be reinstated as soon as possible. He had gone to each of the holdouts individually to point out that they could not hide themselves away like rats but must present a unified, stalwart front. There were always going to be spies—especially now, with Castellane being squeezed like a grape in a wine-press by Sarthe’s demands. Should the spies return to their homelands with the information that the ruling class of Castellane were terrified, it would only go worse for them all in the end.


“And it’s quite an announcement,” Kel said.


Conor tried a vertical cut; Kel defended with a parry quarte. Conor gave him a sharp look. “You’re worried,” he said. “Do you think I’m doing the wrong thing?”


“No,” Kel said. “But the nobles may disagree. The last time you told them you were marrying to solve the nation’s problems, it ended badly.”


Badly being an understatement. Badly being the slaughter in the Shining Gallery that was the cause of Conor’s nightmares. And the reason that Kel not only did not ask questions, but also kept secrets. Far more secrets than he had ever wanted to keep.


“Well, this decision was not only mine. It was also Jolivet and Mayesh’s. And my mother’s. As for my father . . . Well, they will get no answers on that front.”


Indeed not. The day after the slaughter, the King had entered the North Tower. He had not left it since. Food was brought to him there; he did not emerge, did not speak, did not respond when spoken to. Mayesh had named it a kind of shock—catatonia, he called it—and said that, like an illness, it would heal in time.


Yet the extent of the King’s withdrawal had been kept a secret. Besides Kel, only Conor, Mayesh, Jolivet, and the Queen knew he did not speak, that the “King’s orders” that emerged from the North Tower were actually Conor’s orders, crafted with the advice of Mayesh and Jolivet.


“Yes,” Kel said. “It is something of a shame. You have fended off war with Sarthe all this time with extraordinary diplomacy.” Late nights of work, carefully crafted missives, apologies that admitted no culpability, accommodations without capitulations. “But you will not get the credit. Not from the families.”


“Perhaps not,” Conor said. “But I am the one with experience of blackmail.” His smile was a blade. “Sarthe does not care about the death of the Princess. They care about the leverage it gives them to make demands. And once a blackmailer gets their hooks in you, it won’t end neatly. They’ll keep coming back, always wanting more, no matter what you give them. Sarthe will not just go away one day the way Prosper Beck did.”


Prosper Beck. Sometimes Kel found it hard to believe the criminal he’d once bargained with for Conor’s safety and sanity had simply left Castellane. It was the existence of Beck that had pulled him into the Ragpicker King’s shadow world in the first place—Beck had set himself up as a challenger to Andreyen, and the Ragpicker King had employed Kel to find out who on the Hill was bankrolling Beck’s various criminal enterprises. Beck had seemed to Kel a crueler, more dangerous version of the Ragpicker King himself, someone not held back by Andreyen’s peculiar code of honor. A wild card, capable of anything.


Conor was still talking about Sarthe; Kel forced his mind back to the present. “The only thing that will make the Sarthians stop is if we show that we are too powerful to bully. If we secure money and warships through this marriage, Sarthe will realize it is too dangerous to try to bleed us dry.” His gray eyes flashed. “That reminds me. Speaking of marriage, Artal Gremont should arrive soon. Then we will all have to prepare for what will surely be an interminable show of triumph as Lady Alleyne prepares to marry her daughter off.”


Kel moved to parry Conor’s jab a moment too late, and Conor tapped him with the protective cap of his sword as if to say, Pay attention. Kel said woodenly, “Indeed, this will be the culmination of her plans for Antonetta. I wonder what she will find to engage her once the ink on the certificate of marriage dries.”


“I assume she will do all she can to meddle in the affairs of Gremont’s tea Charter as well as her own,” said Conor. “I will have to keep an eye on the two of them. That much power concentrated in one family is likely trouble. At least Antonetta is not ambitious,” he added, “though her mother may prod her to make trouble.”


Not ambitious. It was what everyone thought of Antonetta; only Kel knew they were all of them wrong. He remembered her telling him that she wanted control of the silk Charter, and at another time she had told him that her mother did not think it acceptable for an unmarried woman to control a Charter. If she and Gremont married, though, each of them would hold their Charter individually until it became time to will the Charters to a new generation. That she was willing to marry a lout like Gremont in order to control the most valuable Charter in Castellane spoke quite a bit to her ambition.


“Then again,” Conor added, and the tip of his sword came up under Kel’s to lightly scratch his shoulder; Kel went still to acknowledge the scoring of a point. “I think often of what old Gremont said before he died. No one is really to be trusted.”


Kel almost closed his eyes as he remembered the old man’s words. He had been there when Gremont passed away, the only one at his side as he went through the gray door, and Gremont had not even known him. Had thought he was Conor.


Place your trust in no one, he’d said. Not mother, not Counselor, not friend. Trust no one on the Hill. Trust only your own eyes and ears, or else the Gray Serpent will come for you, too.


The words were meant for Conor. It was advice Kel had passed on, in the terrible days after the slaughter, when Conor did not sleep but only paced the floor in their apartments. When Kel had told him of Gremont’s speech, a ghost of a smile had passed over Conor’s face.


“Good enough advice,” he’d said, “but I have already learned it. I place my trust in no one—save you, but then, you are my eyes and ears, are you not? Not my Counselor, or my friend, or even my brother. You are more like myself. And I will need you even more now. Not just to protect me, but also to look and to listen. To tell me what you see and hear.”


And Kel had said nothing. He could not tell Conor he was lying to him, too—even if it was for his own good. Not then. Not now, either. He kept his silence and his counsel, telling himself that it was all for Conor’s own good. That Conor would know the truth someday and forgive him for the betrayal.


“Oh, it’s so good you’re here,” said Antonetta Alleyne, struggling to sit up against the massive pile of cushions that dominated her gilt-carved bed. “Did anyone but Magali see you come in?”


Lin Caster shook her head. She’d had a brief battle with Magali, the parlormaid, at the front door; Magali had been determined to relieve Lin of her coat and medical satchel, and Lin had refused to part with either. A silent struggle had ensued under the watchful eyes of what seemed to Lin at least two dozen portraits of past Alleynes.


Lin had never gotten used to the Alleyne house’s interior. It was not grand and empty, the way House Roverge had once been, but rather stuffed full of things: landscape paintings, massive silver epergnes overflowing with silk flowers, gilt clocks, and marble busts of poets and playwrights past. Every bit of furniture that could have been gilded had been, and if it had not been gilded, it had been capped with white lace like a virgin bride.


The maid finally gave up her siege of Lin’s belongings and led her up a gilded staircase to a long hall carpeted in knotted silk. As Lin ascended the stairs, she passed a dozen silver-framed mirrors that gave her back her reflection: her red hair coiled close to her head in braids, her simple dress of Ashkar gray, the worn leather satchel in her hands. She was certainly the plainest and most unadorned thing in the house.


She could not help but recall the first time Antonetta had summoned her. She had been surprised to receive the request, given the Alleyne family’s exalted status, but Antonetta had been firm: She wished for weekly visits from Lin—absolute discretion required—and the visits must be at a specific hour and day. She had not said why, but in talking to Kel at the Black Mansion, Lin had come to understand it was the time of Lady Alleyne’s weekly card game with the ladies of the Hill, which meant Antonetta’s mother would most likely not be at home.


Lin had liked Antonetta Alleyne when she’d first met her—not surprising, since Antonetta had snuck her into the Palace under the watchful eye of the Castelguards—and had only come to like her more during their weekly meetings.


Antonetta was kind, if a little scattered. She seemed to Lin a rabbit among the jackals of the Hill. She actually required very little in the way of medical care. Usually they would spend a few hours together chatting and drinking one of Lin’s medicinal teas. In Lin’s opinion, Antonetta was paying for the company, not for the services of a physician.


She found Antonetta half lost among a massive influx of fabrics: Silks and satins in a rainbow of colors hung from dressing-rails and even the curtain rods at the windows. Every surface was piled with papers: menus, invitations, lists of items still needed. Antonetta herself was propped against a mound of silk pillows that formed a sort of barrier between her and the head of her bed, which had been carved into a pretty but uncomfortable-looking gilded rose.


If anything, Antonetta’s room was less extreme in its decoration than the rest of the house. The walls were painted pale pink, like the inside of a seashell; silk flowers still cascaded from vases, and scroll-armed sofas were upholstered with fabric depicting pastoral scenes of shepherdesses and farmhouses. Still, there were fewer silk flowers, and no marble busts whatsoever.


Antonetta dismissed the maid with a brief, “Leave us, Magali,” and gestured for Lin to lock the door behind her before approaching the bed. Antonetta’s hair, down, was a riot of golden curls nearly the same color as the silk bedclothes. She wore a pale-blue dressing-gown with lace at the sleeves and a woebegone expression. “Have you anything for a headache brought on by the stress of planning for an engagement party you wish was not happening?” she inquired.


Lin sat down on the bed by Antonetta’s feet and began rummaging through her satchel for an extraction of willowbark. She could not help but smile at the title of a leather-bound book that lay open on the covers nearby: The Cold Heart of the Lonely King.


“Is it still next week?” Lin said sympathetically. “It does seem like it’s coming up awfully fast. And he hasn’t even reached Castellane yet, has he?”


“His ship docks in five days,” Antonetta said without enthusiasm. She looked hopefully at Lin. “Perhaps I could develop a mysterious illness, something that would prevent me from having to see him? At least for a month or two.”


