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CHAPTER ONE
Otto Blum often claimed he’d lost his taste for prayer. Years on the front lines against the Terrai, endless months of bloodshed and savagery, had turned the words to ashes in his mouth. Peacetime granted him an officer’s commission and a comfortable job behind a desk at Fort Blackwood, but along the way he’d swapped his childhood faith for a lifetime of nightmares.
Nightmares that came true, the moment a coarse burlap hood slipped over his head and rough hands dragged him from his bed in the still hours of the night.
They’d taken off the hood maybe an hour later, so he could see where he was going. It wasn’t a kindness. Now he clutched the bars of a wheeled wicker cage, drawn along the brambly forest trail by a tired nag. Ragged men with pale skin and hard eyes surrounded him.
Suddenly, the prayers of his childhood were all he had left.
“Gardener,” Otto whispered, “I am your son, fruit of your soil. Do not forsake me in my hour of distress—”
“Shut it,” one of the rebels said, slapping the side of the cage with the flat of a crudely hammered sword. “Your god’s forsaken you, fat little dog. You’re on the Lady’s sacred soil, where the wolves come out to play. And the wolves are hungry tonight.”
Otto heard howling up ahead, howling that devolved into braying, raucous laughter. As the cart slowly rounded a bend, a circle of yellow torchlight made Otto’s breath seize in his throat.
A man in the tatters of an Imperial uniform hung impaled on a tall wooden stake. He’d been skinned. They’d draped his skin and clothes back over his body, left to droop and puddle in pockets of decaying flesh. The corpse’s jaw drooped slack, most of the teeth crudely hammered out.
Ragman, Otto thought, his days on the front surging back to him. His sergeant, a man named Werner Holst, had ordered every soldier in his unit to carry a mercy knife—so if they were ever overrun they could slash their own throats rather than fall into the hands of the Terrai.
He wished he had one now.
More torches lit a forest clearing, and a bonfire sent thick plumes of black smoke up to kiss the face of the full moon. Terrai in gray furs danced and sweat and leaped around the flames, passing crusty bottles and spitting mouthfuls of wine into the fire. A musician played his panpipes, filling the air with discordant, jagged notes that echoed Otto’s fluttering heartbeat.
The cart stopped. Two of the rebels unlocked the cage and hauled him out, throwing him to his hands and knees on the wet grass. Otto looked up, slowly, at the man who stood before him.
He was slender, with sparse hair the color of straw and a long, narrow chin. He wore a mantle and cloak of gray wolfskin, the furred shoulders swallowing up his thin, almost emaciated body, and a pewter medallion resembling the face of a full moon.
“Do you know who I am, Imperial?” he asked.
Otto knew. He forced the words out, one by one. “Judicael Leclerc. Knight-commander of the Autumn Lance. Warlord.”
“And do you know where you are?”
“The Floating—” Otto stumbled over the words. “The Floating Court.”
Otto’s men thought it was a myth. The last remnants of Terrai royalty, driven from their ruined palaces, set adrift in their own homeland like nomads. He knew better. His own superiors had confirmed that the Floating Court existed; they just couldn’t find the damn thing. All they knew was that a train of partisan fighters followed it wherever it went—and wherever the Court went, loyal Imperials vanished and died. They died badly.
“Then you know,” Judicael said conversationally, “that things aren’t looking good for you right now.”
“N-no, sir,” he stammered.
Judicael flung out his arms, grinning at the rebels who surrounded them.
“Sir! Sir, he calls me! They’ll invade our homes, smash our shrines, and butcher our children in their cribs, but get one alone and on his knees and suddenly it’s, ‘Yes, sir, no, sir!’ He’ll offer to suck my cock next.”
Otto winced. Cruel laughter echoed around him. He looked to the men’s faces, starving for a crumb of mercy in one rebel’s eyes, the tiniest hint of compassion. He found none.
“You forgot one of my titles,” Judicael said. “Acting regent, ever since King Bonnaire was drawn and quartered for your emperor’s pleasure. But it’s all right. We don’t stand on formality here. Do we, lads?”
More laughter. “N-no, sir!” one piped up, mocking Otto’s stammer.
Judicael leaned closer, looming over him. “What’s your name, dog?”
Otto squared his shoulders and looked him in the eye. He couldn’t keep the fear from his voice, but damned if he’d cower. “Otto. Sergeant Otto Blum, paymaster for Fort Blackwood.”
“You’re a very lucky man, Otto. You sound like a person who knows things, and that’s just what we need right now. Our scouts spotted a large detachment of soldiers leaving Blackwood this afternoon, heading northeast. Why?”
Otto spent a lifetime believing he was a man of honor. Before that moment, though, he’d never been put to the test.
Breathing one word of the news he’d received, the orders he’d been given, would be high treason. He’d be spitting on his command, his honor, and every ideal he’d sworn to uphold as a soldier for the Murgardt Empire.
On the other hand, he was a prisoner of the Terrai. The Wolves in the West. And he knew what they did to their prisoners.
They’ll make you talk, he told himself. Hours, or days, or weeks, one way or another, you’ll talk. All you’re doing is saving yourself some pain.
Otto’s shoulders slumped. “Reinforcing our borders. There was…an incident in the desert.”
“Incident?”
“Oerran soldiers attacked al-Tali. Little trading post on the edge of no-man’s-land. They sacked it and burned it with no provocation. Only a few settlers escaped to tell the tale.”
Judicael took a step back. He rubbed his chin, thinking.
“So it’s war then, is it?”
“No one knows.” Otto shook his head. “I imagine Emperor Theodosius is deciding on his response. He has to do something.”
“Mm, and Theodosius the Lesser is hardly known for his diplomatic skills, is he? Tell me, how many other garrisons in Belle Terre are sending troops to the border?”
“I don’t know.” Otto’s eyes widened. “Truly! I—I truly don’t know. They don’t tell us that. All I know is…at Blackwood this morning we had five hundred men. Now we have a hundred and fifty.”
Judicael fell silent. He studied Otto for a moment, and glanced over at a nearby rebel.
“Fetch my wife.”
The Terrai ran off. A minute later, a tall woman approached, silhouetted by the roaring bonfire. She wore high furred boots and a robe of gray wolfskin, its fringe trimmed with silver thread. A silver circlet bearing an image of the crescent moon adorned her brow, a wave of black ringlets cascading down around it. Black smudges stained her eyelids and lips, and she’d powdered her already-pale skin corpse white.
“Ophelie, meet our guest, Otto. Otto, this is Ophelie, my wife. Ophelie is a moonseer. Do you know what a moonseer is?”
“One of your…heathen witches,” Otto said, clinging to what little defiance he could muster.
Ophelie stood over him, imperious, chiseled from ice.
“I am a priestess,” she told him. “Chosen of the Lady of Five Hundred Names, and a spiritual advisor to my people. I was a prisoner of war once, Imperial. I wonder: should we treat you with the same hospitality I was treated with?”
Otto did his best to meet her cold glare, but he bowed his head and stared down at the grass. “I’m certain it was leagues better than what you do with your prisoners.”
“Let’s see if you change your mind in an hour or two.” She looked to the closest rebel. “Bring me fourteen volunteers.”
Judicael held up his hand. “Now, now, love. Let’s not be hasty. Otto here has some useful information. He might even know more than he thinks. You see, Otto, my wife is a skilled diviner. She has a knack for…getting the truth out of people. This is a situation where, I’m sure you’ll agree, it’s very important that we know the truth.”
“I’ve told you everything I know,” Otto said. He slumped down, pressing his hands to the damp ground. “Please. Please. I don’t know anything else. I can’t help you. Just let me go.”
“I think he’s gonna cry,” one of the rebels said, snickering.
“Two coppers says he wets himself first,” muttered another.
“Few people fathom the full extent of their own memories,” Ophelie said. “But as my husband said, I am a skilled diviner. My specialty is what the ancient people of Cypri called osteomancy. I read the future in the fall of bones. Their patterns tell me secrets.”
Otto looked up slowly and let out the breath he’d been holding. The woman was babbling about heathen nonsense, but she sounded as harmless as the old cook at Fort Blackwood who claimed to read futures in playing cards. I might actually live through this, he dared to believe.
Then he saw the long, wickedly sharp bronze knife held loosely in Ophelie’s hand.
“It works best,” she explained, “if the bones are fresh.”
The rebels fell on him, forcing him onto his belly, shoving his face into the dirt. They wrenched one arm behind his back and held the other fast. Calloused hands tugged off his boots and clasped his ankles.
“Small bones,” Ophelie circled him. “Fingers. Toes. Sometimes ribs.”
Otto tried to plead, to beg, but his words were lost in a sudden maelstrom of hopelessness. He sobbed into the dirt, and all he could manage to blurt out was a single ragged cry.
“Gardener help me!”
Judicael shook his head. His wife crouched down and took hold of Otto’s big toe, pressing the tip of her knife to the pad of tender flesh.
“I’ve heard rumors that your pope is dead,” Judicael said. “And there is silence in the cathedrals. Who speaks for your god now, I wonder?”



CHAPTER TWO
He’s a crooked man, Livia thought. It was something about the way Rhys Jernigan sat on his polished wooden throne. Slouched to the left, with his crown of hammered gold slouched to the right, and his rust-red beard spilling over his bloated stomach and black brocade vest in a careless tangle. His queen sat beside him, a kindly eyed woman with plump, rouged cheeks like freshly harvested apples.
“You’ve brought trouble to my doorstep,” Rhys said.
Livia bowed her head. Her fingertips and one knee rested on the stone floor of Rhys’s throne room, a cold and drafty hall propped up with stout wooden timbers. Banners depicting the Itrescan griffin in black and forest green lined the walls, rippling in the chill breeze.
“I have, my lord, and I can only offer my humblest apologies. We had no other—”
He cut her off with a wave of his hand. “Wasn’t a complaint. A man can do with a bit of trouble, now and then. Keeps things interesting. And stand up already. If I wanted the floor mopped, I’d call for a chambermaid.”
Livia rose slowly to her full willowy height. Her dress, fraying at the hem, bore the stains of soot and grass, and her raven-black hair hung in a confused mess. Exhausted to the marrow of her bones, she still squared her shoulders and lifted her chin high.
“No,” Rhys mused, stroking his beard. “You’re not a chambermaid at all, are you? You’re a noblewoman.”
“I am merely Livia Serafini,” she said, her voice soft but unwavering, “daughter of Pope Benignus Serafini. As I said, I have led an exile fleet of one hundred and eighty-nine souls to your shore. Innocent people, honest people, fleeing persecution and death. I am here to speak on their behalf. To beg sanctuary.”
Queen Eirwen leaned forward, just an inch, keeping her hands perfectly folded in her lap.
“The story you’ve told us is troubling,” Eirwen said. “You’re certain of its truth?”
“I spoke it as I lived it. Amadeo Lagorio—my father’s confessor—and Gallo Parri, master of the papal guard, are here and can confirm every word. My brother Carlo, with the aid of the Banco Marchetti and corrupt elements inside the College of Cardinals, staged a coup and stole my father’s throne. Even now, the papal estate is occupied by hired killers in the garb of holy knights.”
“And when these your friends attempted to rescue you—”
“These mercenaries,” Livia said, “the Dustmen, they call themselves…they laid siege to the Alms District in order to recapture me, presumably on my brother’s orders. They burned and killed their way across the waterfront. The people with me now…they were the only ones I could save.”
Livia stared at the floor. Her long-fingered hands clenched at her sides.
“Many,” Eirwen said slowly, “would take more pride in achieving less. You risked your life for commoners and strangers.”
Livia couldn’t bring herself to look up.
“The eyes of the Gardener,” she said, “don’t see status or wealth. They see only piety and sin. Fruit and weeds. If I didn’t do all that I could to help these people, I could not call myself his daughter.”
“Not a fan of god talk,” Rhys grumbled, shifting on his throne, “but courage is courage, and I respect courage. You’ve got a pair of balls dangling under that dress.”
“I will take that as a compliment, Your Highness.”
“And that’s how it’s meant. Very well, your people will have their sanctuary. I’ll order a pavilion to be erected outside the city walls, with food and water for all. Any exile who’ll swear to the Itrescan flag will be welcome to stay. Otherwise, they can eat their fill and move along.”
Livia nearly dropped to one knee again before she caught herself. “Thank you, my lord. This is more than I dared to hope for. I should be with them, if I may take my leave—”
“You may not. I don’t know how they do things in Verinia, but we’re a civilized land and we’ve got rules about hospitality. No pope’s daughter is going to sleep in a tent and walk around in a stained dress, not in my kingdom. I’d be shamed in front of my neighbors, and rightfully so. You’ll stay here, as my guest.”
He clapped his hands sharply, summoning a gaggle of quick-footed servants.
“You all heard that while you were pretending not to eavesdrop,” Rhys said, “so I won’t repeat myself. Get her a bath, get some food in her belly, and find her a stateroom in the guest wing. Tell the queen’s seamstress she’s got some work to do, too. Go on now, off with the lot of you.”
The servants bundled Livia off, ignoring her protests. Once they were gone, Rhys stared into the distance and drummed his fingers on the arm of his throne.
Eirwen glanced sidelong at him. “You’re thinking, love.”
“I am,” he said. “That I am. Excuse me.”
He stood up and stalked out of the hall, giving a wave. The man who had been standing in the shadows behind his throne, watching the audience without a word, fell in at the king’s side. He was tall, in his sixties but spry and lean, with long yellowed fingernails and a shorn scalp.
“Do you believe her, Merrion?” Rhys shot a hard-eyed look at his advisor as they walked down a drafty stone corridor.
“Every word, sire. Her body language said she told the truth, at least as she understood it. I’ve already dispatched runners to my agents in Lerautia and Mirenze, to gather further intelligence.”
“Seems to me, the entire point of paying for a network of spies is that I’m warned about things like a Church coup before they happen.”
“It is entirely possible that my agents have already sent their dispatches back, bursting with information, but they simply haven’t arrived yet.”
“It is entirely possible that I’ll shit out a rhinoceros,” Rhys said, “but I wouldn’t bet gold on it. So where’s the profit in this mess?”
“Carlo will need to keep things quiet,” Merrion said, “and remove any challenges to his authority.”
“He’ll need his sister. He’ll need her corpse, anyway.”
“Quite so.”
Guards in green and black tabards, a rearing griffin emblazoned on their chests, stood fast at attention as they approached. One opened the door for them, closing it in their wake.
Octagonal walls encircled the strategy room, with a black-iron chandelier dangling over a broad, round table. There were no chairs: Rhys thought better on his feet, and he expected his generals and ministers to do the same. A map of the realm lay unfurled on the table, pinned down with marble paperweights in various colors and shapes.
“So.” Rhys rested his fingertips on the table, looking over the map. “What do you think Carlo will give us if we sell his sister back to him?”
“The Church is wealthy. We could request a permanent stake in one of their investments. Their alum mines, perhaps.”
“No, no,” Rhys said, shaking his head. “An edge like this is worth more than money. I’m thinking about the hills, Merrion.”
“House Argall’s lands? But your wife—”
“My wife is a very lovely lady, from a family of inbred mongrels. Mongrels sitting on valuable land they stole from my family two hundred years ago. And they’re heretics, aren’t they, Merrion?”
“That would be a hard case to make, sire. The Church has never considered the Tertulliate creed as anything but a minor disagreement on a minor point of doctrine. It’s frowned on, but nothing more. Pope Benignus never really spoke about them one way or the other. I think he assumed, given their small numbers, it was best not to give them any attention.”
Rhys rapped his knuckles on the map. “And Benignus is worm food, isn’t he? There’s a new king of the god-botherers, and we’ve got something he wants. And what are god-botherers really good at?”
“I wouldn’t presume to know your thoughts, sire.”
“Inquisitions,” Rhys said.
“Inquisitions?” Merrion echoed.
“Think about it. All we need is for Carlo to declare that the Tertulliates are dangerous heretics. Unlike our Imperial cousins, we control the Church in Itresca, not the other way around. A few of your pet bishops can churn the waters, and there we have it: a legitimate, inarguable reason to throw all of House Argall in chains and confiscate their lands. For the glory of the Gardener, of course.”
“And your wife, sire?”
Rhys stroked his beard, staring down at the map.
“Is it just me, Merrion, or has she been looking a bit…old lately?”
“As you say, sire.”
“I want two of your men following Livia at all times. Let her think she’s free to come and go as she pleases, no sense alarming her until we come to terms with Carlo.”
“And,” Merrion weighed his words, “if he would prefer that his problem simply…disappears?”
“Use poison. Something quick and painless. She’s done nothing to deserve worse, not on my account anyhow.”
Merrion steepled his fingers. “If I may point out a slight flaw in your plan?”
Rhys leaned against the table and glared at him.
“I don’t know, Merrion. Would I want my spymaster and presumably the smartest man in all of Itresca, save for myself, to point out a problem I should be aware of? Does that sound like something a wise king would want? Yes. Yes, it does. Speak.”
Merrion winced. “Livia’s value lies in the threat that she poses to Carlo, yes? She knows his secret. Therefore, for his safety, he must eliminate her. We aim to profit by facilitating this.”
“That’s the gist of it, yes.”
“But.” Merrion held up a finger. “That means we must reveal to Carlo that we know her true value to him. Which means…we know his secret. And for his safety, he must eliminate us.”
“Bugger,” Rhys said.
“As you say, sire.”
“All right, all right. Let me think on this. In the meantime, keep Livia on a short leash and let me know what you hear from your men in the field. Also, I want a full audit of the keep’s security by tomorrow morning. And bring a few of your specialists in.”
“Sire?”
“According to his sister,” Rhys said, “Carlo’s got a small army of killers on his payroll. If this situation gets out of hand and he decides to play rough, we may need to test your assassins against his.”
Merrion offered the king a thin smile.
“I can assure you, they’ll relish the challenge. You’ll be perfectly safe, as will the woman. Livia Serafini is your pawn to play, and sacrifice, as you see fit.” He paused, holding up one finger. “While you’re here, there was another matter. Unrelated, but it might be noteworthy.”
“Spit it out, then.”
“Costantini, chairman of the Council of Nine in Mirenze—”
“That’s still around? Thought the Imperials dissolved it when they took over the city.”
“Reduced in power, but not gone,” Merrion said. “Costantini was just assassinated. Drowned in his own bathtub, and all of his guards slaughtered. That very same evening, Basilio Grimaldi, another member of the Nine, was ambushed and wounded by assassins.”
Rhys grunted. “Two less Mirenzei in the world. No great loss. Still, keep an ear out. Their strife might be our gain. Besides, they’re due for one more killing.”
“Why do you say that, sire?”
“Old saying,” Rhys walked to the door, looking back over his shoulder. “Murders always come in threes. And if anyone loves a good murder, it’s a Mirenzei.”



CHAPTER THREE
Seagulls circled over the blackened corpse of Lerautia’s Alms District. The path of destruction carved through the heart of the city slum like a spear, from the eastern curtain wall down to the edge of the docks. Rats squirmed through the wreckage, beady-eyed and fat. While the constabulary had cleared the streets in the wake of the inferno, burnt and twisted bodies still choked the ruined buildings.
The rats will be happy for weeks, Simon Koertig thought as he strolled across the flame-scorched cobblestones. What eats rats? Cats?
Two feral children peered out from an alleyway, dirty and ragged. Simon pushed his horn-rimmed spectacles up on his nose and gave them a cheerful smile.

People. Hungry rats eat people; hungry people eat the rats. Elegant symmetry. All is well here.

A few blocks over, where the ramshackle streets had escaped the fire’s rage, he passed a couple of men with hard eyes and the bulges of knives under their cheap laborers’ clothes. They gave him a once-over as he passed, sharing a wordless glance.
Fellow hunters, Simon thought. But not very good ones. No, not very good at all, wearing their malice on their sleeves. Go home, gentlemen. You and I are hunting the same prey, which means you should just give up and go eat a rat for dinner.
A hostel stood on the corner, with a chalked sign out front advertising rooms by the week or the month. It was the third one he’d visited in the last hour. He stepped into the foyer, his nose wrinkling delicately at the reek of mildew and stale sweat.
He took one look at the matron behind the counter, at the bags under her eyes and the way she pressed her palms to the counter to keep them from shaking, and he knew he had the right place.
“Where is he, please?”
She shot a furtive glance across the empty room, toward a staircase in the back. Then her head sagged down again, and she stared at her feet.
“Two men were just here, out-of-towners like me, from Mirenze,” Simon said. “They frightened you. Threatened you. But you didn’t tell them. You didn’t tell them about the man hiding upstairs.”
She had a denial on her lips, but she was too afraid to let it out. Simon reached out, gently took her chin in his fingertips and lifted it up, capturing her gaze.
“I won’t threaten you,” he said softly.
“Room twelve,” she whispered.
Simon smiled and walked toward the staircase.
“Please,” she said.
He stopped and glanced back at her, tilting his head.
“My daughter,” the matron said. “He has my daughter. He says if…if I told anyone he was here, he’d kill her.”
Simon thought about that for a moment.
“Hmm,” he said. “This might be interesting after all.”
Sure enough, the response to his polite knock on the door to room twelve was a girl’s sharp squeal and a muffled voice shouting, “I’ll kill her! I’ll cut her damn throat!”
Simon leaned close to the door and called back, “I’m sure you will. Lodovico Marchetti sent me, and I’ve come all the way from Mirenze to speak with you. May I come in, please?”
Faint shuffling sounds. The click of a hook latch coming undone. Simon gently pushed the door open while the man on the other side jumped backward, hauling his captive with him.
He stank of piss and fear. Filthy bandages encircled the man’s head, wrapped across his face and covering his nose and one eye. Blood had soaked through the cheap fabric and crusted it, leaving a dark trail to show the path of his wound. One trembling hand clamped the shoulder of a girl in a torn and dirty dress, maybe seven or eight years old, and the other held a filleting knife to her throat. Simon wasn’t sure whether the hostage or her captor looked more panicked.
He closed the door behind him, taking a second to capture the room. Small, he could cross from one side to the other in three long strides. No other doors. One window, overlooking the street. A cot thick with fleas.
“I don’t know her,” Simon said.
The bandaged man blinked. “Huh?”
“Her.” Simon nodded to the little girl. “I don’t know her.”
“S-so?”
“So why would I care if you killed her? The entire point of taking a hostage is taking someone who people care about. That way you can exercise leverage. She is, however, distracting the both of us. So why don’t you let her go, and we can discuss this like reasonable adults?”
He blinked again.
“Signore Marchetti sent you?”
“He did,” Simon said. “I’m here to help. So, please. The girl.”
The bandaged man pulled the knife away from the girl’s throat and gave her a hard shove. She landed on the floor and scampered into the corner, curling up in a ball with her knees to her chin and her arms wrapped tight around her legs.
“Help me to understand something,” Simon said. “Three of you were sent to assassinate Basilio Grimaldi. Three of you. Dustmen, blooded killers, with a very good reputation for results. And yet, two of you are dead, and Signore Grimaldi is very much alive and expected to make a full recovery.”
“It wasn’t like that! He had bodyguards. At least six of them! They came out of nowhere, jumped us from behind. We never had a chance.”
“Really. There were six bodyguards with him, and not only did you manage not to see any of them before the attack, but they ambushed you? They ambushed your ambush? Were these…invisible bodyguards? Or did they dive down down from the air, like birds?”
“Hey, laugh all you want,” the bandaged man snarled. “We did the best we could out there.”
“But I’m not laughing,” Simon said. “So. You were wounded in your epic struggle with the invisible flying bodyguards and you went to ground, knowing that men from House Grimaldi would be scouring the streets to find you. You fled all the way to Lerautia. That was actually a wise decision. Likely saved your life.”
“Thank you. Finally, some credit—”
The stiletto dagger appeared in Simon’s hand like a magic trick. It dropped from his sleeve as he lunged in, two quick steps, and punched the slender blade through the side of the bandaged man’s throat. He gurgled, spitting up blood as he collapsed to his knees and feebly pushed at Simon’s arm.
“Saved you from them,” Simon said. “That’s the good news, for us, because it means they can’t torture you for information. The bad news is your services are no longer required.”
Crimson spurted from a ruptured jugular as Simon yanked the dagger free. The bandaged man gurgled one last time and keeled over, crashing on the floor in a slowly spreading pool of his own blood.
Simon studied the stiletto in the light from the window, taking a crisp white handkerchief from his pocket and wiping it down. He glanced at the girl. She stared up at him, huddled in her torn dress, two days of dried tears plastered to her dirty cheeks.
“Did he hurt you?” Simon asked casually.
The girl nodded.
“If you live long enough,” he said, “you will meet a great number of men. And they will all want to hurt you.”
He crouched and set the stiletto down on a rough floorboard between them.
“You should learn how to use this.”
The girl stared at the knife. A smear of fresh blood still clung to the shiny steel.
“When I was your age,” Simon said, “I practiced on a watermelon at first. Gives you a feel for the real thing. Go on, pick it up.”
She reached out slowly, like the dagger might turn into a snake and bite her. Then her small fingers curled around its corded hilt and she drew the weapon close to her. Clutching it in both hands now, pressing it to her heart. A charm of protection against the terrors in her mind.
“Take good care of that,” Simon told her. “I may want it back someday.”
He whistled as he strolled back down the rickety staircase. One man’s ruin was another man’s opportunity, and for Lodovico’s vendetta to be complete, Basilio Grimaldi still had to die for his sins against the Marchetti family. There was only one name on Simon’s mind, one face he saw every time he closed his eyes: Felix Rossini, the only target who had ever escaped him. The only contract he’d never closed.
Felix was about to marry Basilio Grimaldi’s daughter.
“Vico said I couldn’t go after Felix again,” Simon mused aloud, “but accidents do happen. Oh, this is going to be a wedding to remember.”



CHAPTER FOUR
“It’ll be a wedding to remember,” Calum said. Felix Rossini looked up at his older brother and tried to put on a convincing smile. Calum was broad-shouldered and shaggy and wore his expensive clothes like he’d been forced into them at knifepoint. Nothing ever fit him quite right, and he wore his discomfort like a badge of honor.
“Long overdue,” was all Albinus said. Their father walked on Felix’s other side, his cane thumping against the bare, water-stained floorboards of Rossini Hall.
Outside, muddy storm clouds gathered in the autumn sky over Mirenze. Felix knew this without so much as a glance out the cracked and grimy windows. He could feel the pressure of the gathering storm. It made the stump of his severed ear, concealed under a band of velvet, ache like it was being sawed off all over again.
When he closed his eyes, he was back in Winter’s Reach. Pinned like a bug on the bloodstained arena floor while Veruca Barrett mutilated him, spurred on by the roaring crowd.
He couldn’t hate her, though, knowing how she’d been duped. No, his hatred was reserved for a special few. Like the man standing in their family’s dining room, nursing a cup of wine and staring out at the growing darkness.
“Storm’s coming,” Basilio Grimaldi said, turning from the windows and lifting his cup. “And what better place to wait out the rain than with family and friends?”
Felix had heard about the attempt on Basilio’s life, but the only sign of its aftermath was a heavy bulge at the hip under Basilio’s belted tunic. Felix imagined it was bandages and padding, pressed tight over the stab wound. Basilio’s movements were stilted but if the injury pained him, he was too stoic to show it.
“Truer words seldom spoken,” Albinus said, hobbling over to throw his arm around Basilio’s shoulder. Basilio embraced him tightly, then looked to Calum.
“And this must be Felix’s brother. You’re a big one!”
Calum gave him a sheepish grin. “So I’ve been told, sir.”
“I’ll want to talk to both of you about my ideas for the Banco Rossini and our little merger. Could I…just have a moment with my future son-in-law? Albinus, if you could fetch those papers…”
Albinus grunted. “Calum, go check on the kitchens. See if supper’s nearly ready.”
Basilio waited until both men had left the dining room. Leaving him alone with Felix. They stood side by side, looking out the windows as the sky turned to mud-streaked gold.
“Where is she, Felix?”
“I’ve sent her away. Someplace you’ll never find her.”
More than that, he’d sent Renata away with strict instructions to not even tell him where she was going. Just in case Basilio tried to force it out of him.
“Pick a finger,” Basilio said.
“Excuse me?”
The older man regarded Felix with cold, dead eyes.
“Once my men find her. Pick the finger they’ll cut off.”
Felix just stared out the window.
“Do you think I’m joking, Felix? Look me in the eye and tell me: am I bluffing?”
“My father,” Felix answered. “My father, my brother, and my brother’s wife.”
Basilio gave him a quizzical glance.
“Hostages,” Felix said. “People I care about. Leverage on me. That’s what you want, right? Well, those are three people I care about. Three people motivating me to cooperate with you, and I have cooperated with you, every step of the way. People you can hurt if I don’t do as you say, and believe me, I don’t doubt that you will.”
He took a step closer, close enough to feel Basilio’s hot breath on his face. Felix’s voice dropped to a hard whisper.
“But if you so much as lay a finger on Renata, I’ll stop caring about any of that. And no matter what, even if it costs my life, I will cut your balls off and I will feed them to you before you die. Now you tell me, Signore Grimaldi: am I bluffing?”
Basilio stared into Felix’s eyes. Trying to intimidate him or read him, Felix wasn’t sure, but he turned his face to stone and stared right back.
“I almost think,” Basilio said slowly, “that you believe you could.”
Light, girlish laughter echoed through the open chamber doors, and both men looked back as Aita Grimaldi strolled into the room arm in arm with Petra, Felix’s sister-in-law. They were polar opposites, Aita shining and golden haired while Petra was olive complexioned and given to dark, frumpy frocks, but they wore identical smiles.
“Felix!” Petra called, giving a wave. “I was just telling Aita about the wedding Calum and I had in Carcanna. You know, it’s not too late to move the—”
“It’s bad luck,” Basilio said archly, talking over her, “for the bride and the groom to see each other before the wedding.”
Felix and Aita locked eyes across the room. A wordless understanding passed between them in the space of a heartbeat.
“Right,” Felix said flatly. “Can’t have that, can we?”
*     *     *
Night rains pelted the wrought-iron balconies of the Guildsman’s Seat, and coppery velvet drapes curtained every tightly latched window. Felix kept his head down as he eased through the quiet building, slipping past latticed wooden screens and shadowy nooks, but he wasn’t worried. By now he’d learned that the regulars here had a tacit agreement to go deaf and blind when it came to their fellow patrons. Half the guests were here to meet a lover behind their spouse’s back, and the other half needed a private place to trade in secrets or contraband. Nobody wanted to know Felix’s business and nobody cared.
Aita was already waiting in their usual suite. She yanked the sandalwood door open as he approached and waved him inside, glaring daggers.
“Idiot,” she hissed the second she’d slammed and locked the door behind him.
“What?”
“Do you think we’re playing a children’s game? Is this knucklebones? Is it checkers?”
“Aita, I don’t—”
She jabbed him in the chest with her fingernail.
“What part of don’t antagonize my father did you not understand?”
“He knew Renata was missing. He knew I knew about it. What could I have said?”
Aita threw her hands in the air and paced across the luxury suite, her slippers sinking into a plush rug the color of hammered brass.
“You could have played dumb. Should have. Instead, you showed him your backbone. Now he wants to break it.”
Felix frowned. “What do you mean?”
Aita spun on her heel to face him. “I mean, you just signed your fiancé’s death warrant. As soon as he left your estate, he put out the call for bounty hunters. There are five hundred scudi riding on Renata’s head.”
Felix leaned against the door. His legs were suddenly too rubbery, too numb, to hold him upright.
“My father’s plans depend on you being obedient, fearful, and above all, predictable,” Aita said. “He’s not taking any chances, and insolence is something he cannot tolerate. Make that double, after the assassination attempt. He’s ordered that Renata be brought back alive if at all possible. At which point, you will be forced to watch while he murders her in front of you.”
Felix’s mouth opened, but no sound came out.
“He’s quite confident,” Aita snarled, “that he’ll have no further back talk from you after that. And that is why, my dear husband-to-be, when I tell you to do something, you do it. This situation is entirely your fault.”
“These—these hunters,” Felix found his voice. “How skilled are they?”
“Butcherman Sykes and Lydda the Hook? They’re good. And others will join the hunt once they hear about the bounty. Think hard, Felix. You’re sure you don’t know where Renata’s gone? There’s no way to send her a warning?”
He shook his head. “Positive. I told her to cover her tracks. She knew Basilio might come after her. We hoped not, but…we knew it was a possibility.”
Aita took a deep breath. Her expression softened, just a little. “She sounds like a smart woman. Resourceful?”
Felix nodded. “Very.”
“It’s up to her, then. As long as she keeps moving and doesn’t go talking to anyone she oughtn’t, she has a good chance of staying ahead of the hunters. The faster we finish our work, the safer we’ll all be. Do you understand now, Felix? Do you see how precarious our position is here?”
Felix swallowed hard. His throat was dry as desert sand.
“I’m getting the idea.”
“Good. And that is why you must obey me, without question and without hesitation. Because it isn’t just your Renata under the knife. There’s a blade dangling over all our heads.”
“Speaking of knives—”
“I know,” Aita said. “Someone is trying to do our work for us. It would hardly be the first time some would-be contender for the throne made an attempt on my father’s life. Wouldn’t be the first time they’d failed miserably, either. Still, it’s been a long time since anyone’s dared to try.”
“I heard one of the attackers escaped. True?”
Aita nodded, pacing the carpet again.
“True. Though if he has any sense, he’ll run until he reaches the Murgardt border and keep running. For the rest of his life.” She glanced to the curtained balcony window. “You should go. Not long until the wedding, and after that we’ll have the perfect excuse to speak in private as much as we like. Right now it’s an unnecessary risk.”
He turned to go, unlocking the door and pulling it open. She stopped him on the threshold.
“Felix.”
He looked back over his shoulder.
“She’s a resourceful woman,” Aita said, “and she understands the danger she’s in. She’ll be all right.”
He wished he could feel as confident as she sounded.
Outside the Guildsman’s Seat, the rain had turned into an icy drizzle that splashed Felix’s cheeks and sent freezing, tickling tendrils down the back of his neck. He pulled up the collar of his brother’s hand-me-down wool cloak and walked faster along the cobblestoned street, splashing through shallow puddles.
His lover was out there somewhere, out in the dark and alone, with wolves on her heels. And I should be with her, Felix thought, balling his hands into angry fists.