Lin handed the small sachet of willowbark tincture to Antonetta. “It would only be putting things off,” she said. “I wish . . .” She left the rest of the sentence unfinished. She already knew that the man Antonetta was engaged to marry, Artal Gremont, not only was much older than her but had an unsavory reputation as well. Kel had hinted at doings so unpleasant that Gremont’s family had been forced to send him away to foreign shores—and given the sort of misbehavior the nobility of Castellane got away with regularly, they must have been wretched doings indeed.


Lin worried, too, at how resigned Antonetta seemed about the whole situation. It was something her mother had arranged; Antonetta had had no say in it, and there was, she insisted, nothing she could do to change her mother’s mind. Lin knew all Antonetta had wanted was to remain single and hold the silk Charter herself, as her mother did. But Liorada Alleyne, it seemed, did not trust her daughter: She had told Antonetta that unless she agreed to marry and carry on the Alleyne bloodline, she would leave the Charter, and all the power that came with it, to a distant cousin, cutting her own daughter out completely. Now Antonetta’s hope seemed pinned on the possibility that Gremont was as unenthused about the marriage as she was and would leave her mostly alone, allowing her to lead the life of a wealthy lady of the Hill without too much interference.


“I hope he either already has a mistress or takes one soon,” Antonetta said now. “If he was very attached to her, he might hardly bother me at all.” She looked at Lin. “Do you think it’s possible?”


“Unfortunately, how to convince one’s husband to take a lover is outside my experience,” Lin said with a wry smile. “Take that and put it under your tongue.”


“You are demanding,” Antonetta said. “At least after I’m married, I’ll still be able to see you. I can’t imagine what kind of man wouldn’t let his wife visit a physician.”


“I suppose the kind who might be planning to hurt her himself,” Lin said carefully. She had treated many such women, who insisted their injuries came from their own clumsiness, though they were well aware Lin knew better.


Antonetta snorted. “Gremont wouldn’t lay a finger on me if he wanted to stay in Castellane,” she said. “Assaulting a noblewoman is punishable by exile—even if the attacker is her husband.”


If only the ordinary women of Castellane had such protection, Lin mused, but she pushed down the thought. Better that some women were protected than that none were.


Hoping to change the subject, Lin pointed at the book lying open on the bed. “Is that any good?” she said. “It sounds like a Story-Spinner’s tale.”


“It’s about Prince Conor,” Antonetta said with a sideways smile. “Most of the Story-Spinners’ tales are, you know.”


Lin felt herself going red. She always did when the Prince of Castellane was mentioned; it was very inconvenient. She began rummaging through her satchel. “Surely not all of them.”


“Oh, yes,” said Antonetta. “The Seven Skeletons of the Prince’s Seven Brides, The Prince with a Heart of Ice and a Crown of Gold, The Prince in Silk and the Lady in Rags, and The Naughty Prince’s Cruel Laws—”


“Those titles seem very long,” Lin observed.


Antonetta shrugged. “Everyone likes a Prince, especially when he’s unmarried.” She idly examined her nails. “Though he won’t be unmarried very much longer.”


Lin couldn’t help but look up at that. “What do you mean?”


“Conor is entering into an engagement,” said Antonetta, watching Lin’s face closely. “It’s all been arranged. He is to wed Anjelica of Kutani.”


There seemed to be a rushing noise in Lin’s ears. She could not help but think of the last time she had seen the Prince, in his carriage outside the Sault. Of the last words he’d said to her. Then I am cursed to think only of you. You, who think I am a loathsome person. A vain monster who could not resist showing off and who, in doing so, has made you wretched.


She had never had a chance to reconsider those words. Certainly not a chance to tell him she did not think he was a monster. That evening, it had happened—the massacre. The Shining Gallery slaughter. The Great Betrayal. There were all sorts of names for the attack on Marivent that night—the night Lin had declared herself the Goddess Returned and the Roverge ships had burned in the harbor. She had woken up the next morning to see black flags flying from the parapets of Marivent, had heard the dirge-bells ringing out across the city, and had thought that it somehow had something to do with her—with her crime, her great lie.


I am the Goddess Returned.


But of course it was not that. Mayesh had come to her house, his face like a skull’s, seeming to have aged another ten years overnight. He had looked at her and said, his voice weary with strain, “A bloodbath at the Palace. And now this.” He had not sounded angry, even. Only very tired.


She had made him karak and forced him to tell her what had happened—the attack, the death of the little Princess from Sarthe, what this would mean for Castellane—and all the time she had held herself back from asking: Has he been hurt? IS HE HURT? Is the Prince all right?


She had no right to ask. No right to be worried about Kel, either, though she had been. She had put her hands under the table, to hide that they were shaking, until he was done with the story.


“We cannot afford war,” he’d said, and she’d realized he was talking not about Castellane but about them, the Ashkar. “If Castellane is attacked from outside, it will become a passion to purify that which is inside. They will begin to ask themselves: Who are they, these Ashkar, who are among us but not of us? Where do their loyalties lie?”


“They won’t. You’ve done so much, zai. So many gains made, even in the last twenty years—”


He’d looked at her then, his eyes hard. “Do you say that as my granddaughter Lin or as the Goddess Returned?”


She swallowed hard. “I could tell you—”


“Don’t,” he’d said. “I don’t know what you hope to gain from all this, but don’t tell me. It is better if I do not know.”


She had known then that though he and the Maharam might detest each other, they were in agreement on one point: Lin Caster was not the Goddess Returned, and no good would come of her saying she was.


“Lin,” said Antonetta fretfully, “what are you thinking about?” She leaned closer. “Does the news about Conor . . . bother you?”


“I once treated a man with an awl through his head,” Lin said. “I do not bother easily.”


“Good, because I would like to ask you to do something unpleasant.”


“What sort of unpleasant?”


“I would like you to come to my engagement party—”


“Oh, no,” Lin said, recoiling. “No more parties on the Hill. The last one—”


“I heard you danced very well,” said Antonetta. Lin gave her a hard look, but Antonetta’s eyes were wide and innocent. “I need someone there who is sympathetic, Lin. Please. Someone who is on my side.”


“What about Kellian?” Lin asked. “Won’t he be there?”


It was Antonetta’s turn to look away. “Well, yes, but he will be in attendance on the Prince. Conor likes his friends around him at parties.”


Of course, Lin realized. Conor would be at the engagement party. A small part of her shrank from the idea of seeing him, but a greater part whispered: Go. Go and face him. Soon enough you will face the Exilarch and the Sanhedrin. You must not be thinking of the Prince of Castellane when you do. See him one last time and put him behind you.


“Please,” Antonetta said again. “I will lend you any of my dresses. Whichever one you like. You will look absolutely stunning.”


And it will be easier to put the Prince behind you while armored in a glorious dress, Lin thought. “Oh, well, if you truly need me, Ana,” she said with a reluctant smile, “I will certainly go.”


ALL THAT IS GOOD COMES FROM THE GODS. ALL THAT IS EVIL COMES FROM MEN.


Kel could not help but stare at the words picked out in gold tesserae across the interior of the domed ceiling of the Dial Chamber. They seemed to carry a sinister weight they had not conveyed three months ago, the last time the heads of the Great Charters of Castellane had met together in this place.


He was not sure precisely why. In the end, Conor’s announcement went over rather better than Kel had expected. At first, voices had risen in protest after Conor gave the news of his engagement. Kel could hear snatches of conversation, objections—it was a marriage that got us into this in the first place—and complaints about not being consulted. Conor sat patiently—patience, like a new coat, sitting awkwardly on his shoulders—until the noise died down.


He said, “Our new partner knows of the situation with Sarthe. They have pledged a dowry of one hundred thousand crowns, and the use of their fleets in case of war. They have ten thousand warships. Sarthe has none; they would have to beg, borrow, or steal the use of them, and if they chose to do so, they would find our harbor full of ships ready to blast them to Hell.”


His eyes were narrowed to silver slits, and Kel could not help but think how much care had been put into the preparation for this moment. Sleepless nights considering whether this was the right thing to do. Consultations with Mayesh, hours spent locked in the North Tower with the Counselor and Legate and those maps, endless maps with pins in them. Every pin an army. And for every pin representing the armies of Castellane, ten more representing the armies of Sarthe.


In the end, there had been no real question.


It was Cazalet who spoke first. As it should be, Kel thought; the other families took their cues from him. “An admirable decision, Monseigneur,” he said, “and one clearly made with the benefit of Castellane in mind.”


If a fuss had been brewing, it subsided. Ciprian Cabrol looked genuinely pleased. “Brilliant stuff,” he said. “Sarthe cannot stand against such combined forces. They dare not even try.”


Even Lady Alleyne had accepted it gracefully. After all, Antonetta was engaged; Liorada had no further hopes of marrying her to Conor. She had abandoned her dream that her daughter might be royalty and accepted that it was likely she would only be very, very rich.


Kel had half hoped that Antonetta would be at the meeting, but she was not. He had seen her only a little since her engagement had been announced, only a week after the Shining Gallery murders. She had not come to the Palace at all, and when he had seen her at House Cabrol one night, she had only smiled very brilliantly and said that the wedding required a lot of preparations. She was much busier than she had imagined, and did he think that it would be a problem to have pink roses on the altar, because pink roses were her favorite but in the Castellani language of flowers they suggested impermanence of affection?


He had only just managed to get away without saying something he shouldn’t. He could still remember her, months ago, begging him to do something to stop the marriage—but he had been wearing his talisman at the time. She had thought he was Conor. Which meant that Kel was not supposed to know she had—at first—not wished for this engagement; he could not mention the fact without betraying his Sword Catcher vows.