CHAPTER FIVE
The buckboard wagon leaned from side to side, swaying with every pit and stone on the backwoods road as its old wheels groaned. Felix, Renata thought, sitting in the open back with an moth-eaten blanket over her lap, I should be with you.
Hedy slumped beside her and shared the blanket, her heart-shaped face pressed into Renata’s arm as she snored softly. That was some small relief. The fourteen-year-old had two speeds, breathlessly fast and sound asleep, and had barely stopped talking since they left Mirenze. They shared the wagon with a clutter of casks and barrels and one other traveler, a former soldier named Vanszetti who hoped to find work in the papal guard. Vanszetti was sound asleep too, with one calloused hand riding protectively on the hilt of his sword.
They’d hitched a ride with an old Murgardt who ran a trade route from Reinsbech to Mirenze and back again. He peddled odds and ends, buying low and selling a tiny bit higher. “I earn just enough to fill my belly and keep me moving,” he’d told Renata when they negotiated for the trip. “That’s all a man can rightly ask for in this world.”
Renata craned her neck, careful not to jostle Hedy, and whispered up to him. “You must be tired. If you want to take a break, I know how to handle a wagon. I’d be happy to help.”
The old man squinted up at the evening sky, then gestured to the thick pines squeezing the road.
“Mighty kind, miss, but I’ll pull us over for the night soon enough. There’s a wayhouse about five miles up. They’ll have fresh feed for my—what’s this, now?”
He tugged the reins. The big bay horses pulling the wagon clomped to a stop. Holding his small lantern out before him, the driver clambered down from his perch. Hedy shifted in her sleep and murmured something that sounded like “Mum?” as Renata carefully pulled away, getting up in a crouch.
“Shh,” Renata said, “I’m just taking a look. Here, sleep.”
She bundled Hedy up in her half of the blanket and jumped down from the wagon. Vanszetti started to stir, behind her, but her attention was drawn to the puddle of lantern light just ahead of the horses. The lightning-seared corpse of a tree blocked the road, brambles and broken branches strewn everywhere.
“Just my luck,” the driver muttered. He set the lantern down and started rolling up his sleeves. “Don’t worry, miss, I’ll lug this to one side and we’ll be on our way.”
“Let me help,” Renata said. “I used to roll kegs of ale up and down my father’s cellar stairs all night long. A log’s no different.”
“If we both grab hold on that end, reckon we can swing it—”
A whistle and a snap split the air. The next sound was the thump of the old man hitting the ground, choking up blood around the arrow lodged in his throat. A triumphant cry welled up as men poured from the thickets on both sides of the road, ruffians in cheap leathers and burlap hoods that made them look like an army of scarecrows. Renata reacted on instinct, turning to run as one of the men lunged at her, only for muscled, sweaty arms to grab her from behind in a bear hug and lift her off her feet.
Vanszetti jumped down from the wagon, and his steel sang as he whipped his sword from its sheath. “Stay behind me,” he shouted at Hedy and put his back to the wagon. The first brigand to charge went down screaming, sliced open from neck to belly. The second one was faster, flailing at the veteran soldier with a pair of rusty hand axes, but his head hit the ground two seconds before the rest of his body.
Another pair of scarecrows, eyes wide behind their misshapen hoods, danced around him. Neither wanted to make the first move. They didn’t have to. The underbrush crackled as it parted for a giant of a man, seven feet tall at the shoulder with coal-black hair and blacker eyes. The newcomer’s weapon matched his size and his lumbering gait: a monstrous sword at least five feet long that he rested against his shoulder like a woodsman’s ax.
“C’mere,” he grunted, beckoning Vanszetti closer with his free hand. “Have a go, hero. Just you and me. Fair fight.”
The closest bandits lowered their weapons. Vanszetti took a deep breath, stepped closer, and inclined his head to the giant as he readied his sword—
—and spat blood as one of the bandits charged in from behind and impaled him on his blade. Gore-streaked steel punched out from Vanszetti’s rib cage, his lung skewered, then yanked free as a kick knocked the dying man to the dirt.
“Look at that. Bastard ruined my fair fight,” the giant said over a chorus of laughter. As Vanszetti twitched and spasmed on the ground, the giant casually raised one massive boot and brought it down on his skull with a sickening crack.
Still struggling in her captor’s grasp, Renata heard Hedy’s screams as two more men dragged her from the wagon. “Let her go, damn you!” she shouted just before a filthy hand clamped over her mouth.
The giant surveyed the scene, still standing on Vanszetti’s skull. “Take the goods. Take the horses, the wagon, and the women. Burn the bodies.”
*     *     *
The bandits’ camp was secluded in a copse of trees a short hike from the main road. With rough hemp rope lashing their wrists behind their backs, Renata and Hedy were shoved into a tiny, dirt-floored tent made from goat hides stretched over wooden stakes.
“We’ll be coming back for ya,” one of the bandits said, his eyes leering behind his scarecrow hood. “Real soon.”
Renata tugged and twisted against her ropes, but all she did was skin her wrists raw. There was nothing to do but wait.
In the dark, in the silence, they could hear the bandits whooping and laughing around the campfire as they divvied up the old peddler’s meager goods.
“Renata,” she suddenly said, her voice very small.
It was a conversation in one word. Yes, Renata thought, there’s only one reason they killed the men but kept us alive, and yes, you know exactly what they’re going to do to us.
For a second, it felt like the horror in her heart could open up like a chasm, a pit wide enough to swallow them both. But it didn’t. She stayed right where she was, sitting on the cold ground and feeling her time running out. Helpless. If she had a weapon, she could at least give Hedy a merciful death and spare her what was about to happen. All she had was dirt and grief.
“I need a knife,” Hedy whispered, her words spilling out in a frantic torrent, “something to cut with. Something to cut with and stagnant water. Master Fox can help us. He’ll know what to do.”
She’s delirious, Renata thought. “Hedy. Listen. It’s all right. I’ll protect you as best I can. I’ll…take as much of it as I can, so you don’t have to. When they come for you, tell them…tell them it’s your moon time. They have Carcannan accents, and Carcannan men don’t like—”
The tent flap whipped open and three bandits sauntered inside. The one in front had a glass eye and a face that looked like someone had used it for knife-sharpening practice. He tossed a heavy pack down at the women’s feet. Hedy’s pack.
“Whose is it?” he said in a gravelly voice, looking between them.
Renata heard Hedy bite back a gasp. One-Eye waited a few moments, expectant, then crouched down and dug around inside the pack. He held up a mask of bleached-white bone, carved to resemble a mouse’s face.
“Whose is this?”
Now Renata understood. As a girl she’d heard stories about the sabbats that sometimes—so the old-timers said—took place in the woods outside of Mirenze’s walls. Unholy revels, carried out by witches in masks of bone.
Hedy was a witch.
You’d burn for that, in any city under the Church’s grace. In the backwoods and stillwater towns, Renata knew, the penalty could be even worse. Never underestimate the cruelty of a panicked crowd, especially in times of a famine or drought they could blame on “black magic.”
Given what the bandits already had planned for them, what would men like this do if they feared a witch in their midst? Renata didn’t want to think about it.
“It’s mine,” she said.
I can’t save you, Renata thought, but at least I can spare you the worst of it.
Hedy’s jaw dropped. Renata shot her a warning glare, then turned back to the one-eyed man. “It’s mine. I’m the witch.”
“Boss is gonna want a word with you,” he told her, then jerked his thumb at Hedy. “This one’s useless. Take her out to the campfire and tell the boys to share nice.”
Hedy screamed and kicked as the bandits grabbed her by the arms, dragging her out of the tent. Renata’s heart squeezed in a fist of terror. I misjudged, I misjudged this whole thing—
“Wait!” she shouted. The bandits froze in their tracks, barely noticing Hedy’s frantic squirming. “Your boss. He wants something from me.”
“Maybe,” he rasped. “If you’re the real thing.”
“This girl is…she’s my apprentice. If you hurt her, I won’t help you.”
One eyebrow, the hairs shot through with a web of tiny white scars, slowly arched upward. “You’re not in a position to argue. You’ll do what you’re told.”
“I promise you,” Renata said, pushing past her fear and putting as much authority into her voice as she could muster, “whatever he wants, if you hurt her, you won’t get it. The girl stays with me. Safe and untouched. Go ahead and test me if you think I’m bluffing, but if you’re wrong, you can explain to your boss why I’d rather die than cooperate.”
One-Eye stared her down, but he looked away first.
“Fine, hell with it, take ’em both to the boss’s tent and let him decide what to do with ‘em. Night’s still young. Tell you one thing, witch: if you’re lying, you’re gonna wish you’d kept your mouth shut. Because then we’re really gonna have some fun.”