Suddenly, he found he was desperate to get out of the Dial Chamber and into the fresh air. The meeting over, several of the Charter holders were clamoring around Conor. Between the heaving shoulders of those trying to get close to the Prince, Kel could see only the bright splash of his red velvet cloak and the wink of the ruby in his crown.


A movement near the door caught his attention. Legate Jolivet, the leader of the royal guard. His hair seemed to have grown grayer since the Shining Gallery, his profile more angularly hawkish. He had said very little during the meeting, though he had been intimately involved with every decision the Prince had made over the past months.


In the chaotic days after the slaughter of the Sarthian Princess, along with her bodyguard and ambassadors, Marivent had waited breathlessly for word from Sarthe. To show good faith, it was Jolivet who suggested they send a message to Sarthe immediately, detailing what had happened—truthfully, he had emphasized; the tale of what had occurred would be everywhere soon enough, and the King in Aquila would soon discover any lie. The only untruth had not been in the words, but in the implication that the King had penned the message himself. Conor had done it, and then signed his father’s name.


When the reply arrived, it was terse and cold. Writing from his palace in Aquila, King Leandro d’Eon said that Sarthe had sent its Princess in good faith. That calamity had befallen her at Marivent was the fault of Castellane. To prevent war, an honor price must be paid.


He named a figure of one million crowns. Even Mayesh’s expression had changed at that. “He can’t be serious,” he’d said. “One could sell all of Castellane and not raise that much. No country save perhaps Kutani could part with that much gold and survive.”


“D’Eon is saying he wants war,” Conor had said wearily. “He is offering a way out, but it is not a real offer.”


“Or a real way out,” Jolivet had said. He had looked around the room at them all, his expression imperturbable as always. “We will not pay. We will find another road.”


And so they had, though Jolivet did not seem overjoyed at the plan’s apparent success. He jerked his chin at Kel, indicating that Kel should follow him out of the room, and left.


Kel slipped away through the crowd. Outside the Star Tower, it was a hot, bright midday. A haze hung over the city that fell away below the Hill, turning the ocean to a distant green smudge.


He found Jolivet standing in the shade of the wall that surrounded the Queen’s Garden. He wore a flat expression along with his Lion Ring and the gold braid on his uniform. When Kel drew close, he said in a low voice, “I suppose you will be taking the news of this meeting to the mansion.”


“I see no reason to conceal it,” said Kel. “The city will know soon enough, and the Ragpicker King before anyone else.”


Jolivet grunted and crossed his arms. “I suppose you and your friends have made no further progress.”


Kel bit off an annoyed retort. Of all the people in Castellane, he certainly would not have chosen Legate Jolivet to be the only one outside the Black Mansion to know his secret. But he’d had no choice in the matter. Jolivet had nearly ordered him to throw in his lot with the Ragpicker King in the hope of finding out who had orchestrated the Shining Gallery murders.


Kel belonged to the Palace; he was Palace property. If Jolivet ordered him to do something, it would have been in the nature of a small insurrection to refuse. He could have gone to Conor, but in his heart he was in agreement with the Legate. Whoever had executed the attack on the Gallery had a bigger target in their sights than the visiting Sarthians.


Kel had followed one of the assassins out of the Gallery, trapping them on the roof. He still recalled what the black-clad figure—face and body entirely hidden, identity unguessable—had hissed at him as he stood, incredulous, sword in hand.


You stand upon the threshold of history, Sword Catcher. For this is the beginning of the fall of House Aurelian.


Conor was the only child of a King who was himself the only survivor of three sons. If the line of Aurelian was to end, it meant Conor’s death. And Kel was sworn to prevent that. Even if it meant following the orders of Jolivet to keep his activities a secret. Even if it meant joining forces with the Ragpicker King—the biggest criminal in Castellane.


“Progress is slow,” Kel said. “We are chasing ghosts. No one seems to know anything of the attackers. Thirty men must have died that night, yet there have been no whispers of anyone missing. And the Ragpicker King has access to many whispers.”


Jolivet grunted again. “Nothing happens with no warning,” he said. “Only the warnings may not take the form you imagine. Anything unusual or amiss in the city is worth noting.” He glanced toward the door of the tower; Ciprian Cabrol, Joss Falconet, and Lupin Montfaucon had emerged and were walking in their direction along the path of crushed stones, their heads bent together as they spoke.


“Cabrol,” Jolivet muttered in his gravelly voice. “What d’you think of him?”


Kel hesitated a moment before replying, watching the three men as they slowly drew closer. Against the white backdrop of Marivent’s towers, they resembled birds of bright plumage. Montfaucon was elaborately dressed as always, in trousers and a doublet of bright yellow, like a golden oriole. Joss wore a suit of cardinal red, embossed with a stitched design of coppery serpents. Beside him, Cabrol was the most plain of the three, in dark gray, though his tunic had a kingfisher-blue underlining that flashed when his sleeves fell back as he gestured.


“Hard to trust him,” Kel said quietly, “after the way he gained the dye Charter.”


Until three months ago, the dye Charter of Castellane had belonged to the family Roverge, whose son, Charlon, had been one of Conor’s close friends, along with Joss and Lupin. On the night of the Shining Gallery slaughter, the whole of the Roverge fleet had burned in the harbor, wiping out their fortune. Within days they were gone from the Hill, taking only a few belongings; the rest of what they had would be sold to pay down their vast debts. The Charter itself belonged to the crown and the Council, and was given over to a family chosen by Cazalet (and approved by the King in theory; Conor, in reality): the Cabrols, prominent ink merchants in the city.


There were three in the family: Ciprian, the eldest son; Beatris, his sister; and his elderly mother, who had been little-seen since the changeover of power. Ciprian was arrogant and good-looking, and he seemed to have entirely expected to be handed the reins to one of Castellane’s most profitable Charters.


And perhaps he had reason. After talking to Lin about the destroyed fleet, Kel had cornered Mayesh in the North Tower. “We are all aware that the Cabrol family burned the Roverge ships, aren’t we?”


“Oh, yes,” Mayesh had said. He’d been studying a map of Sarthe. It was studded with different colored pins, though Kel could not make out their code. “It is an open secret, Kellian.”


“And nothing will be done?”


“The Roverge family had many enemies.” Mayesh moved a pin. “They threatened and intimidated anyone they saw as rivals; the Cabrol family was only the most recent of their victims, and the first to have fought back. Their behavior would likely have landed them in the Trick if they had been other than who they were. Many on the Hill and among the merchant guilds consider this Benedict’s comeuppance.” He looked curiously at Kel. “How did you think Charter seats changed hands?”


“Not like this,” Kel had said. He’d thought of the harbor on the night of the fires, of the sea full of dye, of waves that broke in foam colored in yellow and scarlet, turquoise and violet. For days after, the smoke had hung in the air over Castellane, turning the sunsets into painterly displays of wine red and gold. A victory banner for the Cabrols. “They may have their power now, but it will matter how they got it. It always does, in the long run.”


Mayesh had smiled a little at that. “An astute observation, Kel. You have identified one reason that nobles are not constantly blowing up one another’s ships for Charter seats.”


“Is there another reason?”


“Black powder is expensive,” Mayesh had said, chuckling, and gone back to his map.


“Anjuman!” Joss called out. He was grinning his usual easy, lazy grin. “I suppose you already knew Conor’s big news, eh? No wonder you looked half asleep the whole meeting. No surprises for you.”


Kel made a mental note to adjust his listening calmly but with interest expression. Clearly it was not conveying what he had hoped. “I knew, yes. It was no simple decision for Conor. He has wrestled with it.”


“Indeed,” said Montfaucon with a chuckle. The yellow of his suit was almost alarmingly bright against his dark skin. “He barely escaped the manacles of matrimony once. Now he willingly walks back into the prison.”


“Conor rarely just walks anywhere,” observed Joss. “I would say he is striding back into the prison with purpose aplenty.” He turned to Jolivet. “Would you agree, Legate?”


Jolivet muttered something about needing to review his troops and slipped away.


Cabrol looked after him with a raised eyebrow. “A lighthearted individual,” he said dryly. He had unusual coloring: dark eyes and hair the color of Castellane’s red roof tiles. “I have usually found soldiers to be good company in a tavern, but I would say the Legate is an exception.”


“Soldiers can be good company when off duty,” said Kel, wondering why he was about to defend Jolivet, but unable to help it. “Arguably, Jolivet is never off duty.”


Cabrol transferred his raised eyebrow to Kel. “I suppose that’s true. One certainly cannot doubt his loyalty to the city or the crown. Or Conor’s,” he added. “He is clearly marrying for the good of Castellane. And he will be sure to earn the gratitude of the people for it. Even those of us on the Hill.”


His voice was smooth, his tone light. Kel did not trust him for a moment.


“Gratitude.” Montfaucon waved away the concept as boring. “Listen, Anjuman, I’m having a gathering at the Caravel tonight. Liquor and hourglasses on me. Bring our young Prince along with you. He needs to have a bit of fun.”


“Indeed, and not much time to have it in,” Joss said, laughing. “Besides, he’s been working himself to death since—” He broke off, a little awkwardly, which was unusual for Joss. He was rarely awkward. “Well, for the past few months. He deserves to enjoy himself a bit.”


“I’ll tell him about tonight, Lupin,” Kel said. He realized he could not recall the last time Conor had gone to the pleasure houses of the Temple District—with his friends or without them.


Montfaucon pointed a white-gloved finger at him. “Tell him it’s important,” he said. “There’s someone I wish him to meet.”