CHAPTER SIX
Werner and Mari hitched a ride on a merchant’s cart, headed west, and the dead girl followed them.
That was how he thought of it, anyway, every time Mari woke up in the middle of the night. Screaming, drenched in icy sweat, throwing frenzied punches at a phantom only she could see. Every time it was the same. He’d push himself up from the wooden chair he’d been sleeping in, his back and knees groaning in protest, and hover by the bedside until it was safe to come closer.
Sometimes he could touch her; sometimes he could only talk or try to make reassuring noises. Tonight she curled up and rested her head in his lap, her eyes fixed on the slats of the bare pine wall. Werner’s sausage fingers stroked her ragged blond hair, coming away cold and wet.
He sat, silent, feeling Mari shake against him, and he hated that dead girl more than he’d hated the motherless fools who killed her.
She’d been easy enough to find, a street urchin playing at witchcraft. The aftermath, that was the part he hadn’t seen coming. The good folk of Kettle Sands were cowards, he thought, and the mayor and magistrate the worst of the lot. If I’d known they were going to stick a gag in the kid’s mouth and roast her alive, I’d never have claimed the bounty. Never. But what’s done is done, and spilled milk’s just like spilled blood: you can’t put it back in the container again.
He could live with that. He was a soldier, and he’d stopped counting the bodies he’d dropped—rightly or wrongly—a long time ago. Werner said his prayers to the Gardener every night and paid his tithe to the Church every now and then, and he figured that was the best he could do.
Mari couldn’t live with it. She was fine during the day, mostly, but the memories all came back in her dreams. He watched, night after night, as she tore herself to shreds.
She was fine when I kept her drugged, he thought, grimacing from a twinge of guilt that punched him square in the gut.
Civilizing Mari—transforming her from a feral Winter’s Reach cutthroat driven by an all-consuming rage to a righteous young woman bound by notions of honor and knighthood—had taken two years of hard work. Hard work and chemicals. Over time, as the conditioning set in, he’d been able to ease back and let her mind do the rest. Build her own cage. Not now, though. The memories of that damned girl were ripping her to pieces. He had to do something to help her.
The next morning, he did.
Reinsbech was more of a trading post than a town, nestled in a patch of scrubland just inside Murgardt’s eastern borders. Despina and Vassili, a pair of peddlers riding the merchant road, had been kind enough to give them a ride to the local inn. They’d taken the room right next door. Strange couple, Werner thought as he walked through the quiet common room of the Rambler’s Rest. Friendly, but strange. Glad we took their advice to stay at the Rest. Not that we had a choice in the matter. They talked it up so much, I could almost think they owned the place.
The sunlight filtered through the tangled branches of withered pine trees, and sickly gray plumes of hearth smoke rose up over chip-shingled rooftops. Werner’s boots squelched in fresh mud. He stepped around the deep, watery holes left by a passing packhorse’s hooves and watched for stray droppings. On the far side of the street, an old woman in a gingham dress swept down the boards outside her shop. She gave Werner a wave as he approached.
“Looking for meadow apples?” she said, eying the big man up and down as if weighing his coin purse with her eyes. “They’re in season. Tart and juicy.”
“Something a little more medicinal, miss,” he said.
“Unless that’s a fancy way of saying whiskey, I’ve got springthistle, summer’s moss, and if you’ll give me twenty minutes I can whip up a poultice that’ll dry any wet cough. Oh, and I do have whiskey, too.”
He climbed onto her makeshift porch, his boots leaving black smears on the gray boards.
“Salamander root,” he said.
She clutched her broom with both hands. Her eyes narrowed.
“Come inside,” she said, nodding over her shoulder.
There was barely room to move inside the woman’s shop, from the barrels and casks cluttering the floor to the strings of onions and potato sacks dangling from the low ceiling. Werner followed the storekeeper to her back counter, leaning against it while she stepped around to the other side.
“Salamander root.” She scrutinized him. “From the desert. You know what that’s for, do you?”
“Joint ache and gout. I’m not as young as I used to be.”
“Keeps you fighting, all right. Tell me something. Are you a good judge of character?”
“I like to think so,” Werner said.
“And do I, in your good judgment, strike you as a fool?”
“You do not.”
“Then why,” she asked, “would you speak to me as if I were? That staff on your back and the scars on your hands mark you as a fighting man. You have a soldier’s bearing, but the paunch in your belly says you haven’t marched under discipline in a long time. Wrong weapon for a hired killer, but you’ve got a killer’s eyes, and we’re on the edge of outlaw country. I’d mark you for a bounty hunter.”
“You’d mark me well, then.”
“A hunter, and a veteran soldier to boot, would know very well what salamander root does to a man’s mind over time. Makes you…suggestible. Pliant. No, you don’t want this for yourself. What is it, then? You’ve got a prisoner you’re trying to keep docile? Or a reluctant girl you’re looking to fuck?”
Werner put his hand over his heart, looking pained. “Please, nothing of the kind. My motives are pure. I’m an honest man.”
The old woman laughed and slapped a long, low wooden box on the counter between them.
“Words spoken by no honest man ever. Fortunately for you, business is slow and I can’t afford scruples this month. Salamander’s hard to come by in this part of the world. It’ll cost you.”
“I have silver.”
She opened the lid to reveal rows upon rows of dried herbs separated by thin wooden dividers. Her wrinkled fingers crooked and scooped out a few gnarled yellow twists of fuzzy plant fiber.
“I’m sure you do,” she said, wrapping up the root cuttings in a stained wrap of faded parchment, “but it’ll cost you gold.”
Werner grimaced and felt the weight of his coin purse. They had the money—after Dante Uccello had left them a bribe when he fled their camp, “hiring” them not to hunt him down again—but a single chip of gold could carry them a long way.
Feast or famine, he told himself, just the nature of the business. He handed over the money.
As he pushed through the front door of the Rambler’s Rest, stepping into the dusty common room, he delighted laughter and voices chattering in the silky tongue of Belle Terre.
“Quen ques-theli?Theli ka?”
“Oh yes, theli ka melais,” said Mari, beaming. She sat at a table under a high window-slit chiseled in the stone, a shaft of sunlight reaching down to touch her shoulder. She wore her usual mismatched patchwork leathers and one dented pauldron strapped to her right shoulder. The woman at her side put a pause in Werner’s step.
She was maybe thirty or so, with the pale complexion that marked her as one of Mari’s native countrywomen. Her straight raven-black hair fell neatly to the shoulders of her light blue blouse, and her eyes glittered like sharp sapphires behind round wire-frame glasses just slightly too big for her face.
“Werner.” Mari gave an excited wave. “Come here, you have to meet someone!”
The newcomer smoothed her riding skirts as she stood and offered Werner her hand.
“Nessa Fieri,” she said. “A pleasure.”
“Werner Holst. Seems you’ve already met my partner.”
He took her hand, inclining his head, and her thin lips curled in a smile.
“I have, yes.”
“Nessa’s a scholar,” Mari chirped, looking more alive than she had in days. “Of our people, I mean! She’s reconstructing the history of Belle Terre, putting together everything we lost in the war.”
“I was raised in Verinia,” Nessa said. “Fieri is my adoptive family’s name. The war was so long, and it made orphans of so many of us.”
Werner nodded slowly, taking her measure. Something about Nessa’s steady gaze put him off-balance, as if she was looking through him, not at him. He had her full attention, and he didn’t want it.
“So it did,” he said. “Damn shame, that. Damn shame.”
“Nessa is just like me,” There was a soft, gentle wonder in Mari’s voice, like the relief of coming home after a long voyage.
And when’s the last time Mari’s spent five minutes with one of her own kind? Werner asked himself. If I went years without seeing another Murgardt, I’d be homesick myself.
A deeper, darker part of his heart answered: But I don’t WANT her spending time with her own kind.
“Perhaps a bit less adventurous.” Nessa took a seat beside Mari. “My new friend tells me you’re bounty hunters. Are you working right now?”
“We’re just passing through,” Werner said. “Finished our last job a couple of days ago.”
“That’s good. Because I want to hire you.”
“You, ah, got someone you need found?” Werner sat across from her at the table.
“Several someones.”
Nessa laid a pewter brooch on the table. Rounded, edged with glyphs, its face resembled the craggy orb of the full moon.
“The Order of the Autumn Lance,” Nessa said. “They still exist. I aim to find them.”
In a heartbeat, Mari had her own brooch on the table. A little more tarnished, worn by endless rubbing from hours of fervent prayer, but a perfect twin to Nessa’s.
“I’ve been searching—we’ve been searching for so long,” Mari’s voice was breathless, awed. “I carry this with me until…until I earn the right to wear it. You’re sure? You’re really sure they still exist?”
“I’m certain,” Nessa said. “Not only am I certain, I know exactly where they are. I just need help getting there. Our homeland is…troubled. Still scarred from the war. Not a safe place for a woman to travel alone.”
Werner felt like the room was spinning around him as his stomach plunged. In his mind he was back at the Battle of Pheasant Run, plucking a brooch from the still-warm corpse of a Terrai soldier. The same brooch he’d eventually give to Mari, with a story about stumbling across it in a desolate ruin.
There was nothing chivalrous about the Autumn Lance. They were savages in fine linen cloaks, whose idea of sport was torturing and butchering unarmed civilians. Everything Werner had told Mari about her “heroes,” every last detail, was a bald-faced lie.
He just never thought they’d meet someone who could expose him.
From now on, only the truth, she had told him the night she found out about his part in the war. Never lie to me again. If you do, we’re finished.
He would lie to her a thousand times to make her stay. To keep her from turning back into one of them.
“No,” he told Nessa. “We’re not interested.”
“Werner!” Mari’s jaw dropped. “What do you mean, not interested? This is what we’ve been waiting for!”
“This isn’t…this isn’t our kind of job, and we’ve never met this woman—”
Mari shot to her feet. “I’m sorry. My partner is being rude. Will you excuse us?”
“Of course,” Nessa said, her expression placid.
Mari grabbed Werner’s sleeve, tugging him out of his chair and over to the corner of the room.
“What are you doing?” she hissed.
“I don’t…I don’t feel right about this, Mari. Isn’t it just a little too, I don’t know, easy? We’re passing through some nowhere backwoods settlement and along comes a person who just happens to have all the answers? I don’t trust her. Despina and Vassili should be awake soon, and they said we could get a ride with them—”
“It’s called faith, Werner. You used to have some. You told me that if I was faithful, if I kept up my training and upheld the creed, the Autumn Lance would find me. You told me that.”
“And they will.” He held up an open hand. “Maybe…maybe this is a test, you know?”
Mari glared at him, leaning closer.
“I am going with her. And I am going to make my dream come true. You can come, or you can stay, but I am going.”
She turned her back on him. He followed her to the table, where she sat down beside Nessa. Closer this time.
“I’ll take the job,” Mari said.
Werner sighed. “We will take the job. There’s a daily fee, plus expenses.”
“That won’t be a problem,” Nessa told him.
Mari ducked her head and looked at Nessa. Almost bashful. “Can I tell you something?”
“Of course.”
Mari ran her finger over the surface of her brooch, tracing the canyons of the moon.
“I think this is fate. I think the Lady sent you to us. Or us to you. This was meant to happen.”
“You know,” Nessa said with a faint smile, “I think you might be right.”



CHAPTER SEVEN
That didn’t take long, Rhys thought, slouching on his throne and cradling a brass chalice filled with bitter red wine. The messenger from Lerautia wore a long tabard marking him as a Church diplomat, the Gardener’s great black tree spreading its boughs across his chest, but the white cloth was muddy and worn from days of travel. Given the bags under the man’s eyes and the slump of his shoulders, it looked like he’d been ordered not to stop for rest.
He stood before Rhys’s throne in the drafty hall, with a small mob of courtiers and petitioners at his back. It was the time of afternoon the king hated most, when tradition obliged him to open the castle doors and let any goat farmer with a petty grievance step up and beg for redress.
“I bring word from the Holy City of Lerautia,” the messenger said, unfurling a scroll of parchment wrapped around an ornate iron rod. “This missive is from the Holy Father himself, Carlo Serafini, dictated as follows, writ by his first scribe—”
“And we will hear it gladly,” Rhys said, twirling his hand in a “hurry it along” motion.
“We are honored by your presence, good sir,” Queen Eirwen said from the slightly shorter throne at Rhys’s side. She actually sounds like she means it, Rhys thought.
The messenger cleared his throat and read aloud, “To the esteemed King Rhys Jernigan, undisputed and respected ruler of Itresca, friend and cousin to the Church—”
“Perhaps,” Rhys said, “it would be wise to skip the preamble and jump to the meat of the message. That way we could all focus more closely and truly grasp the import of the pope’s words. Wouldn’t want to miss anything.”
“Er, of course. As you wish, Your Majesty.” The messenger skimmed down a paragraph or two. “The criminal and fugitive Livia Serafini has sought sanctuary within your borders. Be it known that she has been tried in absentia and found guilty of high treason and witchcraft. She has been rendered excommunicate and outlaw, and neither the grace of the Mother Church nor the iron shield of Imperial law extends to cover her traitorous head.”
That got the crowd murmuring, and low, excited whispers rippled through the hall. Rhys sipped his wine, holding the goblet to his lips to mask the disdain on his face. Like throwing raw meat to a pack of wild dogs, he thought.
“The Holy Father requests, as a sign of friendship and fidelity, that you deliver this criminal to Lerautia at once in order to face righteous punishment for her dire crimes.”
“Serious allegations indeed,” Rhys said slowly, giving his spymaster a get over here look. “And from the lips of an honored friend, ones not to take lightly. It is my regret that…Livia Serafini was here but managed to slip away. We do know that she’s somewhere in the city, and my men are scouring the streets. Good sir, would you do me the honor of staying here as my guest while we conduct the search? It should be a couple of days at most, and I can offer you a warm bed and a good meal or two while you wait.”
The messenger looked pathetically grateful at the mention of a bed. He dropped back down to one knee, almost crumpling the scroll.
“Thank you, Your Highness. I gladly accept your hospitality.”
While Rhys’s attendants ushered the man away, Merrion swooped in to stand at the arm of the king’s throne.
“I thought we’d have at least a week before Carlo’s first lapdog showed up,” Rhys muttered. “I bought us a little time. What can you do with it?”
“My man from Lerautia will be here by morning with a full report. Once he arrives, we’ll have more information to base a plan upon.”
“Hogs’ balls, Merrion. We’ve got a golden goose in our grip. I’m expecting you to know how to pluck and cook her. Don’t let me down. And make damn sure that messenger doesn’t get sight of her. If he spots Livia in the castle, it’ll force our hand.”
Merrion bobbed his head. “We can confine him to one of the guest rooms and bring him his meals. We’ll tell him there’s been an assassination threat, and it’s for his own safety.”
“Fine, fine. Get him a whore, too. Keep him distracted.”
“Sire, he’s…a Church messenger.”
Rhys shrugged. “Then get him three or four. He’ll be making up for lost time. Let me know as soon as your spy shows up, and we’ll meet in the strategy room. Right now, I’ve got some goat farmers to humor.”
As the petitioners clustered in, forming a ragged line, a lone stranger lingered at the edge of the crowd. With his features shrouded under a hooded cloak, he turned and strode out of the hall.
*     *     *
The walls of Lychwold, Itresca’s capital, towered like gray, shaggy mountains in the late afternoon sun. The craggy stone bore the scars of twenty wars, pitted and cracked and flame-blackened here and there, but still resolute. Hamlets and farms dotted the lush, hilly green land outside the protection of the walls.
A few barren acres, once a farm but left fallow when the soil went bad, now teemed with new life. A tent city had risen up overnight, painted hide-stretched frames sprouting wild mushrooms in the shade of the wall. Livia descended into the camp, wearing a puff-shouldered burgundy dress compliments of the queen’s seamstress—her request for something simpler had been denied, but she absolutely drew the line at golden embroidery.
Her minders, a pair of stubble-faced guardsmen assigned to “ensure her safety,” kept a respectful distance as she walked among the tents. The scent of roasted pheasant rose from the wispy smoke of cook fires, and stoop-shouldered women carried clay jugs filled with water drawn from the nearest well. The survivors of the refugee fleet were getting some color back in their cheeks, looking more alive than they had since the terrible night they fled Lerautia.
It should have made her happy, but all Livia could think about were the hundreds of victims she couldn’t save.
You could have, she told herself, thinking about the forbidden book now hidden under the mattress in her tower guest room. Oh, you could have saved them all. You just didn’t.
“Miss,” piped up a voice to her left. “Miss! Hey, hello!”
She turned to see Freda, self-appointed shepherd of the Salt Alley urchins, coming her way. The freckled girl lugged two overstuffed sacks of grain in her arms, both of them looking to spill at any moment. Livia reached out without a word and scooped up one of the heavy sacks, balancing it against her hip.
“Oh.” Freda’s eyes went wide. “You don’t have to do that. I mean I just wanted to say hello. I could—”
“I’m here to help. Where are we taking these?”
“The big open tent at the edge of the camp,” Freda said, nodding her head in the general direction. “Father Amadeo’s turned it into kind of a meeting place. Most everybody takes their meals there, and he holds mass every morning.”
“And are the Itrescans treating you well? You have everything you need?”
Freda beamed. “I’ve eaten better these last couple of days than I have in the last couple of years. Did the king give you that dress?”
“You want it? I’ll trade you.”
They found Amadeo under the shade of the pavilion, helping to stack the latest shipment of supplies. Sister Columba was with him, making chalk marks on a thin chunk of slate as Amadeo counted off burlap sacks and small wooden casks. She saw Livia coming and the smile vanished from her face.
“—but we should use the grain first,” Amadeo was saying. “What’s wrong, Sister, is—oh. Livia, hello!”
As Freda set down her sack with the others, Columba pressed the slate and chalk into the girl’s hand.
“Excuse me,” Columba said, “I have to check on the patients in the infirmary tent.”
She hobbled off, leaving Amadeo and Freda with confused looks on their faces. Amadeo’s gaze swerved from the elderly woman to Livia and back again, and Livia could guess why. Ever since they’d made landfall, Columba had refused to spend a single minute in Livia’s presence.
Given that on the night of their escape from Lerautia, the elderly sister had caught Livia red-handed—literally—committing a blood sacrifice over a witch’s sigil, it wasn’t hard to understand why. Still, Livia thought, she obviously hasn’t told anyone what she saw. Maybe she isn’t certain herself. Or maybe she’s just that loyal.
Amadeo took her hand and gave it a squeeze. “Whatever you said to the king, he’s rolled out a regal welcome for us. For the next few days, anyway. They’ve made it clear that the king’s largesse won’t last forever. Everyone has a choice to make: swear for Itresca, or move along.”
“And which way are people leaning?”
“Most of them are just waiting.”
Livia frowned. “For what?”
“You. They’ll go where you go. And they have as much of an interest in stopping Carlo as we do. More than we do, for some. There are people here who lost loved ones, lost entire families in the massacre. They expect Carlo to answer.”
“And they’re waiting to hear my plan.” Livia hoped she didn’t sound as adrift as she felt.
“We all are,” Freda said. “You led us out of the fire. Take it from me, ma’am: once you start leading, you don’t get to stop. You never get to stop.”
“I’d best think quickly then,” Livia said. She looked back, taking in the refugee camp. Almost two hundred people, every one of them ripped from their lives and anchored with pain and loss. Why? Because they met me.
“At least there’s a celebration to look forward to,” Amadeo said. “Tomorrow begins the Feast of Saint Wessel. A time of repentance and renewal. Back when I was your age, Freda, my father would fast for the entire three days and nights. More than that, he would preach. He would actually stand in the pulpit of the White Cathedral and speak, without sleep, without rest or anything but a cup of water, for the entire festival.”
Freda blinked. “He thought up two whole days’ worth of sermons?”
“Not at all. See, Saint Wessel’s feast is about stripping away the shields we build around ourselves. Facing our sins and our failures with honesty and coming to terms, so we can start over and try again. Once my father ran out of memorized material, he had no choice but to talk from his heart. He’d talk about…well, anything and everything, but mostly about his life and his relationship with the Gardener. People always said they were the best sermons he ever gave, if the least polished.”
“I never saw you do that.”
“I never did.” Amadeo chuckled. “I’m not half the preacher my father was, and I don’t have a young man’s stamina anymore, either. Still…it’s on my mind. These people have lost everything; they need something to draw us all together. To help work through the pain. I’m thinking this might be the right time to revive the tradition.”
“Agreed, but you won’t be the one speaking,” said the stranger standing at the edge of the tent. He pulled his hood back, revealing gaunt features and a neatly trimmed black goatee.
“And you are, sir?” Livia asked.
“My name is Dante Uccello,” he said, offering her a courtly bow, “and I am here to save your life.”



CHAPTER EIGHT
Emperor Theodosius was pushing seventy years, but he felt like a young boy on Winter Solstice morning. There was a spring in his step as he strolled down the white marble halls of Rhothmere Keep, trailing his ermine robes behind him and seeing his smile reflected in every mirror-polished surface. Servants stopped in their tracks and fell to their knees as he passed, heads bowed before the master of the Holy Murgardt Empire, but he barely noticed them. His imagination was a thousand miles away. In the desert.
The Sand Clock was a relic of that desert, a treasure captured by his father’s troops at the pinnacle of the Second Crusade. It dangled by thick iron chains from the vaulted ceiling of the emperor’s council chamber, hanging fifteen feet above a round redwood table inlaid with a bas-relief map of the Empire. The clock was an impossible nest of brass gears and glass bulbs and funnels, and streams of ivory-white sand flowed through the mechanism in an endless loop like a self-sustaining hourglass.
A broad metal disk, painted in bright lacquers, faced downward at an angle from the bottom of the clock and depicted the endless journey of one lonely nomad riding through the desert. As the sand flowed and the gears turned, the outer layers of the disk slowly revolved to count the hours and turn day into night.
Theodosius remembered, as a boy, the look on his father’s face the day a team of laborers hoisted it above the council table.
“I want all of my ministers to gaze upon it,” his father said over the rattling of the chains. “It’s a reminder and a warning: the Oerrans may be heathens, but they aren’t savages. Savages couldn’t create something this majestic. No, they’re backwards in their beliefs, but as cunning as we are when it comes to the art of war. The day we fool ourselves into thinking otherwise is the day they’ll beat us.”
They’d been cunning enough, in the aftermath of the sacking of al-Saresu and the caliph’s winter palace, to maneuver the Empire into a stalemate and sue for peace. Decade after decade since, Theodosius had waited for some provocation, some excuse to surpass his father’s victory.
Every single day, the Sand Clock silently mocked him. I am the trophy of your father’s greatest conquest. Where is YOUR trophy?
“What do we know?” Theodosius asked the twenty ministers ringing the table. Papers slapped the wood and men jumped to their feet, everyone shouting at once. The emperor winced, rubbed his forehead, and waved them down, waiting until one voice cowed the others into silence.
“Al-Tali,” said his advisor Zellweger, a heavyset man with dangling jowls. “It’s a trading post inside the no-man’s-land east of Carcanna. Utterly destroyed. The few witnesses to escape all told the same story: the attack was carried out by Caliphate men riding from the direction of al-Badra.”
“Our spies report no change from the Caliphate borders,” Minister Wruck said, shaking his narrow face and rattling a sheaf of parchment. “No massing of troops, no increase in war readiness at all. It doesn’t make sense. Your Excellency, I suggest we send a diplomatic envoy to al-Badra.”
General Baum sat like a coiled spring, arms crossed tight over his chest. “And get our diplomats killed? No, they need to explain themselves to us. I say we close the borders, recall all settlers to our side of the no-man’s-land, and wait for them to make the first move.”
“They already made the first move,” Zellweger grumbled out of the side of his mouth, “when they slaughtered everyone in al-Tali.”
“We don’t know enough to risk—”
“Gentlemen,” Theodosius said, holding up one hand for silence. “Are we strengthening our border presence, as I asked?”
Baum nodded. “We drew down numbers at forts throughout Belle Terre and the western Empire to buffer our holdings in Carcanna. And again, Your Excellency, I must object. Belle Terre is still a volatile—”
Theodosius narrowed his eyes. “The war is won, General Baum. The Terrai are broken. I won that war. Me. And the wags and peasants in the streets, do you know what they still call me?”
“A great man,” Zellweger said.
“Our glorious leader,” Wruck added.
“Theodosius the Lesser,” the emperor hissed, spitting out the words. “My father, of course, being Theodosius the Greater. And do you know why he’s remembered that way? Look above your heads, gentlemen. Look at that marvel of the world, the Sand Clock, seized from the caliph’s own bedchambers. My father crushed the heathen hordes, drove them before the armies of the light, and forced them to crawl to the treaty table like the dogs they are.”
The ministers shot nervous glances around the table as if they were passing folded notes, and every note had the same warning written inside.
“They’ve played at peace all these years,” Theodosius said, prowling back and forth across the marble floor, “but this is more than a provocation: it’s a sign. No, this is no time for timidity, no time for meekness. We attack.”
One of the treasury men swallowed hard and sank low in his seat. “Y-your Excellency, we spent almost three decades in open war with the Terrai, and we didn’t declare a decisive victory until two years ago. Credit-wise, we’re pushed to the brink. Our markers with the Bank of the Rhone, not even counting interest, are over—”
“So raise taxes,” Theodosius snapped.
“We’ve already done that, Your Excellency. Three times in the last decade. We can only squeeze so much before we risk open revolt.”
The emperor shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. The people will help us win this sacred war. Think on it, gentlemen: the Third Crusade. Pope Carlo will put out the call. We can levy peasant troops from every arm of the Empire, and the Church’s reach will bring support from nations outside our borders. Even Itresca and Vel Hult will be obliged to send tribute to keep good relations with Carlo. We can get the men. All we have to pay for is arming and feeding them.”
General Baum gripped the arms of his chair hard enough to turn his knuckles white. “It’s…not that simple, Your Excellency. There are countless other factors. Besides that, you can’t win against a force like the Oerrans with untrained troops, no matter how many you bring to bear. We would need veteran regiments backing them up. Knights, cavalry, siege engines. That’s how your father did it.”
Theodosius held up a finger, eyes going wide. “That’s it. We’ve raised taxes too much? So be it. Once the call to crusade goes out, we extend our hand to the minor gentry. Especially the ones in the outer provinces that spend all their time squawking. Tell them that if they lend veteran troops to the cause, we’ll grant them tax amnesty for the duration of the crusade.”
The treasury man’s jaw dropped. “But, but, Your Excellency, we need those funds to pay the loans we’ve already—”
“I’ll be in my rooms, dictating a letter to Carlo. The rest of you put your heads together. I want a workable battle strategy by tomorrow morning.”
The emperor strode out of the council chamber, leaving a dead silence in his wake.
“I’m going to say it just once, so no one else has to,” Baum finally grumbled. “That lunatic is going to run straight off a cliff and drag us all down with him. Fettel, where do we really stand with the Bank of the Rhone?”
The treasury man gave a helpless shrug. “Conquering the Terrai gutted us. Once we pushed deep enough in-country, the cost of running the supply lines alone was crippling. We’re on the mend now, but that doesn’t mean a thing if we go right back to pouring money into another war.”
“So that’s a dead end?”
“Not…not necessarily. Unlike the Terrai, the Oerrans actually have valuable resources. If we’ll put certain guarantees in writing—promising a percentage of the plunder if we’re able to seize the Caliphate’s gold mines, for instance—the bank may extend us enough credit to arm and feed a peasant levy.”
Baum slouched back in his chair. “And if we make that guarantee and can’t pay up when the bill comes due?”
“They’ll want collateral against such an event. Steep collateral.”
“What about other sources?” Minister Zellweger asked. “We can find other creditors, spread the pain out a bit. Who does the Holy Father use? The Banco Marchetti, isn’t it? If this is to be a genuine crusade, I’m sure Pope Serafini can provide us with an introduction.”
Minister Wruck squinted at him. “Take coin from a Mirenzei moneylender? Best count your fingers afterward.”
“Under any other circumstances, I’d agree, but this is a special case. The involvement of the Holy Father ought to keep any man honest, even a banker. I say we approach the Marchettis for partial funding and the Bank of the Rhone for the remainder.”
There were more arguments—there always were—but eventually the meeting disbanded for the night. The emperor’s advisors, grim-faced and tired, went their separate ways. For Zellweger, that meant making a beeline for his office deep inside the bowels of the keep, pausing only to tug at the shoulder of a page’s tunic.
“I’m going to need a courier,” he told the boy, “and quickly. Someone who knows the road to Mirenze.”
His office was more of a cell, cold and musty behind a heavy oak door banded in iron. Zellweger lit a slender white candle, cursing as he singed his fingertips, and sat down at his cramped writing desk to draft a letter.
“Lodovico,” he wrote, “I have done as you asked. You will be approached by an emissary of the treasury, seeking credit from the Banco Marchetti for the war effort.”
A tiny bead of black ink clung to the tip of Zellweger’s quill, hovering above the parchment as he considered his words.

“I do not know what schemes you have made me a party to, but let this be the end of it. I know the folly of begging a blackmailer for mercy, but I beg it nonetheless: no more. This has the stink of treason. I cannot bear it.”

He left the letter unsigned.
Folding the parchment, he took a stick of red beeswax from his desk and held its tip over the candle’s flame until it dripped down like bloody tears to spatter the letter’s flap. Instead of his formal seal, he pressed the wax firmly into place with the flat bottom of the candlestick.
The courier was waiting. Zellweger took a deep breath as he shoved himself to his feet and trudged out of his office with the letter in hand.
May the Gardener have mercy on my soul, he thought.



CHAPTER NINE
“Do some magic,” the giant said.
Renata and Hedy knelt on a finely woven rug, staring up at the mountain of a bandit. His tent was the biggest in the camp and crammed full of stolen finery, from a handcrafted riverwood desk to a gilded parakeet cage. The bandit, the one who had led the attack on their wagon, squatted on a finely carved bench inlaid with mother-of-pearl scallops.
“It’s…it’s not that easy,” Renata said.
“Fine,” the giant said, waving at the one-eyed man behind them. “They’re useless. Get rid of them.”
Renata shook her head wildly. “Wait! I mean, I just…I’m a witch. I need…things, like…”
“Herbs,” Hedy offered.
“Herbs. From the forest.”
The giant curled his lips in a cruel smile. “I should let you go and trust you’ll come right back, is that it?”
Renata gritted her teeth. Hedy trembled beside her, pale.
“No,” Renata said, “just her. I’ll stay here while she fetches the things I need.”
The giant shrugged. He nodded to the one-eyed bandit, and Renata’s shoulders tensed as she heard the slither of a knife whipping from a belt sheath. Without a word, he sliced through the ropes binding Hedy’s wrists.
Two hourglasses sat on the giant’s desk, exquisite showpieces with brass rods caging elaborate twists of glass and two fistfuls of purple-black sand. He flipped them both over and pressed one into Hedy’s hands.
“You know what was gonna happen to you if your mistress here didn’t speak up for you, right?” he grunted.
She gave a meek nod.
“You got until the sand runs out. If you’re not back by then, I toss her to the boys, and she gets it twice as bad as you would’ve. Understand?”
She nodded again.
“Get gone, then.”
Hedy half ran out of the tent, clutching her hourglass to her chest. The giant dropped back down on his bench and rested his elbows on his knees. He leaned toward Renata, looming over her as he looked her up and down.
“You know who we are?”
“Bandits who murder and kidnap innocent travelers.”
He snorted. “No such thing as innocent. And we ain’t thieves, least not by nature. We’re the Seven-Fingered Men, a company of hired steel. Times’ve been rough since the Empire got done whipping the Terrai. Contracts drying up. Gotta do what you can to make ends meet.”
“My mistake. You’re sell-swords playing at banditry, then.” Her gaze flicked to his hands. “You have all ten fingers.”
“I wasn’t the original captain. Name’s Marco. What’s yours?”
“Renata.” She didn’t see any good reason to lie. Not about that, anyway.
“And you’re a witch.”
“That’s what I said.”
“Hope you’re telling the truth,” Marco rumbled. “See, we had us an old man, a fortuneteller. He had the second sight. Kept us ahead of the thief-takers, helped us win some tough fights.”
“What happened to him?”
“He got cute. One of his ‘predictions’ almost led us right into an ambush. He said it was a mistake. I got a low tolerance for mistakes. So I scalped him, nailed him to a tree, and left him for the wolves. That’s okay, though, because now we got you. You aren’t gonna make any mistakes, right?”
Renata watched the purple-black sand flow through the hourglass on Marco’s desk, spinning in spirals to the time of her beating heart.
*     *     *
Hedy stumbled blind through the forest, the raucous sounds and dwindling firelight from the bandit camp receding at her back. The main road wasn’t far. All she had to do was run parallel to it, run until the sun came up or she found some sign of civilization. She was a good runner.
The hourglass barely weighed a pound, but dragged like an anchor in her grip. She turned to throw it into the underbrush—and froze.
I can’t.
Dampness clung to the forest, the air laden with the smell of peat and pine in the wake of a recent rain. It didn’t take Hedy much time to find a stagnant mud puddle. The black water reflected her panicked face and the silver curve of the moon rising over her shoulder. Finding something to cut with was harder. She grabbed a small branch and snapped it over her knee, leaving one half with a serviceable jagged edge. It wasn’t a knife, but it would draw blood.
This is going to hurt. She pushed the thought away as she got down on her knees in the mud. She slid up the sleeve of her dress, letting the familiar words of a familiar spell burble up from her throat. The magic soothed her, winding a silver leash around her heart, tying her to a greater purpose. As she poured her energy out, searching, seeking, she ripped the broken branch across her forearm.
Her skin tore, the splintered wood leaving an ugly cut. She sucked in air through gritted teeth as blood dripped from the wound, blossoming like the petals of a black rose in the mud puddle.
“Master,” she whispered, hoping against hope that he had heard her call.
She pressed the hem of her skirt to the wound and squeezed her eyes shut against the stinging pain. Night birds warbled from the branches around her, but nothing else stirred in the forest.
“Please,” she hissed.
The water shimmered, and a face loomed out of the bloody dark. A thin man with greased-back silver hair and the bone mask of a fox.
“Mouse? You can’t already be in Lerautia. Why are you bothering me?”
“M-master, listen, there’s trouble—” The story spilled from her lips on a gust of pent-up breath. The fox mask bobbed ever so slightly, taking it in.
“Good escape, well done. You’ll want to navigate parallel to the road, but close enough to the underbrush that you can slip out of sight. If you hike about eight hours west—”
“No! You don’t understand. I can’t leave Renata behind.”
“Of course you can,” Fox said. “She’s not one of us. She’s cattle. The entire point of traveling with cattle is so you can throw them to the wolves and slip away. What’s the problem?”
“She saved me! She didn’t have to, but she did.”
Fox brought up his opera-gloved hands, clapping sarcastically.
“Good for her. She’s just fulfilled her entire purpose in life, and she should take pride in that as she dies. They exist to serve us, Mouse. That’s what cattle are for. Listen, this information the Owl wanted, this ‘L.S.’ woman, it’s more important than I originally thought. I am ordering you to get to Lerautia and start your hunt. Immediately.”
Hedy pursed her lips and glared at the reflection.
“No.”
The fox mask tilted to one side. “No?”
“I’ll go to Lerautia, and I promise, I’ll work extra hard and do anything you tell me to. But first I have to help Renata. She’s my friend.”
“Stupid little girl,” Fox spat. “You are a stupid, disobedient, willful, worthless excuse for an apprentice, and if you think I’m going to tolerate this behavior—”
“And I’ll accept whatever punishment I have coming and I’m truly very sorry, but I have to go now,” Hedy said quickly, slapping her palm against the puddle to break the image into a burst of rippling light. The sands in the hourglass were running low, too low, and she still had a spell to cast. It was a simple one, one of the first and only real bits of magic she’d learned so far, but it would have to do.
*     *     *
“Think she’s comin’ back?” Marco said, looking at the hourglass as it wound down to the last dregs of sand. “I don’t think she’s comin’ back.”
I don’t either, Renata thought, her heart sinking.
The bandit chief sat on his bench, gripping a roasted mutton-leg in his massive fist. He tore off a ragged strip of meat, leaving his lips smeared with grease as he chewed.
The tent flap whipped aside and Hedy burst through, breathless and clutching a bundle of freshly plucked herbs along with her hourglass. She slammed both against the rug as she crashed to her knees, panting.
“Made it,” she gasped.
“All right,” Marco mumbled through a mouthful of mutton. “Now prove you’re a witch. Let’s see it.”
Hedy untied Renata’s bonds, her tiny fingers working at the bristly rope. As Renata rubbed her aching wrists, Hedy laid the little piles of herbs out before her.
“Mistress,” Hedy said, looking Renata in the eye, “you should show him that hex you were teaching me the other day. It’s a very quick spell. In fact, it should take effect almost immediately.”
Renata got the message. Heart pounding, she waved her hands over the herbs, cleared her throat, and whispered gibberish that she hoped sounded like magic words. She swayed her hands as she babbled, as if weaving an invisible tapestry.
Hedy nudged her with her knee. She followed Hedy’s gaze, flicking from her to Marco. No, not Marco. The plate of roasted meat on his lap. Renata tried to hide her horror as a plump, glistening maggot shoved its way out of a chunk of meat. Another followed, poking out its eyeless white head and squirming free, and then another. As Marco put the mutton leg to his greedy lips, another maggot burrowed out the other side and tumbled onto the plate.
“I curse thee!” Renata snapped, pointing her fingers at him. Now the meal was a river of rot, fistfuls of maggots squirming out of blackened and greening meat. Marco looked down, yelped, and leaped to his feet, dumping the entire tray onto the floor. He hurled the mutton leg, leaving a smear of gristle as it bounced off the wall of the tent, and he spat a half-chewed mouthful onto the rug. He turned on Renata, his face contorted in fury.
“Well?” Renata squeezed her nails against her palms, forcing herself to breathe deeply and look him in the eye.
“Oughta bust your skull for that.” He shook his head. “But you made your point. You’re the real thing. Welcome to the Seven-Fingered Men.”
“You’re…hiring us?” Hedy asked.
Marco wiped his greasy hands on his leathers and gave her a scornful laugh. “Hiring you? We own you two now. Talent like that’s gonna make us filthy rich. I can think of all kinds of things to do with my own pet witch.”
“I can’t—I can’t always bring the magic right away,” Renata stumbled over her words. “It doesn’t work like that.”
Marco loomed over her, lips spreading in a broken-toothed grin.
“You’d better hope it works how I want it, when I want it. Or maybe I’ll let you watch while the  boys go to work on your little helper, here. Or maybe I’ll just skin you alive, starting with your feet and working my way up, until your attitude improves. Like I said, I can think of all kinds of things to do with you.”
He put his fingers to his lips and gave a shrill whistle. The one-eyed man poked his head into the tent.
“Yeah, boss?”
“Take these two,” Marco said, “chain ’em up for the night, and post a guard. We just struck gold.”