Joss, having regained his composure, slapped Montfaucon on the back. “Montfaucon’s infatuated with a new lover,” he said. “Been very secretive about him. Won’t even tell us his name.”


Montfaucon shrugged, though he was clearly pleased with himself. “I told you, he goes by his Arena name. The Gray Serpent.”


Cabrol laughed and said something about how surely Montfaucon could not reasonably, in the throes of passion, be expected to call his lover “the Gray Serpent,” but Kel barely heard him. Too shocked to speak, he stood where he was, motionless, staring into the past.
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Marcel



On Anchor Street in the Maze, almost up against the walls of the Sault, stands a temple over whose front doors have been carved a frieze of dancing skeletons. It had once been the fashion to worship Anibal, the God of death, and it was to this purpose that the temple had been dedicated long ago, when the area that was now the crime-riddled Maze had been swampland and shacks. A million black-clad worshippers had worn down the wide front steps with their comings and goings over the years, even as worshipping the death God fell out of popularity and those who prayed to him began to be looked upon with suspicion.


Finally, when worshippers stopped coming in earnest, the Hierophant, chief priest of the city, had padlocked the doors, covered the windows, and declared the temple closed to the citizens of Castellane. The place is not a ruin, though; fear of Anibal and his wrath has kept vandals away.


Marcel Sandoz, professional drunkard and poppy-juice addict, often drowses on the steps of the old temple. Superstition means that few bother him here, even in the small hours of the night. Lost in his usual colorful, poppy-addled dreams, he is imagining himself in a meadow surrounded by laughing girls in bright silk dresses when he hears the strangers approach.


He blinks his eyes open, wincing at even the dim light. Perhaps the noise was part of his dream, he thinks, or perhaps he heard the Shomrim calling to one another on the Sault walls. But the hard ache in his head and the cold stink of the stone beneath him soon dispel that notion. This is reality, and the footsteps are only growing louder.


On hands and knees, he crawls up the last steps to the portico, where he hides behind a column of chipped marble. Vigilants, he guesses. They were always hurrying him along as soon as he found a comfortable place to sleep. But as three shadowy figures ascend the temple steps, a chill runs down his spine. They aren’t wearing the usual Vigilant uniforms of red and yellow. Instead, they are dressed all in black as though they mean to disappear into the night.


One of the figures—a man whose shaved head gleams in the moonlight—speaks in a language that is not soft like Castellani, but full of hard edges and grunts. Strange, Marcel thinks. Travelers from Malgasi are rare. It is a secretive kingdom, east of Sarthe, about which dark rumors swirl. “Cza vayuslam. Vaino sedanto anla.”


In a cold voice, the slimmest of the figures—a woman—says, “Bagomer, remember what I told you. You need to practice your Castellani.”


Thickly, the bald man says, “I was just saying, my lady, that the temple is unused. No one will bother us here.”


“It’s quite grim, isn’t it,” she says, sounding pleased. Marcel is able to see what she wears now—a close-fitting suit of all black, tight as a snake’s skin, as if she has been painted with black oil. A hood covers her hair, but the face that looks out from the darkness is as pale and bony as the skulls of the dancing skeletons above. “Janos,” she snaps at the second man, across whose face a wicked scar leaves a puckered line. “Get a message to Artal Gremont. Tell him that the Princess of Malgasi, heir to the Belmany throne, has arrived in his city. That should bring him running.”


As Janos nods and melts away into the night, Marcel feels a terrible fear grip him. Princess of Malgasi? If there is one thing he knows after living most of his life in Castellane, it is that no sensible citizen wishes to get caught up in the affairs of royals. Not ever.


Belly-down like a snake, he begins to wriggle away across the portico. Unfortunately for him, his bare, dirty foot collides with an empty bottle lying in a drift of garbage. It rolls across the marble with a scraping sound.


Marcel lumbers to his feet; he means to run, but his heavy legs will not obey. He sees the two figures on the steps glance up at him. Sees the face of the woman—the Malgasi Princess—twist in annoyance.


A great, invisible hand seems to seize him and catch him up. He thrashes, but to no avail. He is flung down on his back, the cracked marble of the steps biting into his spine. As he stares up in terror, the figure of the Malgasi Princess looms over him, a cruel smile twisting her predatory features. “Look at this, Bagomer,” she says. “A little Castellani mouse.”


The man behind her on the steps grunts again. “Get rid of him,” he says. “Before anyone sees.”


There is blood in Marcel’s mouth. He sputters around the copper of it, tries to push himself up on his elbows. “Don’t hurt me, please. Please. I’ll go. I won’t tell the Vigilants nothing—”


“No,” the Princess says with an almost dreamy look. “You won’t.”


The last thing that Marcel ever sees might well have been a vision out of one of his poppy-juice dreams, all color and fire and danger. The foreign Princess holds her hand up, palm out, and from the center of it comes a bolt of flame: gold and red and bronze at the edges. Magic, Marcel thinks, and barely has time to gape at the beauty and the surprise of it before he is charred away to ash.



   






CHAPTER TWO


I keep telling you,” said Jerrod, “use the edges of your feet, not the points of your toes. You’re Crawling, not dancing.”


Kel glanced down in order to glare at Jerrod and immediately felt a little sick. He’d never realized before he started Crawler training—learning to shimmy up and down walls with only the barest of hand- and footholds—how much heights bothered him.


It had never really come up before Jerrod had gone to work for the Ragpicker King and offered to teach any of his current team—Kel, Merren Asper, and Kang Ji-An—his Crawling skills.


Only Kel had taken him up on it, which was somewhat ironic. On the face of it, Kel had less reason than his friends to trust Jerrod Belmerci, who—when he had worked for Prosper Beck—had once ambushed Kel in an alleyway. They had papered over their differences, though, and it had been Merren and Ji-An who had been stiff with Jerrod at first. Their loyalty to Andreyen was paramount, and Beck had been a threat to the Ragpicker King until he had abruptly departed Castellane, leaving Jerrod unemployed.


It was Andreyen who had calmed their doubts, assuring them that Jerrod would be more of a useful asset than he would a drawback. He had even ordered the construction of a model climbing wall, made of smooth granite with irregular indentations, which was installed into the solarium. (Jerrod had suggested they construct the climbing wall above the interior river, feeling the crocodiles would give Kel additional incentive not to fall, but Andreyen had nixed that idea. “Those crocodiles are expensive,” he had said, “and eating Kel would certainly give them indigestion.”)


“And don’t look down,” Jerrod now said. “I’ve told you before never to look down. And don’t look sideways. Or up,” he added. “Don’t look for the handholds. Feel for them.”


Glaring directly in front of himself, Kel adjusted his position. When he’d arrived at the Black Mansion and found Andreyen closeted in a meeting, Jerrod had suggested they get in some Crawling practice. Kel, still antsy from the Dial Chamber meeting and with the words the Gray Serpent echoing in his head, had agreed—though he was beginning to regret it now.


Crawling required all one’s concentration, so he’d hoped it would calm him. When he was a boy in the Orfelinat, clambering up rocks with Cas, he’d dreamed of one day being a Crawler. It had seemed the peak of what a Castellani orphan could achieve: perhaps not a mastery over one’s own life, but at least a mastery over the city’s vertiginous peaks—its sloping roofs and towers, its arches and high windows.


He missed a foothold now, slipped a little, and swore. It was one thing to feel for a handhold with well-chalked fingers and another entirely to try to wedge one’s shoe against a vertical wall—


“Lean into the wall,” Jerrod called, sounding exasperated. “Visualize it below you— Oh, hello,” he added in an entirely different tone. “Meeting’s over, I take it?”


Kel couldn’t help himself; he looked down. The floor of the solarium seemed to blur under him, and he slid halfway down the wall before he was able to arrest his fall with an ungraceful scrabbling at the nearly featureless surface. Embarrassing.


He dropped the rest of the way, landing nearly on top of Jerrod, who ignored him. He was looking at the Ragpicker King, who had just come into the room, flanked by Ji-An and Merren. Ji-An wore her usual silk jacket and trousers, embroidered with peonies. Her black hair was gathered up on her head, held in place by a copper clip. Beside her, Merren looked the student he was in faded black, his blond hair bright as Antonetta Alleyne’s.


Kel pushed the thought of Antonetta to the back of his head. He noticed that Jerrod did not seem to be looking at Andreyen so much as staring at Merren—though Merren was, as usual, oblivious.


“What happens if you fall all the way from the top?” Merren inquired, craning his head back to look at the full height of the climbing wall. “Is there some special way Crawlers learn how to land so they don’t break their legs?”


“No,” said Jerrod. “He’d just break his legs. That’s why I’m trying to teach him not to fall.”


“Do try not to break him while he’s still useful,” said Andreyen. The Ragpicker King’s green eyes gleamed in the solarium shadows. “I assume you are here to tell us of the Dial Chamber meeting, Kellian?”


Kel tried to brush the chalk from his fingers. Ji-An was glaring at Jerrod, which she always did. He had worked for the Ragpicker King for three months now, gathering intelligence from all over Castellane—even deep in the Maze—but Ji-An still did not trust him.


Jerrod didn’t seem to mind—though it was hard to tell when things bothered him. Half his face was covered with a hammered-steel mask. Now that he kept his head bare around Kel and the others, it was easier to see the thin scars that unspooled like thread from beneath his mask, marring his temples and cheekbones. Kel wondered often what could have made such a wound as the one Jerrod Belmerci was hiding.