CHAPTER TEN
Nessa owned a small cart and a pair of sturdy dun horses, and she, Werner, and Mari set off into the west together. All of Murgardt changed with the seasons. Canopies of pumpkin-orange and blood-red leaves stretched overhead, scattering their colors across lonely dirt roads. The mornings brought a cold snap that left Werner shivering, and a faint hint of frost hung in the air. They were three days out now, and they’d barely seen a thing but trees and brambles since leaving Reinsbech.
Werner guided the horses, mostly, swaying on the driver’s perch with the reins held loose in his calloused hand. Mari and Nessa had become fast friends, chattering away half the afternoon in their native tongue. When Werner asked if they could speak Murgardt so he could join in the conversation, Nessa shot him a look that could cut glass.
“Sunset’s about two hours off,” Mari observed. The forest’s shadows stretched slowly into slender, grasping fingers.
Nessa, looking over a map, shook her head. “Nowhere near civilization. Let’s find a spot to camp for the night. Early to bed, early to rise.”
At this point, they had a routine. They found a flat patch of shaggy grass near a burbling, icy stream, and Mari walked to the bank to sling her fishing pole while Werner and Nessa cleared ground for a fire. They supplemented their supplies with local game as best they could, trying to make them last, and fish were the easiest catch.
Could do with some black pepper, though, Werner thought as he scrounged for stray rocks to build a firebreak. A little lemon, anything really. At least the water’s fresh.
Nessa walked alongside him, holding a small bundle of scavenged tinder in her arms. He didn’t notice her until she spoke.
“Why does she scream at night?”
Werner almost dropped the rocks. She looked at him, expectant.
“She won’t tell me,” Nessa said. “Why does she scream at night?”
“Sorry. She doesn’t mean to wake anybody up—”
“Not what I asked. Something’s haunting her. What is it?”
He set down his load at the campsite, casting a quick glance toward the stream to make sure Mari was out of earshot.
“We had a job, a couple years back. Kettle Sands, pissant little village in Carcanna, not far from the Verinian border. They had a witch problem.”
Nessa’s eyes went wide behind her round glasses. “You fought a witch? You’re bolder than I thought.”
“Nothing like you’re thinking. It was…it was all fucked up. The ‘witch’ was just a kid. Instead of a trial, they trussed her up and roasted her alive. She never had a chance to defend herself. Mayor basically told us to take our money, shut up, and get out of town by sunset.”
“She feels…that guilty about it?”
Werner made a small circle of stones, uprooting stray clumps of grass to clear a safe place for the fire.
“Every night she sees that dead little girl, and it tears a tiny piece out of her.”
Nessa’s gaze went cold as she watched him work.
“Why don’t you?”
He looked up and blinked. “Pardon?”
“See the dead girl. It doesn’t sound like you feel guilty at all.”
Werner chuckled, but there wasn’t any humor in it. “I was a soldier for a long time, and I’ve crossed steel with a lot of people. Some deserved to go down, some didn’t. After a while, you stop thinking about it. Only way to stay sane. Besides, Mari wasn’t always, ah, the person she is today.”
“I’ve gotten that impression, talking to her,” Nessa said. “I’ve also gotten the impression that maybe she doesn’t quite understand how different she is. Almost like someone…changed her.”
Werner shrugged. He didn’t make eye contact.
“I took her under my wing. Tried to set her on a good path. Trying to keep her safe, that’s all. I just want her to be safe and happy.”
“And that’s why you’re afraid of what’s waiting at the end of this journey.”
Now he looked at her.
“If we find the last knights of the Autumn Lance,” she said, musing aloud, “Mari’s dream will come into hard contact with reality, perhaps shattering it. And shattering her. Or, here’s a possibility, perhaps they’ll be everything she hoped and prayed for. And she’ll join them. Achieving her dream means leaving you behind. Which of these two possibilities is the one keeping you up at night?”
“The first one,” Werner snapped. “Obviously.”
“Right.” A faint smile hid at the corners of Nessa’s mouth. “Obviously.”
Werner was quietly thankful when Nessa wandered off. Then he had time to contemplate her question, and suddenly he wanted to be distracted again.
Mari was a fast hand with a knife, and she had two fat trout cleaned and filleted in no time. As darkness fell over the forest, the three travelers sat around a crackling fire and cooked Mari’s catch on the ends of sharpened branches.
“I’ll put on some tea,” Werner told Mari, pushing himself to his feet and ambling toward the wagon. “Something to help you sleep.”
Crouched at the stream’s edge and filling their kettle, he realized Nessa was beside him again. Standing at his shoulder like a ghost.
“Making tea, hmm?”
His brow furrowed as he stood. “That’s right.”
“I studied history in Verinia. I also studied herbcraft. Bit of a hobby of mine.”
“Is that so?”
Nessa nodded. “It is. It’s amazing the little things you learn. Like the difference between elder bark and riverwood moss, or how powdered jackflower can soothe a headache. Or how certain roots have very distinctive smells.”
She stepped closer to him. He felt her warm breath on the back of his neck as she stood on her tiptoes.
“Like salamander root, for instance.”
He froze.
She walked around to stand in front of him, plucked the kettle from his hand, and unceremoniously poured it onto the grass at his feet. The icy water splashed over his boots.
“Go back to the fire. I’ll be taking care of Mari’s evening tea from now on, I think.”
“Nessa—”
“Go.”
He paced near the fire, trying not to look anxious, until Nessa returned.
“Mari, once this warms up, I’d like you to try something. It’s a tea of my own devising, and I’m rather proud of the recipe. I think you’ll find that it eases your slumber quite well. Why don’t you put the kettle on, and I’ll get the bedrolls off the wagon?”
As Nessa walked past, she paused beside Werner. Their eyes locked.
“I’m just trying to—” Werner started to say. Nessa’s eyes narrowed.
“If I ever see you slipping that filth into her food again, Imperial, I’ll tell her exactly what it is and what you’ve been doing to her.”
“Nessa, you don’t understand—”
“Mark my words, Werner Holst: we’re in Imperial territory now, but in a few days we’ll stand on Terrai soil. Soil her family, and mine, bled and died for. Don’t test me.”
*     *     *
Long after the fire had burned down to faint embers, Mari laid back on her lumpy bedroll and stared up at the canopy of stars. Nessa’s tea had tasted faintly of hyssop and left her with a warm, tingly sensation in her stomach that slowly spread out to her arms and legs.
Werner snored soundly on the far side of the dying fire. She’d gotten used to the noise by now. About eight feet away, Nessa was a motionless blot of darkness.
“Which one are you looking at?” Nessa whispered.
Mari turned her head. She’d thought the other woman was asleep.
“Which what?” she whispered back.
“Which constellation? I see you searching for something up there.”
“Just looking. I don’t know the constellations.”
Nessa sat up. Mari watched as her shadow dragged her bedroll next to Mari’s. She flopped back down again and flung one arm in the air, pointing toward the moon.
“Just east of the moon,” Nessa whispered. “You see those four stars close together, curling like a bow? That’s the Lady’s Braid.”
“I can’t possibly remember—”
“You can if I teach them to you one at a time. It’s a perfectly manageable task.”
“You don’t have to do that.”
“I enjoy teaching,” Nessa said. “But it’s not the stars keeping you awake, is it? It’s the moon.”
Mari’s fingers traced the worn face of her brooch.
“What are they like, Nessa?”
“The knights of the Autumn Lance?” She thought it over. “Valorous. Just. Honorable. Compassionate. All the virtues a knight should possess.”
Mari brought the brooch to her breast, cradling it in both hands.
“All my life, it’s all I’ve ever wanted. To be a real knight.”
“When we reach our final destination,” Nessa mused, “a full moon will hang in the sky. Seems a good omen.”
“Do you think they’ll take me?”
“It doesn’t do to speculate,” Nessa said, turning her head to stare at Mari, “but I will say…I think you have some profoundly life-changing experiences coming. Just wait until we get there.”
“It’s not easy to be patient. I’ve waited so long, worked so hard for this, and I might be inches away from getting everything I ever wanted.”
“I know. You’re burning with anticipation.” Nessa smiled in the dark. “Don’t worry, I’m sure you’ll get everything you have coming to you. And more. But now is the time for all good squires to sleep. We’ve many miles to cover tomorrow, and dawn always comes too soon.”
“Sorry. It’s hard for me to fall asleep sometimes.”
“Not tonight, it won’t be. Close your eyes. Focus on my voice.”
Mari’s eyelids drifted shut.
“I feel floaty,” she said.
“That’s the tea doing its work.”
“What’s in it?”
“Good things,” Nessa said. “Now, shh. Inhale. Nice deep breath. Now hold it…and let it go.”
Mari felt as if she was sinking into her bedroll, and lifting away from it at the same time. At Nessa’s prompting, she took another deep breath, then a third.
“As you exhale,” Nessa said, “your burdens fade away. You are weightless, falling upwards to the night, up to the stars, free and—”
There was more, but Mari didn’t hear any of it. She had already slipped away, into a dark and dreamless sleep.



CHAPTER ELEVEN
In the strategy room of Lychwold’s keep, Rhys paced with his hands clasped behind his back. Merrion had brought in his man Iago, a wiry Verinian with frazzled black hair and bloodshot eyes. The spymaster leaned over the map table, rearranging marble weights and markers in accordance with Iago’s tale.
“—Carlo hasn’t been sober since they put that cap on his head,” Iago said. “Might as well fix strings to his wrists and ankles. The College of Cardinals thinks they’re in control, but that Marchetti’s the real puppet master.”
“Lodovico Marchetti,” the spymaster mused. “That name has appeared in more than one dispatch of late. We know at least two members of Mirenze’s Council of Nine—ones who have history with the Marchetti family—have been assassinated. Another member of the council was killed in the raid on al-Tali that very same night.”
“Hell of a coincidence,” Rhys said, still pacing. Movement helped him think.
“I don’t believe in coincidences,” Merrion said, “and this has all the makings of a greater scheme. So. Lodovico subverts the Church, making a servant of its pope, and then circumstances arise that might make Emperor Theodosius’s dream of a Third Crusade a reality.”
“Where’s the money?” Rhys frowned. “What does he get out of it?”
“War profiteering,” Iago said. “A month before the attack on al-Tali, Lodovico rented a large warehouse in Mirenze—under his own name, not the bank’s. I broke in and took a peek. It’s stocked, floor to ceiling, with exotic wares from the Caliphate. Preserved spices, Oerran carpets, high-end goods. If this really turns into a crusade, it’ll kill the eastern trade routes dead. He’ll be ready to meet the demand, and charge a king’s ransom for it.”
Rhys stopped pacing.
“Carpets,” he said.
Iago nodded. “Yes, sire.”
“You’re telling me this man is orchestrating an international war to make a few extra silvers on a shady carpet deal.”
Iago winced. “It…is the prevailing theory right now, sire.”
Rhys looked at Merrion. “And this is what I pay you people for.”
A hammering at the door turned their heads. It swung open a moment later, and a thunderstorm in the shape of a man burst into the room. The hem of a forest-green cassock swirled around his slippered feet and the iron tree pendant around his neck bounced with every lurching step. He slammed the door behind him.
“You,” he proclaimed in a reedy voice, “have to do something!”
Rhys stared at him. “Being the king means no, I don’t actually. Hello, Bishop Yates, thank you for coming. Spot of tea before we get down to business?”
“Those refugees,” he said, waving a trembling finger. “They’re heretics.”
“Seemed like perfectly nice people to me, though last I checked you weren’t entirely certain about the status of my salvation, either. What’s the problem?”
“They’re holding a celebration of the Feast of Saint Wessel in an open tent just outside the city gates. They’re drawing crowds. Local crowds.”
Rhys smirked at Merrion before looking back to the bishop. “Ah, now I see clearly: they’re stealing your audience. I wouldn’t worry about it. The feast is only…what, three days? I’m told one of their number used to be Pope Benignus’s personal confessor. He probably gives a hell of a sermon.”
“He isn’t preaching! That…that woman is!”
Merrion’s chin lifted. “Livia Serafini?”
“She’s been going at it for the last seven hours straight,” Yates seethed. “That’s why she’s drawing a crowd. It’s like watching a dancing cow or a singing monkey. A woman, preaching. She can’t possibly have anything to say.”
Rhys snapped his fingers. “Spy. Your name was?”
“Iago, sire.”
“Get down there. Find out if she’s a dancing cow or a holy woman. I want a report within the hour.”
As Iago darted off, Yates shook his head. “You have to stop her.”
“Again, we’re back to this ‘have to’ phrase. You really need to stop saying that.”
“Beyond the fact that she’s a wanted criminal—and if she’s not gone by the time Cardinal Vaughn comes back from the Holy City, we’ll all be in hot water for that—she’s taking on the mantle of a priest with no authority to do so. She’s acting like a man.”
“Then,” Rhys said, clamping a hand on Yates’s shoulder and steering him toward the door, “perhaps you should follow her example and do the same.”
Once he ushered Yates into the hall, Rhys shut the door and leaned against it with a heavy sigh.
“Merrion, why haven’t I had that idiot killed?”
“He has his uses, sire.”
“So does cow dung, but I want it fertilizing my fields, not stinking up my council chambers. He’s not entirely wrong, though. How long do we have before Vaughn returns from Lerautia?”
Merrion squinted, doing the math in his head. “The College of Cardinals has recessed for winter, so…a few days, at most?”
“We need to deal with Livia, one way or another, before he gets back. Man makes Bishop Yates look like a moderate. He’s likely to go ahead and burn the girl at the stake all by himself, just to prove his piety.”
“He has been known to enjoy the occasional execution, sire.”
Rhys closed his eyes and rubbed his forehead, feeling a headache coming on. A faint, distant throbbing in his temples, with the promise of more pain to come.
“Preaching,” he muttered. “In public, and drawing a crowd no less. So much for keeping this situation nice and quiet. How long did Yates say she’s been yammering? Seven hours?”
Merrion gave him a helpless shrug. “She has to stop eventually, sire.”
*     *     *
She didn’t, though.
For her first hour, Livia recited the Benedictions of Saint Clavis, which she’d memorized at the tender age of nine. There weren’t many people around that early in the morning, only a handful of refugees who had wandered over from the gathering tent.
Leaving the tent had been one of Dante’s first improvements on Amadeo’s original plan. “You need to be visible from a distance,” he said, “and your voice has to carry.”
He’d set her up a stone’s throw from the merchant road into Lychwold, standing under the open sky and the shadow of the shaggy gray walls. A few flat-topped wooden chests lined up end to end, salvaged from the refugee fleet’s boats, served as a low but precarious stage for Livia to stand on.
“What do you mean, save my life?” she’d asked Dante when he first introduced himself.
“There’s a courier from Lerautia currently enjoying the king’s hospitality, and he’s not to leave without you accompanying him, preferably in chains or in pieces. Apparently you’re a traitor and a witch and a thoroughly disreputable person.”
Livia felt sick. Amadeo stepped close to her, getting between her and Dante, and waved a hand.
“We’ll fight the charges. If Carlo wants to slander his own sister, fine. A public forum will give us a chance to tell our own side and expose him.”
Dante shook his head, chuckling. “A bit late for that. She’s already been tried and convicted. Your brother means to see you dead, signorina, and I wouldn’t count on the good King Jernigan to harbor you for much longer. Like any competent ruler, he’ll act in his own self-interest—which may or may not include keeping your head attached to your pretty neck.”
Carlo couldn’t just let me go, Livia thought, tasting bile in the back of her throat. And as long as I’m here, all of these people are in danger. Damn it all, they’ve suffered enough.
“I’ve heard of you,” she said once she could speak again. “You’re no friend of the Church. Why are you here?”
Dante smiled. “Because I am no friend of the Church. And you may be the daughter of Pope Benignus, but right now you are most assuredly no friend of the Church either.”
“I am a woman of faith.” Livia glowered at him. “My beliefs haven’t changed simply because the political body of that faith has fallen into corruption.”
“Thank you. You just made my point for me. The fact remains that you’re in grave jeopardy. I, however, have a plan to fix all that.”
“Why?” Amadeo frowned. “What do you get out of the deal?”
Dante looked over the piled supplies for the refugees. He reached into a wooden crate and plucked out a fat, bruised apple. He took a bite, chewing thoughtfully.
“Some minor consideration,” he said once he swallowed, “to be named later. Nothing too taxing. Suffice to say—for now—that Signorina Serafina’s survival is very much in my best interests.”
Livia balked at first when he laid out his plan—the small part of it he’d share with her and Amadeo, anyway.
“The entire feast?” she’d asked. “The fasting is fine, but I can’t preach for three days straight. I’ve never spoken in public for three minutes straight. I don’t…I don’t know how to talk to people.”
Dante waved his hand toward the tent flap.
“And yet, there are nearly two hundred people outside this tent, ready and willing to hang on your every word. Do you even see the way they look at you?”
“I don’t like being looked at.”
“Do you like breathing? How about eating and sleeping? Because if you would like to continue enjoying those little pleasures, then you need to trust me. Just for a little while.”
And that was how she ended up standing on a wooden chest, shadowed by the city walls on a chilly morning at the end of autumn, feeling her heart pound against her rib cage as she tried to find her voice.
So she recited the Benedictions of Saint Clavis. That was all it was. A rote, shaky recitation. Some people watched, no real interest in their eyes. Some drifted away.
I’m losing them, she thought, and the realization piled onto her anxiety. The one light in the scant audience was Amadeo, watching her from the shade of the city wall. She latched onto him, desperate for a friendly face.
He held up one finger and tapped his heart.
Take a chance, she thought.
Livia stopped reciting.
“People don’t like the Benedictions,” she said, “because they read as…cold. They don’t think Clavis was a passionate man. I understand that. People think I’m cold too.”
A few heads perked up. One refugee, in the middle of turning away, looked back to the makeshift stage.
“The truth is,” she said, the words flowing faster, “he felt—keenly. He felt so much. He just had a hard time putting it down on paper. I think I just understood that when I was a little girl, because it’s hard for me too. Is it ever hard for you? Getting out what you feel? I think it must be hard for all of us sometimes.
“I could recite what he wrote, but that doesn’t tell you the whole story. It doesn’t explain what finding the Benedictions on my father’s bedside table meant to me, when I was little and had so many questions about the world and my place in it. So let’s talk about that. And maybe, when we’re done, you’ll see Saint Clavis and his work in a new light.”
She had an audience of fifteen people when she started speaking.
An hour later, she had fifty.



CHAPTER TWELVE
Sofia Marchetti’s once-flaming red mane had faded over the years, turning to the color of tarnished steel, but age hadn’t stolen the fire from her eyes. Eyes that narrowed to venomous slits as she stood behind the desk in her son’s private office, paging through the leaves of an oversized ledger.
Lodovico had been quick to share his good news: the emperor was demanding a crusade to smite the heathen east, and his ministers had approached the Banco Marchetti to fund the war effort. She told him she was happy. She told him she was proud.
And she might have been, if he hadn’t turned her house into a den of secrets and lies.
One of my husband’s old business associates is murdered in his bathtub, she thought, and another stabbed by ruffians in the street. And both attacks happen on the very same night, for no reason anyone can explain, that the Caliphate breaks a decades-old truce and invites a crusade.

And all of this happens after Lodovico lavishes money on Benignus’s drunkard wastrel of a son, who looked like a long shot in the fight to take his father’s throne. Getting into his good graces and putting us in the perfect position to make a fortune from the Empire’s latest war. Nobody could have known this would happen.

Her fingers traced the last few entries in the ledger, reading them again, checking and double-checking the dates to make sure her eyes weren’t deceiving her.
But you knew, Lodovico, didn’t you? You knew.
Before, Sofia had worried that Lodovico was involving the family business in some reckless scheme.
Now she worried that he might be a murderer.
Not directly, of course. She had already checked that. Lodovico had spent the night of the assassinations gorging himself at the Harvest Vine Inn in front of a hundred witnesses, with an expensive courtesan on his arm. You couldn’t buy a better alibi.
And you can buy killers, too, she thought.
“Oh,” said a voice from the doorway.
Simon Koertig stood on the threshold. He blinked at her, off-balance, and pushed his horn-rimmed glasses up on his nose.
“I was expecting Vico,” he said.
“He went into town for breakfast. I’m here now.”
“You…shouldn’t be in his office.”
Sofia slammed the ledger shut.
“This office is in my house,” she said, “and I will enter any room I please.”
“Speaking as Lodovico’s personal accountant,”—Simon pointed at the ledger—“and given that you hold a purely advisory position with the bank, those records should only be reviewed under proper supervision.”
“Or?”
He tilted his head. “Or?”
Sofia stalked across the room like a panther.
“Or,” she said, standing before him with her hands on her hips, “you’ll do what about it?”
He took a step backward.
“I’ll—I’ll have no choice but to make a formal complaint to the board.”
“That’s fine. I’m done here. I’ve seen everything I need to.”
It wasn’t true, but she knew her words would get back to her son. Put a little fear in him, she thought, and maybe he’ll slip up and show me his hand.
Besides, what she’d seen in that ledger disturbed her to the core. She just needed help making sense of it.
*     *     *
Felix and Aita weren’t the only ones using the Guildsman’s Seat for their secret meetings. Sofia’s heart fluttered like a hummingbird’s wings as she walked, cloaked and veiled, down the dusky hall toward the suite on the end.
It was the same every time. She’d agonize over sending the note asking for a meeting. She’d hold her breath as she put the sealed envelope in the courier’s hand, loosing an arrow she couldn’t call back, then lament doing it. The response would come within an hour—always yes, always now—and she’d walk to the door at the end of the hall like a prisoner marching to the gallows.
She knocked. He knew she was there, he had to know, but he made her knock anyway. Three long taps, three short. Then she waited.
The door finally swung open, and Basilio Grimaldi gave her a hungry smile.
He grabbed her wrist and pulled her into the room without a word. The door had barely closed before he tore off her veil, carelessly tossing the black lace to the floor, and pressed his lips to hers. Growling into the kiss, taking what he wanted.
“You made me wait.” He bit her bottom lip, a sharp, fast nip. “Over a month since you last called on me? You’ll pay for that.”
I know, she thought, and her legs trembled.
“Couldn’t get away,” she whispered, “and business before pleasure. I found something in Lodovico’s ledgers. First, have you heard about the request from the throne? Theodosius the Lesser is finally getting his holy crusade, and the bank is putting up part of the money to make it happen.”
“Of course I’ve heard. You aren’t my only spy.”
“I am not,” Sofia said, glaring, “your spy.”
Basilio smiled—then his hand clamped down on the back of her neck, dragging a gasp of pain from her throat.
“In this room,” he said tenderly, his lips brushing hers, “you are whatever I say you are.”
“I hate you,” she whispered.
“I know.” He chuckled, stroking the back of her neck. “So. The ledger. What did you learn?”
She took a deep breath, steadying herself.
“According to the terms, the Banco Marchetti will help finance food and weaponry. The Empire plans to raise a peasant levy to form the rank and file of the invasion, and crusaders can’t fight on religious zeal alone. They need steel in their hands and food in their bellies.”
“And you’ll be repaid when? After the bloodshed is done?”
“Annual installments, with a handsome finance fee added. It’s a good arrangement, provided the Empire stays solvent. Such a good arrangement, in fact, that my son acted on it before it was offered to him.”
Basilio squinted at her. “How do you mean?”
“According to the ledger, he’s already paid for the weaponry. It’s being forged as we speak. He issued payment three days before the emperor’s emissaries approached him.”
“He has an inside connection,” Basilio murmured. “Influence within the emperor’s house.”
“And he already has Pope Carlo on a leash, everyone knows that. I suspect he had Carlo exert some pressure there.”
“Pressure,” Basilio said, “now there’s a word I enjoy. Tell me something: how stretched are your family coffers right now?”
“To the breaking point. The cost of the weapons alone, and the supply caravan to get it to the front, is staggering. We’d never take a risk like this, well, for anyone less than the emperor himself.”
“So if something were to happen to that shipment…”
Sofia’s eyes widened. A faint smile rose to her lips.
“It would be a disaster.”
“A survivable disaster, for the Banco Marchetti. But the board would have to think very hard about your son’s recklessness. They’d consider replacing him as the chair. Perhaps with an older, more experienced member of the family.”
“You…can make this happen?”
Basilio stroked her cheek with the backs of his fingertips.
“You adorable little traitor,” he said.
“He betrayed me,” Sofia said. “My husband’s wishes were clear: he expected us to work together. Instead, Lodovico shut me out of the family business two days after Luigi’s burial. I wouldn’t be here if he hadn’t.”
“Yes, you would. And yes, it would be my great pleasure to clear the path for your proper ascent. I enjoy helping my friends.”
“Spare me,” Sofia told him. “Your daughter is marrying the heir to the Banco Rossini. If I take my son’s place at the head of the Banco Marchetti, that gives you influence over half of Mirenze’s economy.”
“A little more than half, I should think. And more than Mirenze. If I do this, I expect to be made a partner in your family business. A silent partner. With full access to the Banco Marchetti’s books, and complete oversight of your operations.”
“You ask too much.”
“I’m not asking,” Basilio said. “Tell me, do you remember the night we first met, during the Feast of Saint Scarpa? So many years ago, but it’s one of my fondest memories. The way I pushed you up against the wall, with your skirts hiked around your waist and your husband in the very next room. How I clamped my hand over your mouth to keep you from crying out as I thrust—”
“How could I forget?”  Sofia crossed her arms. “You won’t let me.”
Basilio grabbed her by the throat and shoved her backward, pressing her against the door. She tried to push back, squirming, but he grabbed one wrist with his free hand and pinned it to the wood. He smiled as he nuzzled her cheek.
“I’d been planning on blackmailing you. Can you imagine my giddy delight when I learned I didn’t have to?”
“You can’t imagine,” she said, “how much I loathe you.”
“And yet that flush in your cheeks isn’t a sign of anger, my dear. And when you undress for me, which you’re going to do momentarily, I believe I’ll find your underthings…a bit damp.”
“Wool merchant,” she seethed, pushing helplessly against him with her free hand. “You’re a pig and a thug.”
“And the only man who understands how to give you what you really want. It’s funny. If I hired a harlot, and did to her the kinds of things I do to you, I’d have to pay her twice: once for the service, and a second time to be silent about it. You, I get for free. What does that say about you, I wonder? I mean, you’re literally cheaper than a dockside whore.”
“Whoring’s an honest profession,” Sofia said, “unlike your own. And I’m not surprised you’re familiar with it, considering the only way any woman could stand your company for more than five minutes is if you paid her not to leave.”
Basilio laughed. His hot breath washed across Sofia’s neck as she struggled between him and the door.
“I make people’s dreams come true,” he said. “That’s an honest profession. Case in point: I’m going to give you the Banco Marchetti. And in return you’ll give me, oh…everything.”
“Big talk, but you can barely keep your own house in order. The Council of Nine can hardly fill out a dinner table now. And rumor has it, Terenzio Ruggeri’s caravan was in al-Tali the night the Caliphate attacked.”
For a heartbeat, Basilio’s smile faltered.
“Powerful men make powerful enemies,” he told her. “I’m looking into the matter. Everything is under control.”
“That’s what it’s all about with you, isn’t it? It’s not about the money. It’s the power. Controlling everyone around you.”
“That’s what power is for,” he said. “I even control you.”
“Is that what you like to tell yourself?”
He let her go. Basilio took two steps back, showing her his open hands.
“There’s the door,” he said. “Go ahead. Walk out. I’m not stopping you.”
Sofia put her hand on the doorknob.
Then she took a deep, shuddering breath and let go, turning back to face him.
“See?” he said pleasantly. Then he grabbed her by the hair, spun her around, and hurled her to the floor.
She landed, disheveled and sprawled out on the plush brass-colored carpet, and scampered backward in a sudden panic as he loomed over her.
“We’ll consider this an object lesson,” he said. “Now get undressed.”