“Yes,” Kel said, having gotten off as much of the chalk as he could. His fingers still felt unpleasantly dry. “But there is something else I have to tell you—”


The words the Gray Serpent were on his tongue, but Andreyen held up a hand. “Go in order, please,” he said. “The meeting, from beginning to end.”


Kel sighed inwardly but did as requested. As they all took seats on the stone benches surrounding an ornamental pond, he ran through the events of the Dial Chamber meeting: the nervous attendees, Conor’s announcement, the reactions of the Charter Families.


“Your Prince is marrying again?” Jerrod raised his eyebrows. “I suppose nobody brought up how well that plan went the last time.”


“Actually, Montfaucon did, since he has no tact,” said Kel. “But the situation is different from last time. Now it is a matter of preventing war, and both the Queen and Bensimon agree it is the best course. If anyone wasn’t truly relieved, they did a good job of acting.”


“Surely they did not need to act. No one profits from war,” said Merren.


“Not true,” said Andreyen. “Someone always profits from war. Still.” He sat back. “Kutani is the richest country in the world. They will have more than enough gold to pay any blood price Sarthe is demanding, or for an army to hold off Sarthe if that is what it comes to. I am impressed that Bensimon and the Queen were able to secure such an alliance.”


“Conor did a great deal of the negotiating himself,” said Kel, and when everyone looked at him sideways, he added defensively, “I’ve told you. He’s changed.”


Ji-An had taken a pack of cards from her pocket. She spread them out on the stone table beside the pond. “I have seen Anjelica of Kutani,” she said, to Kel’s surprise. “At the Court in Geumjoseon. It was an official visit. She is . . . beautiful.” She looked down at the cards, then placed the Lion atop the Weeping Girl. “So beautiful that it is almost too much. Prince Hui, all he wanted was to marry her. He would have done anything, I think. His father forbade it. He said such beauty could only cause trouble.”


“It is curious,” said Andreyen, resting his chin atop the head of his cane. “Anjelica of Kutani should have her pick of any suitor. Why our rather troubled Prince?”


Kel felt himself stiffen. The observation cut too close to questions he himself had; Conor had not shared the details of the arrangement, and he had not asked. “I do not know what Castellane is offering Kutani,” he said. “It must be something they believe they cannot get elsewhere.”


“Despite the Prince, Castellane remains a valuable ally,” Ji-An pointed out. “Especially for a trade-dependent country like Kutani.”


“Malgasi will be angry,” said Merren. A leaf had caught in his curling hair. He reached up to free it, and Jerrod’s eyes followed his movement. “Did they not want Aurelian to marry their Princess? Now he is to marry once more—and once again, not to Elsabet Belmany.”


Kel spread his hands wide. “Officially, Bensimon would tell you that Conor wedding a Princess of Malgasi would pin Sarthe between two allied countries. They might feel threatened, perhaps even need to go to war.”


“And unofficially?” asked Ji-An, crossing the Prince of Swords with the Dark Widow.


“Unofficially? Conor despises the Belmany family. Not only because they are dishonest in their dealings, but specifically because of the way they have tormented and murdered their Ashkar.”


“That’s interesting,” Andreyen murmured. “There are few royals out there who would care much about the Ashkar. I suppose Mayesh is doing his job.”


“Imagine Conor Aurelian having a moral qualm,” wondered Merren. “I always thought of him as qualmless.”


“I don’t think that’s a word,” said Kel. “Also, it’s practical as well as moral. Not only are the Malgasi royal family unpleasant on the face of it, but their subjects seem to have noticed. Jolivet’s sources tell him a revolution could take place any day.”


“As an anti-monarchist, I am technically in favor of revolution,” noted Merren.


Kel smiled but could not forget King Markus hissing at the Malgasi Ambassador: You would cage your son as you caged me! A dark current ran between the courts of Malgasi and Castellane, a history of blood and secrets that were locked away in the mind of the now-silent King.


“What of our friend the Legate?” said Andreyen. There was a little edge to his voice; the Ragpicker King understood that the arrangement with Jolivet was a necessary one, but Jolivet represented one side of the Law and Andreyen very much the other. He would never really consider the Legate a friend. “I assume he was at the meeting. Has he any insights for us, or directives?”


Kel shook his head. “He is impatient,” he said. “The Arrow Squadron has interrogated everyone in the city they can find who had a grudge against Sarthe. They have learned nothing.”


“And so he leans on you?” The edge was still in Andreyen’s voice. “Is he not worried that if he leans too hard, you will break?”


Kel could not help but remember something Andreyen had said to him earlier, when they had been alone. I fear you cannot hold all conflicting things within yourself. Being a Sword Catcher, and also this.


Kel only shrugged. “Jolivet seems to feel we should know more than we do at this juncture—”


“Oh, he thinks it’s easy, does he?” said Ji-An. “Having us do his job for him?” She shook her head. “No one in Castellane is talking. Not to the Hill, and not to us, either. There are no clues—”


“Well,” said Kel. “As to that. Montfaucon is hosting a gathering at the Caravel tonight.” Merren glanced over; his sister, Alys Asper, owned and ran the Caravel.


“And?” said Jerrod. “Shall we all go drown our sorrows with the dissolute nobility?”


“I doubt that would be as much fun as you think,” said Kel. “Anyway, Montfaucon invited us all there expressly to meet his newest lover, someone known as the Gray Serpent.”


“The Gray Serpent,” Andreyen murmured. “Gremont’s last words?”


Kel nodded.


“You think the Gray Serpent is a person now? Not a metaphor? Not the snake-headed boatman of the tales?” asked Andreyen.


“The Dark Guide,” said Merren. “He ferries souls into the underworld.”


“Gremont spoke with such urgency,” said Kel. “I have long wondered why he would waste his last breath reminding me of a fable. But perhaps it was no fable. Which means I will be at the Caravel tonight.”


“Does that mean you will be attending with the Prince?” inquired Jerrod. “Or as him?”


“Neither,” Kel said shortly. He always said as little about Conor as he could get away with. He was not here to report on the Palace, and even if Conor would never know it, even if it might never matter, keeping Conor out of the discussion as much as possible felt less like a betrayal. “I’ll be there as Kel Anjuman. If this Gray Serpent is a person, then I’ll follow him, see what he does.”


“I don’t like Alys being near to all this,” said Merren, frowning. “I should tell her—”


“Tell her what?” asked Jerrod. “That you believe Lord Montfaucon might know someone involved in the attack on Marivent? Telling her that will bring her closer to danger than telling her nothing.”


Merren set his jaw in a stubborn line. “I still want to be there tonight.”


“You shall be,” said Andreyen. “And you”—he indicated Jerrod and Ji-An—“will go with him.”


“Do we have to wear disguises? I hate disguises,” said Merren glumly.


“No,” said Andreyen. “You needn’t wear one. You should remain outside the Caravel—”


“Merren could be a courtesan. He’s attractive enough,” said Jerrod absently.


“I just said he didn’t need to wear a disguise; pay attention, Jerrod,” said Andreyen, not without a flicker of amusement. “You three stay with the carriage, where Kel can signal if he needs you. Ji-An can drive.”


“I disagree,” said Jerrod.


Ji-An shot him a dark look.


“Well, if you change your mind and decide you need costumes this evening,” said Kel, “I may have a pirate’s hat I saved from the Queen’s last nautically themed ball. Jerrod, let me know if you need it.”


Jerrod glared at him darkly. Merren said, “Kel, at the Dial Chamber meeting . . . was there any mention of Artal Gremont’s planned arrival?”


Kel shook his head. “He’s still at sea. Literally, I mean, not figuratively.”


“He is cutting it rather close, isn’t he,” said Merren, “if he plans to marry your friend Antonetta before the end of the month?”


“Merren.” Kel tried to catch his friend’s eye, but Merren was looking studiously in the other direction. “Are you still planning on killing Gremont in revenge?”


Merren blinked rapidly. “I have not made what you might call a concrete plan. I prefer spontaneity.”


Jerrod looked worried. “Merren, Artal Gremont is very well connected. He’s about to be a Charter holder, which is as close to being royalty as you can get without being royalty.”


“Ah, yes,” Merren said with an uncharacteristic bitterness. “He destroys my family and is rewarded with a Charter. It couldn’t have gone to some other Gremont?”


“It seems his mother is bestowing it upon him as a method of getting him out of exile,” said Andreyen.


“Be that as it may,” said Jerrod. “Merren, murdering him would put you in a great deal of danger.” He looked at Kel. “Tell him, won’t you?”


“I think Merren is a careful person,” said Kel. “And Gremont does not deserve better.”


“Thank you,” Merren said, looking gratified.


“Is that really what you think?” said Jerrod, looking annoyed. “Or do you just want Antonetta Alleyne’s future husband dead?”


Kel smiled tightly. “Why must it be one or the other?” He turned to Merren. “Do what you think you must,” he said. “Though it would be better if I knew none of the details.”


Ji-An raised an eyebrow. “Because then you’d have to keep secrets from Antonetta Alleyne, and that troubles you?”


“Why would that trouble me?” said Kel, feeling very tired indeed. “I keep secrets from everyone.”


It was always a test, going through the gates, Lin thought. Not a test of herself, but a test of the Sault and its mood toward her: the Goddess Returned they had not expected, had not—in many of their minds—truly asked for.


Two guards were at the gate today: her old friend Mez and Adar Gamel, one of the younger Shomrim. He had just turned eighteen, the age when he could begin his guardian duties, and was still gangly as a new colt. He did not like Lin and did not bother hiding it.


“Greetings, Goddess,” he said as she passed, infusing the word with mockery. Mez smiled at Lin, clearly embarrassed by his companion’s tone.


“Lin,” he said. “Out visiting a patient? Is all well?”


“Very well, Mez.”


“The Maharam wants to see you. He said to let you know when you returned.”


He gave a half-apologetic shrug as if to say he had no idea what this summons was about. Lin did not doubt this was true. She smiled at Mez and, ignoring Adar’s glare, swept through the gate, cutting across the Sault toward the Etse Kebeth. She did not hurry away, not wanting to show any outward sign of distress. Inwardly, her stomach felt knotted up like rope.


She still remembered the night it had happened—her announcement, the flaming of the ships in the harbor like stars exploding. There had not been doubters that night, save her grandfather, but time had passed and things had changed in the walled city.


Mez and Adar seemed to sum up the divided opinion of the Sault. Some believed her to be the Goddess or thought she should at least be given the chance to prove herself. Others felt it was clear she was lying. They did not say so to her face, but the whispers ran through the streets like poison: What second miracle had she performed, since that first one? And why, of all the Ashkar women in the world, would the Goddess have chosen Lin Caster to herald her return?


As she cut across the Kathot, she saw Arelle Dorin sitting on a stone bench, surrounded by other young women. Lin gave them a wide berth. The last time she’d met Arelle alone in the street, the other girl—whom Lin had known all her life—had looked at her coldly and said, “The Sanhedrin’s coming soon enough. Enjoy this while you can.”


She was right, too, Lin thought. Not that she was enjoying this, but that the Sanhedrin were coming. It was something she tried not to think about. She had the time she had, and access to the Shulamat during that. She could not think about the future.


In the meantime, Lin occupied a liminal space: not quite the Goddess Returned, but not her old self, either. She was now allowed access to the Shulamat, to the books and tools she needed for her studies. She came and went with little questioning. She continued to see her patients, for had the Goddess not been a healer? She had her defenders: Chana, Mariam, Mez. One day, she had opened her door in the Sault to discover a silver bowl on her threshold. It was inscribed with the words of a spell meant to ward off the shedin and lilin, evil spirits who sickened babies and snatched old people from their beds. She was not sure if it had been placed there to protect her or to protect others from her.


Either way, it was doing nothing to keep away the dreams that had haunted her for months now. Strange dreams of the Goddess herself, of the flames rising and surrounding Aram—and sometimes dreams that made even less sense: of a man throwing a book into the sea, of a Malgasi man finding something golden and dangerous inside a cave. Even last night, she had dreamed of a dark-haired woman with fire spilling from her hands and of a man turning to ash against a white marble pillar.


The Shulamat was quiet at midday, still under the sun like a sleeping cat. Lin cut through the dusty, washed-stone interior, passing the gold lattice-gate behind which were the Shulamat’s books. Books she had held in her hands now, feeling their weight, the texture of their bindings. Smooth leather sometimes, or heavy silver, carved and inscribed, or stiffened fabric whose glued-on precious stones were beginning to fall away. Three months ago, she could never even have imagined touching them. When she did, it was all worth it: the resentment and hostility, whatever damage she had done to her own soul with her lies.


(And then there was her most precious volume, which she had reclaimed after the Maharam had confiscated it: The Works of Qasmuna, so rare and so forbidden that she kept it wrapped in black velvet. The Prince had given it to her personally, and she could not help but see his face every time she opened the pages.)


She made her way through corridors spangled with dust motes that shimmered in the syrupy sunlight and passed out into the enclosed garden behind the Shulamat. Here the air smelled sweet, for honeysuckle crept down the stone walls, and the ground was carpeted with blue lupin and yellow crocus. Fruit hung heavy from the pomegranate and date trees that lined the paths.


She could see the Maharam, standing in the shadow of a plane tree. He was not carrying his staff; he seemed absorbed instead in scattering seeds for a boisterous group of sunbirds. A few of them hopped away as Lin approached, but the Maharam did not look up. Instead he whistled, and a sunbird with a bright-red head hopped closer to him, nearly sitting on his slippered foot.


Lin did not greet the Maharam, merely stood patiently (a task made easier by the fact that her skirts had become caught on a prickly sahja cactus) waiting for him to speak. At last he said, “Have you ever wondered at the purpose of this garden?”


Before three months ago, I was not allowed in this garden. But Lin only said, “Must a garden have a purpose, other than to be a peaceful retreat?”


The Maharam reached into the pockets of his voluminous robes and took out another handful of seeds. “When the first Exilarch, Judah Makabi, fled Aram, he took with him not only its people but also the seeds and fruits of the plants that grew there, in order that none of them might vanish from the earth. Everything that grows in this garden once grew in Aram. King’s crown and white anemone would carpet the mountains, and roses and tulips the valleys. We preserve them all, growing them where we can, so they can be carried back to Aram when it is restored.” His dark eyes studied her. “Your task, of course.”


Lin heard a snort from behind her. She turned and saw Oren Kandel passing by them on the path. She had, of course, seen a great deal of him since she had assumed her new role—such as it was. The Maharam had appointed him as caretaker of the Shulamat, and he was always there, glaring from the shadows. He walked off stiffly now, a burlap sack over his shoulder.


“Do not mind him,” said the Maharam. “One must have patience with those who are not ready for her return yet.”


“Some people accept change more easily than others,” said Lin, matching the Maharam’s bland tone with her own. There was no use in saying that if the Maharam himself were not such an obvious doubter, things would be different for her in the Sault. He knew that; and besides, she did not entirely blame him.


He was not wrong to doubt.


“The Sanhedrin are coming,” said the Maharam rather abruptly. “In a week.”


Lin caught her breath. Everything in the garden seemed suddenly too vivid: the brightness of the flowers, the precise, sharp-edged black shadows cast across the dusty earth. Even the scent of the honeysuckle seemed suddenly cloying. “I thought you said it would be several months before they arrived—”


She cut herself off, but the Maharam looked pleased nonetheless. Too late. He said, “They move at their own discretion. Perhaps they have taken a special interest in you.”


“How flattering.”


“One week,” the Maharam mused. “That would mean they are not so close that it would be impossible for me to send them a message and tell them not to come. If, perhaps, you had changed your mind about the test.”


Why would I do that? Lin almost said, but she could not deny that her heart had leaped at the suggestion. Not to have to stand before the Exilarch and his court, not to have to lie to the Sanhedrin . . . She did not have a miracle in her pocket this time—a once-in-a-lifetime bit of knowledge regarding the burning of a fleet of ships, a coincidence of timing . . .


She had only herself, and what she had learned. She knew it would not be enough.


And yet. The Maharam was looking at her with kindness. The look of the old man who presided over weddings, blessed babies, and fed sparrows and sunbirds from his own hands. If she asked him to tell the Sanhedrin not to come, that she had been wrong about who she was, then he would be kind about that, too.


But the rest of the Sault. Her friends, neighbors, patients. They would always regard her as a liar. She would escape exile, but she would be shunned. Those who had doubted would be vindicated, but that did not bother her as much as the knowledge that those who had believed would be heartbroken.


And there was still Mariam. Mariam, who was not yet healed. But a week was not nothing; a week was time . . .


A sunbird had alighted on the Maharam’s shoulder. It cheeped thoughtfully. “Let me know what you decide, Linnet,” said the Maharam. “I assure you, it is your choice.”


Well, of course it is, Lin thought. The Maharam was too canny to want the weight of the decision, or its consequences, on him.


“Many thanks, Maharam,” said Lin, who had finally freed her skirts from the cactus. One of her fingers, pricked, had begun to bleed; a small drop of blood rose against her skin, bright as the Prince’s rings. “I shall think on it carefully.”


Kel arrived at the Caravel alone on Asti. He had left Conor in the Star Tower, flanked by Lilibet and Mayesh, still finalizing the arrangement for the Kutani Princess’s arrival. “I suppose Montfaucon will be annoyed I’m not there,” Conor had said, though he did not seem terribly bothered about it. “But this is more important.”


Kel found himself feeling oddly bereft as he set off down the Hill. It was better in many ways, he told himself, to have a Conor who found his responsibilities more compelling than his enjoyments. And yet—Kel missed him, especially with the prospect of a night spent with the nobles of the Hill in front of him. Conor was the only one of that group he truly liked—save for Falconet, sometimes.


Kel determinedly set himself to enjoying the clear bright night regardless. The stars were a fisherman’s silver net flung across the sky; the air was still, translucent enough that he could see the dark profile of the Orfelinat, his first home, perched on its sheer cliff above the ocean.


He found the Caravel alight, windows and doors flung open, the sounds of merriment spilling onto the street. Passersby looked on, curious, as Kel left Asti with the footmen and ducked inside. Wondering who he was, no doubt: a nobleman, even a Charter member? Or perhaps they’d noted his Marakandi colors: green velvet trousers, celadon silk shirt, and figured waistcoat studded with green gems—though they were not real emeralds, only colored paste. False as his name, his relation to the Palace.


The interior of the Caravel had been decorated in the colors of House Montfaucon, which happened to be silver and violet. The courtesans wore versions of the Montfaucon livery, and their eyelids were colored with metallic lavender. They darted among the guests with liquor and food, trailing silver scarves. Montfaucon, in purple moiré silk, was moving through the crowd, clearly in his element: greeting some, snubbing others. Since it was his own guest list, Kel could only assume Montfaucon had invited them in order to snub them, which did seem like something he would enjoy.


Kel let his gaze drift over the crowd and saw only familiar faces, save for a few of the courtesans. It had been a long time since he’d visited the Caravel, he realized. Nearly four months. The feel of the place was strange to him now, in a way he could not quite describe. On stage, a group of workmen were hammering together a sort of wooden structure that Kel couldn’t identify.


Kel swept his gaze across the room and saw familiar faces from the Hill; most already seemed to have gotten well into the plentiful wine on offer. He did not see Ji-An or Jerrod anywhere, but he did spot Merren in conversation with Alys on a red settee. Kel did his best not to look at them too closely—a goal made easier when Ciprian Cabrol and Joss Falconet approached him. Both carried silver goblets of a milky liquor. Joss wore black velvet, Ciprian a modest gray that did not suit him.


“What are they building up on the stage?” Kel asked, trying to sound drawling and unconcerned.


“Perhaps he wishes to show this Gray Serpent off against some sort of fanciful backdrop,” Joss said. “Montfaucon has always had a theatrical disposition.”


“Is this truly his debut?” Kel asked. “Montfaucon has not so much as brought him out for a card game before?”


Ciprian shook his head. “Montfaucon has never been so secretive about a lover before.”


It was odd, Kel thought, how Ciprian spoke of them all with such familiarity, as if his family had always been on the Hill.


Joss took a sip from his cup, his dark eyes thoughtful. “Apparently, he used to be an Arena fighter, before it was outlawed. He killed so many in combat that they started calling him the Gray Serpent, because he sent souls to the underworld.”


Ciprian frowned. “Excuse me. I must pry my sister Beatris from the grip of Esteve. He constantly corners her and lectures her about horses.”


“For Esteve, that is the language of love,” said Kel. Ciprian made a disgusted face and shouldered his way into the crowd.


Joss grinned. “I rather prefer these new dye merchants to the old ones. They’re more fun.”


Kel raised an eyebrow. “What, you don’t miss Charlon?”


“I’ve had penetrating leg wounds that I’ve missed more than Charlon,” said Joss bluntly. “And the Cabrols seem to have settled in without a hitch. One has to admire the ruthlessness.”


Kel glanced over at Ciprian, who had an arm around his sister’s shoulder—she was dressed all in white and yellow, like a daisy—and was glaring at Esteve. Behind him, someone had begun to tunelessly play a lute. The room was tightly packed, the noise of the construction on stage deafening. Kel caught a flash of red hair in the crowd and thought for a moment: Lin? But of course it was not her. It was Silla, wearing only a number of cleverly knotted violet and silver scarves. She looked like a drawing of a sea sprite, trailing the foam of the waves. She beckoned to Kel with a crooked finger, her head to one side.


“I see you have to go,” said Joss, “which is rather too bad. I was going to ask you when the Kutani Princess is arriving.”


“A few weeks, I think. She is already on the way, but it is quite a sea voyage.” Kel hesitated. He did not want to be distracted by Silla, but he could not push too hard with Falconet on the question of the Gray Serpent, either. It would only bring suspicion. Nor did he wish to enter a conversation about Conor’s engagement. “If you’ll excuse me?”


Falconet flicked his gaze to Silla and smiled knowingly. “Of course. Who am I to barricade the path of young love?”


Kel clapped a hand to Falconet’s shoulder and pushed into the crowd. Young love. Silla and he had only ever been commerce, of course, but then love and commerce were nearly the same thing on the Hill. There was no point in being annoyed with Falconet about it.


He reached Silla, passing Gasquet, who was sprawled in a plush chair, a handsome young man perched on the arm. Kel wondered if Montfaucon had invited every member of the Charter Families; certainly he could not have expected Lady Alleyne or Lady Gremont to attend. Lady Gremont was elderly and respectable, and Lady Alleyne took only rich lovers. Both would have felt obligated to seem shocked by the debauchery of the Caravel, though Kel would have wagered they’d both seen more scandalous things in their lives.


Kel realized with surprise that he had forgotten to remove his gloves when Silla made a circlet of her thumb and forefinger around his wrist, where the skin was bare. She looked up at him from beneath silver-and-violet-painted eyes. She had used the paint cleverly, creating the illusion of a shimmering mask. “Come,” she said. “I want to talk to you.”


He let her lead him from the room. As they left, Kel caught a glimpse of Montfaucon, who seemed to have inserted himself into the conversation between Esteve and Beatris, but there was no one with him who could credibly be an ex-gladiator named the Gray Serpent. Where was Montfaucon hiding him?


“You are distracted,” Silla said. A little sharpness cut the honey of her voice. “And it’s been such a long time since I’ve seen you.”


She’d led them into one of the velvet-lined alcoves in the heart of the Caravel. Each one was no bigger than a closet, but they were all plushly upholstered, with soft walls and a pillowed chaise. Montfaucon used to joke about these rooms, saying they were for customers who lacked either the cash or the commitment to take a courtesan upstairs.


Silla drew the sheer curtain closed across the alcove entrance and turned to Kel. Violet tapers shed a reddish light, deepening the shadows. “I’ve missed you,” she said, taking hold of his hands and placing them on her hips. “Have you missed me?”


His gloved fingers slipped over the fabric of her scarves reflexively. It was strange, touching her and not touching her at the same time. He could feel the shape of her but not the texture. He let his hands travel, leather against silk, her body curving under his hands. When he kissed her, she was already leaning up into him.


Kel was used to being able to lose himself in a kiss, a touch. The pleasure that caught him up, blurring the sharp edges of thought and memory. He was jolted now by how distant that feeling seemed. He was aware of Silla’s touch, her taste, but just as aware of the fact that one of his boots was laced too tightly and he had a crick in his neck.


His thoughts scattered themselves, following different paths: Was he missing a chance to lay eyes on the Gray Serpent? Were Ji-An and Jerrod outside with the carriage as promised? Should he have left Merren, who should have been with them, on his own? Obviously, he had his sister, but—


Silla drew back, looking up at him. Silver paint made half-moons of her lowered eyelids as she said, “There is something wrong. Kel, I know you. Don’t think I don’t know you. I was your first girl.”


“And you’ll always be that,” Kel said. He still had his hands at her waist. He might as well have been holding a log. He let her go and stepped back.


“Is this because of the Prince?” she asked, raking lilac-tipped fingers through her red hair. “I knew that night I shouldn’t have gone back with him, that you shared a room with him, but—”


It took Kel a moment to even remember what she was talking about. The morning after the Roverge party, Silla creeping out of Conor’s bed at dawn.


He shrugged. “You make your own decisions. You owe me nothing at all.”


“I like you,” she said. “Most customers, it’s a transaction. An investment. But you . . .” She sighed. “I don’t suppose you’ll believe me, but the Prince did not . . . he did not want from me what most men or women do. He asked only for me to be there and be silent. He did not even say much to me. Only went to sleep, and I watched him until I went to sleep, too.”


Kel sighed. “Silla, don’t you see, that is what makes it strange for me. These things are private to Conor. He would not want me to know them.”


“He called me by a name that wasn’t mine,” Silla said. Some of the metallic paint on her face had smeared; silver tears appeared to be trickling from her eyes.


Kel held up a hand. “I don’t want to know.” This was not entirely true, but he had done enough behind Conor’s back these past months. He did not want this on his ledger, too.


Silla frowned. “I used to understand you.”


Kel almost said, I used to understand myself. It was on the tip of his tongue—and then a hand twitched the alcove curtain aside and Kel found himself staring into the face of Antonetta Alleyne.


She was very pale, almost as if she had powdered her skin the way some of the older women on the Hill did. But there were bright spots of color on her cheeks as she looked from Kel to Silla and said, “Oh, my goodness, I’m so embarrassed.”


Silla ran her hand down the front of Kel’s waistcoat. “You could join us, Demoselle.”


Antonetta gave a bashful laugh; only Kel would have seen the flash in her eyes. “Gracious,” she said. “How very shocking. I shall have to tell Magali. She will positively faint.” She waved at them vaguely. “Do carry on,” she chirped, and vanished from the alcove.


Kel swore and detached Silla’s hand gently from his waistcoat. Thoughts of the Gray Serpent momentarily fled, he darted after Antonetta.


He caught up with her in the narrow, wood-paneled corridor that led back to the main rooms. When he called out her name in a low voice, she didn’t turn. He jogged ahead and planted himself in front of her, blocking her way forward.


“Ana,” he said. “Listen to me—”


Assuming a look of saintly patience, she crossed her arms over her chest and regarded Kel with a level stare. He could not help staring back. He had not been this close to her since the awful night in the Shining Gallery. She had not dressed herself in Montfaucon’s colors; she wore scarlet silk like a banner of rebellion, and dark-red ribbons had been woven through the heavy mass of her curling golden hair.


“Antonetta,” he said. He was close enough to smell her perfume, to see the ever-present locket nestled in the hollow of her throat. The locket that contained the grass ring he’d given her when they were children. He could hear his own blood pounding in his ears. “I didn’t think you’d be here tonight.”


“I’m an engaged woman now, Kel Anjuman,” she said lightly. “I have more freedom. I need not fear society’s scorn, only my future husband’s—and he is not here.”


“That will not always be true,” said Kel. He hardly remembered Artal Gremont; he had seen him only when he’d been a child, before Gremont had been exiled from Castellane. He’d been a big man, with slablike hands. When Kel pictured those hands on Antonetta—following the rise of her breasts, the curve of her waist, big meaty fingers digging into her silk-covered flesh—he wanted to throw up. Though Alys would make him pay for it if he ruined her carpeting.


“I know that,” Antonetta said sharply. “I will know the moment he sets foot on the Hill. Believe me. Until then . . .” She glanced around. “I might as well see the world.”


“This isn’t the world.” Kel was still looking at her; he couldn’t stop looking at her. It was like not being able to stop eating when you were starving. Of course, people died of doing that. “This is a place of . . .”


“Desire?” she said lightly.


Kel shook his head. “Loneliness.”


She glanced away.


“Antonetta.” He took a step toward her. “Let us not be angry with each other. You do not have to marry Gremont—”


“Yes,” she said, and to his surprise, she looked angry. He was used to Antonetta giggling or being dismissive or even haughty; angry was new. “I do. You know the way things are for Conor. He must marry whoever is chosen for him. For me, it is no different. Two Charters will be united. He will hold the tea Charter, and I will hold the silk Charter, and together we will control both. That is all my mother cares for.”


“Conor could put a stop to it,” he said. “He could free you—”


She was wearing white silk gloves. Her hands gripped each other tightly, two still white birds. “I will not beg him for help.”


But you did ask him. I know you did. Though it had not been Conor she had asked. It had been Kel, bearing his talisman, pretending to be Conor. As was his duty. And he had answered her as he thought Conor would have answered her, because answering her as himself was not a choice.


But Conor had changed since then. “I will ask for you, then.”


The look she gave him was alive with ferocity. “You shall do no such thing,” she said furiously. “Do I want to marry Gremont? No. If I escape wedding him, will the next man my mother selects be just as bad? Most likely.” Voices rose in the main room—some kind of cheer that nearly drowned Antonetta out. “The silk Charter should be mine by rights. If the only way my mother will give it to me is if I marry, then he will do as well as another.”


“He is not a good man,” said Kel. “It is why he was exiled.” He wanted to tell her what Gremont’s crime was, but he had sworn to Merren he would not speak of what had happened to his sister.


“I know that. Of all people,” she added in a low voice, “I thought you, at least, did not believe me completely foolish.”


A feeling like despair seized him. She was so close that he could see her pulse beating in her throat, the rise and fall of her locket with her quick breaths, yet she felt as distant as she had ever been.


“You pretend to foolishness,” he said. “It is your armor.”


She raised her head at that and looked at him, her blue eyes so dark they seemed black in the low light. “We all have armor,” she said. “As if you do not have yours, Kel Anjuman.”


He choked on the words he could not say. I am the Prince’s armor. I cannot have my own.


“Antonetta—”


She took a step back. “You are not my father, not brother or lover,” she said. “You have no rights here.”


And with that, she pushed past him in a rustle of silk and was gone. Back to the main room, where he could not be seen to follow.


Kel stood motionless for a moment, where he could still smell the lingering scent of her perfume. Where he could imagine her still there with him, a handsbreadth away.


But he had a duty to his friends. A duty to his Prince and city. He could not mope about in a brothel like a lovesick student preparing to write reams of poetry about his delicate feelings.


Kel stomped his way up the Caravel’s stairs in a very poor mood. He wished he had not thought the word lovesick. He prided himself on never having been in love, and his situation with Antonetta could not change that. You have no rights here, she had said, and she was utterly correct. He had no rights where she was concerned, and no chance to be anything other than a friend—one her husband was unlikely to be enthusiastic about.


He could not love her; therefore, he did not love her. So he told himself as he arrived at the library door. He could hear raised voices from within. One sounded very much like Montfaucon’s. Under other circumstances, Kel would have made himself scarce, but there was no chance of that now. What he needed to know was more important than manners.


Kel opened the door quietly. The lamps were not lit; the city light that poured through the windows was the only real illumination. It turned Montfaucon and the man he was arguing with into silhouettes, like clever paper cutouts.


“Raimon,” Montfaucon was saying, “you’re being unreasonable—”


Raimon snorted. He was a head taller than Montfaucon, solidly built, with white flecks in his dark, close-cut hair. The moonlight picked out the lines in his face—a harsh spiderwebbing. Kel was surprised; he looked quite a bit older than Montfaucon. “Am I some kind of joke to you, then?” he was demanding. He had the accent of lower Castellane: the docks and the Maze. “I’m not bloody going on some stage and hitting people for the benefit of those posh fuckers you call your friends.”


“It’s nothing to do with thinking of you as a joke.” Montfaucon’s voice was a soothing purr. “I want them to see how skilled you are. To see the great Gray Serpent in all his glory.”


“I am not that man anymore.”


“You are still a fighter,” said Montfaucon. “One I wish them to admire.”


“You wish them to admire you,” said Raimon. Kel, in the doorway, ducked his head to hide a smile—not that either of the men had noticed him yet. Raimon certainly seemed to know Montfaucon well. Kel wondered how long they’d known each other. Which made him think of the Shining Gallery slaughter. His smile vanished.


“I’m leaving,” Raimon growled. “I never wanted a part of this in the first place, Lupin. You told me yourself, city business and Hill business should stay separate.”


He turned on his heel, brushing past Kel in the doorway, as if his presence there was of supreme unimportance. As he shoved his way into the corridor, Kel caught sight of a dark tattoo on his neck, above the collar of his shirt—the inky S shape of a hook.


Not a tattoo then, but a brand. The Tully brand that denoted a convicted criminal.


Montfaucon turned on Kel, scowling ferociously. “What’s wrong with you, Anjuman? Why’ve you been standing there like an idiot during what was obviously a private conversation?”


Kel was too distracted to answer. A Tully brand—so Raimon was a convict, then? That was interesting. It was difficult to find employment when you bore a prisoner’s brand. Many such men and women turned to mercenary work to keep food on the table.


With a disgusted noise, Montfaucon shoved past Kel into the corridor and hurried downstairs. Kel waited a few moments before going after him. He doubted Montfaucon would take well to being followed at the moment.


He found the main room of the Caravel in chaos. Raimon was not there, and Montfaucon was on stage arguing with a bulky man, stripped to the waist, carrying what looked like a bear mask under his arm. “I don’t care if he’s run off,” the man was saying, “or if there’s no one for me to box. I expect to be paid—”


“I’ll box you,” called someone—Ciprian?—drunkenly from the crowd. Everyone was milling; Kel looked briefly but did not see Antonetta. Good. She was the only one likely to notice if Kel left. “Let me on stage!”


“I won’t fight amateurs,” said the man with the bear mask, clearly outraged. But the crowd had already started shouting—Fight! Fight! Fight!—which was bad luck for the bear man but excellent luck for Kel. He pushed his way through the distracted crowd to Merren, who was in a corner talking to a courtesan named Audeta about the chemical composition of perfume. Audeta looked as if she was considering fleeing. “Merren,” Kel hissed, grabbing his friend by the back of his coat. “We’re leaving.”


“Oh, thank the Gods,” said Audeta. “Kel, why is Montfaucon trying to get someone to fight that bear?”


“You’d have to ask him,” Kel muttered, and he hauled Merren away through the crowd.


Outside, the footman wanted to know if he should fetch Asti, but Kel was already hurrying Merren across the street to where a black carriage with scarlet wheels waited, Ji-An perched atop the driver’s seat. She gestured to Kel just as the carriage door flew open and Jerrod leaned out, saying, “Someone just took off in Montfaucon’s carriage, so move it, you loitering bastard! Come on!”


Hoping the footman would chalk his behavior up to “strange things rich people do” and think no more about it, Kel dashed across the road and leaped in through the open carriage door just as the wheels began to turn. They rattled away into the Castellane night.
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Laurent



There have been sea caves along the rocky coast of Castellane for as long as anyone can recall. Historians generally agree that they have been there since the naval battles of the Sundering, and that part of the reason for their enormous size was the subsequent mining of Sunderglass from the rock, which left the coast wall pocked with holes like Detmarch cheese.


Every few years, an enterprising crusader among the Castellane merchants decides that it is time to clear the caves of smugglers and their loot once and for all. These attempts are never very successful: The piracy and privateers have been there as long as the caves themselves, and any official in Castellane who might otherwise be interested in clearing the caves has long since been bribed to look the other way. The legal business of trade is far too entangled with its illegal cousin, smuggling, to ever be extricated from it. Then of course there are the superstitions that hang about the caves like sea mist: that their depths are haunted by the souls of dead sorcerers, who would sicken and kill any who disturb them. It is a convenient tale for the smugglers, who want to be left alone and cheerfully repeat the tales of vengeful ghosts to anyone in the Maze who will listen.


The cave in which Laurent Aden has chosen to berth his ship, the Black Rose, is one of the largest of its kind. Vast and hollow as the inside of a drum, it is dimly lit by veins of glowing Sunderglass weaving their way through the rock. The towering masts of the galleon are lost in the shadows overhead; the ship bobs quietly in the dark water. If one were of a suspicious mind, one could imagine the ghosts of dead Sorcerer-Kings among the stalactites above. But Laurent Aden is not of a suspicious mind, and he knows perfectly well that the flitting shadows are bats.


Generations ago, a long wooden dock had been built along the curving side wall of the cave to facilitate the loading and unloading of illegal cargo and the comings and goings of crewmen. Aden, unwilling to go far from his ship, has spread a Marakandi rug on a portion of the dock, onto which he’s placed two chairs and a small table. The table holds a bottle of wine, already open, and two fluted glasses.


He’s only just settling himself in one of the chairs when he hears the splashing sounds of the small boat entering the cave and tying up nearby. Boots ring on the dock as the newcomer to the cave paces toward him; when the long shadow of his visitor falls across him, Aden looks up, feigning surprise as he takes in the familiar figure: the polished leather boots, the brass-buttoned admiral’s coat (no doubt thieved from some actual admiral), the piercing, steady eyes.
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