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Their trysts always ended the same way. Sofia, naked and trembling and curled up in a fetal ball on the bed, lost deep inside of herself. Basilio, drained and distant. He’d released all of his hunger and pent-up aggression onto her body and when he was finally done there was nothing left but…nothing at all.
They never talked when they were finished. She never looked at him. He stared at the curve of her back as he dressed, watched the faint shake of her shoulders, and he felt like he should say something. Something concerned. Something kind.
He didn’t know how, so he just walked away.
His coachman waited outside in the rain. Soon Basilio was back at Grimaldi Hall, safe behind wrought-iron fencing and a platoon of hard-eyed guardsmen dressed in the family’s black livery. As safe as he ever was, anyway.
“When I was a younger man,” he said, sitting in his high-backed leather chair, “people tried to kill me all the time.”
The tall, lean Oerran man sitting on the far side of the desk, his head shorn and his skin as dark as chiseled basalt, let out a rumbling laugh.
“I know,” Hassan the Barber said, “I tried to kill you myself.”
“You came closer than anyone. It was a spirited attempt. If I recall, I made you a job offer on the spot.”
“It made for an exciting negotiation, yes.”
Basilio thumped his hand on the desk.
“And that’s why this is so confounding. All my old enemies are gone. You and that rabble of desert raiders, Vinchi’s crew, that Carcannan syndicate we went to war with…everyone’s either retired, dead, or working for me.”
“Just because someone works for you,” Hassan said thoughtfully, “doesn’t make them your friend.”
“I’m aware of that. Any one of them would stab me in the back if they thought it was to their advantage. I’m grateful you’ve never pretended you wouldn’t.”
Hassan spread his hands and smiled. “We are what we are.”
“So I make sure there isn’t any reason to rebel. My people are paid well. They’re all tasked with watching each other. They know the rewards of loyalty, and they know the punishments of betrayal. I don’t work with lunatics, and I don’t work with drunkards. My world is clockwork. Stable. Predictable. And yet…”
His voice trailed off. He swiveled in his chair to look out the rain-slick window. Through the wet haze, he watched slate-gray clouds roil in the afternoon sky.
“So I’ve been fixated on finding a traitor inside my organization. Thinking one of you must have planned to take my empire, my fortune, by force. Foolish. It blinkered me.”
“A new challenger?” Hassan asked.
“Yes, but…not for my business. Not for the power, not for the money, as I’d assumed. Nothing so rational as money. Consider this: I was attacked on the same night Costantini died, and nobody’s seen Terenzio Ruggeri since he left on his trade run. There’s a rumor floating about that he died in the al-Tali massacre.”
“An attack on the Council of Nine, then. It’s the one thing you all have in common.”
Basilio turned away from the window, looking Hassan in the eye.
“Not the only thing. Twenty years ago, the three of us arranged the death of Luigi Marchetti. He was a madman, agitating against the Empire, trying to start a revolution. He would have gotten half the city killed.”
He pushed his chair back and walked over to the window, listening to the rain pelting off the glass.
“I told them,” he said. “I told them when we did it: you never kill a man and allow his son to live. A boy with a tombstone for a father grows up wanting one thing, and one thing only.”
“Revenge,” Hassan said.
Basilio thought back to the night of the attack. He’d been tapping his way along the paving stones, enjoying the brisk night air, when he spotted the two men coming up fast behind them. They gave themselves away, and when they moved to strike, he was ready for them.
One of the would-be killers had said something, a heartbeat before Basilio cut him down. He never got the chance to finish the sentence, but he’d spoken two words. Two little words.
He knows—
“There is a very good chance,” Basilio told Hassan, “that Lodovico Marchetti just tried to murder me.”
“Have your men bring him here, and let me go to work on him. He’ll tell us everything before the sun rises, I promise you that.”
Basilio waved his hand. “Under normal circumstances, I’d say yes. There’s something else, though. I’ve known Lodovico since he was a toddler. Bright boy. Frighteningly bright. Ferocious chess player, too. Always thinking five moves ahead. And he harbored grudges. Oh, did he harbor grudges.”
He frowned, contemplating Lodovico, thinking about the assassination attempt.
“It’s too small.”
Hassan tilted his head. “Small?”
“I tracked the man who murdered my father to the coldest, loneliest edge of the Empire. I had money, by then, and I had killers under my command, but I had to do this myself. I needed him to look in my eyes, to feel my rage. I needed him to know why he was dying. I needed him to know my father’s name.”
“You sound almost affronted that Lodovico didn’t kill you himself.”
“Not affronted, Hassan. Worried. And if Ruggeri was killed in al-Tali…think about it. Lodovico is building his relationship with the Church, tightening his hold on the pope, and now he’s making inroads into the Imperial government. All of this just before a war breaks out?”
Hassan shrugged. “I’m a simple man, Basilio. Explain it to me.”
“I think all three of us were meant to die on the night of the al-Tali massacre. He didn’t do it himself, man to man, because we mean that little to him. His rage is far greater than that.”
He walked back to his desk, fingertips resting lightly on the dark, polished wood. Drumming faintly.
“I think,” Basilio said, “Lodovico was making a statement.”
“A statement? To who?”
“That’s the question that worries me.”
“Let me kill him,” Hassan said. “He won’t do much plotting once I’ve snipped his head from his shoulders.”
Basilio sat back down. He shook his head.
“Tempting, but no. Whatever he’s onto, it’s big. Very big. And I want it for myself. Case in point: the Banco Marchetti is providing financing for the crusade. Lodovico just laid out a prince’s ransom for a caravan of weapons, so all the good little peasants can march across the desert and kill in the Gardener’s name.”
“What of it?” Hassan asked.
“Steel in wartime is like honey in times of peace: expensive, rare, and you never have all you want. Hundreds of freshly forged spearheads might well be worth their weight in gold on the black market…especially if we cause their scarcity in the first place.”
Hassan barked out a laugh and slapped his armrest, grinning.
“You want a caravan robbed? Now that Hassan can do.”
“Not just robbed. I want it to disappear from the skin of the world. Then we’ll see how Lodovico reacts. Perhaps we’ll have a chat with him then, once he’s been pushed to desperation.”
“Never play with your food.” Hassan wagged a warning finger at him.
Basilio chuckled. “No, no, I’m just…curious. So we’ll stir the water. Introduce a bit of chaos to Lodovico’s grand design and see what happens.”
“And earn a tidy profit in the doing.”
“Exactly so,” Basilio said. “I have a wedding to pay for. On that note, any progress on finding Renata Nicchi?”
“Our hunters are combing Mirenze, but they think they’ll need to widen their net. Felix most likely sent her to another city.”
“She’s a barmaid. How far can you go on a barmaid’s pay?”
Hassan shrugged. “That depends on how motivated you are.”
*     *     *
Neither man heard the light footsteps in the hall outside Basilio’s open office door, or caught a glimpse of shadow from the figure pressed to the wall. Aita was too well practiced for that. Her eyes widened as she eavesdropped.
Lodovico Marchetti, she thought. There’s a name worth knowing. Influential, has resources, and wants my father dead. A lovely combination of virtues.
Felix will have his uses, to be certain…but perhaps it’s time I consider an upgrade in allies.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Black smoke guttered into the sky on the south end of Mirenze, not far from the tanning yards. In a blacksmith’s shop, dark and smoky and stifling hot, Giorgio brought his hammer down on a wedge of glowing steel. He was a broad-shouldered hulk of a man who smiled contentedly as he worked, his iron muscles rippling with sweat.
“Watch those bellows,” he called out to his young apprentice working on the opposite side of the forge. “Consistent heat, that’s the difference between a horseshoe that snaps like straw and one that’ll outlive the horse.”
The front door rattled open. The newcomer was a lean man in his fifties, with slicked-back silver hair and dagger-sharp eyes. Giorgio took one look at him and frowned. He set his hammer down.
“Think I’m closing up early.” He dug a couple of coins from his belt purse and pressed them into his apprentice’s hand. “Here. Good work today. Go buy something sweet for you and your sister.”
Once the boy had left, Giorgio squared his footing and stared the newcomer down.
“Hello, Bull,” the older man said.
“Fox.” The word came out like a curse on Giorgio’s lips.
“A little birdie tells me that you’ve been working for the Owl. That she placed a…special order?”
“You mean a little Viper told you,” Giorgio said. “Think I haven’t seen your girl lurking about, playing shadow tricks? She’s not as good as she thinks she is.”
“I won’t tell her you said that. So what are you forging for the Owl?”
Giorgio put his hands on his hips. “Maybe you should ask her.”
Fox shrugged. He strolled around the shop, eyeing buckles and stout iron nails, his slender fingertips playing across the displays.
“I’d love to, but that’s the problem. Nobody’s seen her. Nobody’s seen Shrike and Worm, either. Any idea where they’ve gone off to?”
“Special project.”
“Oh? One authorized by the Dire Mother, I assume, given that the Owl’s been commandeering coven resources?”
“Maybe,” Giorgio repeated slowly, “you should ask her.”
“Brother.” Fox gave him a kind smile. “You know I’m coming to you because you have my utmost respect. There are few in the coven whose counsel I value as highly.”
Giorgio snorted and turned his back on the man, lumbering to his forge. He picked up his hammer.
“The Owl has an acid tongue,” he said, “but her actions show she respects me. You do everything the wrong way around.”
“There are benefits to working with me, Bull. Can you sense the shifting of the winds? It’s a good time to have a powerful friend.”
Giorgio turned around, holding the hammer loosely in his grip. He loomed over Fox, a full head higher and twice as broad.
“Some people,” he said softly, “think I’m simple, because I’m big. Or because I work with my muscles instead of keeping my nose in a book all day. That’s okay. Doesn’t bother me any.”
He leaned closer, glowering down at Fox.
“But it’s a bad mistake to make.”
The older man took a step back, holding up his open palms.
“I think nothing of the kind. You misjudge me.”
Giorgio shrugged. “If you say so.”
Fox drifted toward a workbench. A sword lay upon the wooden slats, its freshly forged hilt wrapped in strips of faded brown leather. He picked it up, casually curious, then frowned.
“You should beat your apprentice.”
“How’s that?” Giorgio asked.
Fox held the sword in a duelist’s grip, giving it a little flourish before tossing the blade onto the bench with a clatter.
“Worthless. It looks perfectly serviceable, but the weight is completely off and the balance is all wrong. More dangerous to the man holding it than to anyone on the receiving end.”
“That’s the idea.”
Fox tilted his head. “Why?”
“Because that’s what the work order called for.”
“Tell me…where is the Owl?”
“Standing right behind you,” he replied with a nod.
Fox spun fast, almost jumping, to find an empty shop at his back. Giorgio snickered.
“Not funny,” Fox snapped.
“You seem worried. Why is that? Up to something she wouldn’t like?”
“I simply prefer to keep one eye on her at all times.”
“Don’t see why. She only hurts people who stand in her way. Mostly. I don’t always understand her comings and goings, but I do know one thing: everything the Owl does, she does for this coven.”
“As do I,” Fox said.
“I’m not always so sure. And where’s Hedy? Went by the Hen and Caber last night. They said she quit her job and left. She liked that job.”
Fox snorted. “You aren’t likely to see her again. She was taken by bandits on a forest road. I told the little fool exactly how to escape, and she disobeyed me.”
Giorgio blinked. “But…you are going to rescue her.”
“Why? I told you, she disobeyed me. A disobedient apprentice is dead weight. If she manages to escape on her own and begs my forgiveness, maybe I’ll take her back.”
Giorgio’s hammer crashed against his anvil, a sound like thunder exploding across the shop and rattling the walls.
“She’s a little girl,” Giorgio bellowed, red-faced with rage, “and your apprentice. You have an obligation to protect her—”
“I have no such obligation. She’s not blooded yet, not a full member of the coven.”
“Taken by bandits.” Giorgio paced in front of the forge, the heavy hammer swaying dangerously in his fist. “Do you even know what they’re probably doing to her right now?”
“Of course. And if she survives, she’ll look back on her experience as a valuable life lesson. Lesson being, this is what happens when you don’t do as I say.”
Giorgio stopped in his tracks. He raised his arm, pointing the head of the hammer at Fox.
“You need to leave. Now.”
Fox raised his chin. “Or else what?”
The forge darkened, shadows spreading across the wall at Giorgio’s back like skeletal wings. The glowing coals shifted from hot orange to seething purple and midnight blue.
“You’re the Dire’s assassin,” Giorgio growled, “but I’ve never seen you work. Maybe I’ll put you to the test. My steel against yours, and my craft against yours too. And maybe you’ll have a ‘sparring accident.’”
Fox wavered on his feet, uncertain. His eyes narrowed.
“We’re brothers by bond,” Fox said, “coven mates. You can’t strike me. It’s forbidden. The Dire would have your throat for it.”
“Accidents,” Giorgio said, “happen. Now get out.”
*      *      *
Imbecile, Fox thought as he stormed out of the blacksmith’s shop, slamming the door behind him. Useless, oafish—
“Ooh, somebody’s good and angry,” said the young woman at his side. “Wounded pride?”
He hadn’t seen her arrive, slipping up alongside him on the crowded street and falling in line with his furious stride. She was nineteen or so, a lean and tanned Itrescan who wore heavy robes and concealed her face and her rust-red hair under a sackcloth hood. When she turned to smirk at him, the paint edging her eyes caught a ray of afternoon sun. Streaks of bronze pigment, carefully applied to resemble the scales of a serpent.
“Viper. I hope I don’t need to repeat any of that conversation,” he said, ignoring her comment.
“Heard every word, I did. Hmph. I’m not that good? He’s got no idea.”
“He’s also our link to tracking the Owl,” he told her. “He’s forging some…odd equipment for her. She’ll come to pick it up herself, or she’ll send Worm and Shrike. When she does, follow them. We have to find Squirrel’s spellbook before they do. It’s concrete proof of her negligence.”
“You think that’s what she’s after? Bear’s convinced the three o’ them are running down those bounty hunters who got Squirrel roasted in the first place.”
“I cannot fathom,” Fox said, “that the Owl would waste her time on a vendetta against a couple of nobodies, in the name of a worthless, failed apprentice, when a document that could ruin her in the Dire’s eyes is floating around out there somewhere. She’s insane, but she’s not that insane.”
“Maybe she’s just that confident.”
Fox grabbed her by the arms and shoved her into an alley, backing her up against a crumbling brick wall. Viper bared her teeth at him and hissed. Her upper canines were jagged, brutally chiseled to points.
“Listen to me,” he said. “What we’re undertaking here—going up against the Owl and her little clutch of followers—is the most dangerous thing we have ever done or ever will do. Don’t contradict me. I give the orders. You follow them to the letter.”
“Get. Your hands. Off of me. Now.”
He let go of her. Viper didn’t stop baring her teeth until he’d taken two steps back.
“Just…do as I tell you,” Fox said, waving an awkward hand.
“I’m not your apprentice anymore, master,” she hissed, “but I’ll play my part. It’s going to be fun. And once we’ve exposed her, if the Owl and her parliament flee from the Dire Mother’s judgment, so much the better. Then we can hunt them down.”
Fox eyed the young woman, wary. “You’d enjoy that, would you?”
“You’ve been the Dire’s assassin for a long time,” she said. “Maybe it’s time for you to step down and hand the title to someone younger and more deserving. I’m helping you because when I take the Owl’s head it will prove to the Dire one simple truth: that I’m a better killer than you’ll ever be.”
“Have a care,” he told her. “There’s a storm in the air, and it’s going to shake this entire coven to its foundations.”
“Oh? Imagining a promotion in your near future?”
“Our Dire Mother won’t live forever,” he said. “Especially not without the Owl to protect her. As our slow-witted friend said, accidents happen. Change is coming, girl. Stay on my good side.”



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Another night fell over the bandit camp. Renata and Hedy huddled together in the cold, their wrists shackled to the center pole of their tent by short chains. Their tethers didn’t give them room to lie down easily, so they kept their backs to the rough wooden pole. Not that they’d been given blankets or bedrolls to lie on.
Renata’s stomach clenched as the tent’s furs flew open, and she felt Hedy tense up beside her. The one-eyed bandit, his skin flecked with scars, stomped into the tent. He threw an armload of food to the dusty ground: a couple of hardtack biscuits flecked with blue mold; a bruised apple; and a twisted chunk of overcooked, flame-scorched meat. It was the first meal they’d been given all day.
“Eat up,” One-Eye said. “Boss is gonna need you tomorrow morning. Dangerous road ahead, and you’d better be ready to steer us the right way.”
“Could we get some blankets?” Renata asked. “Please?”
One-Eye stopped in mid-turn, shooting her a murderous look. Renata nodded at Hedy. The fourteen-year-old kept her trembling face downturned.
“She’s freezing,” Renata said. “Please.”
One-Eye looked at Hedy. He sighed. “Yeah, fine, I’ll see what we’ve got in the wagons.”
When he left, Renata picked up the apple, brushed it off on her sleeve, and pressed it into Hedy’s hands.
“Here. You need fruit. Keep your strength up.”
“You should take it,” she said, not meeting Renata’s eyes. “This is all my fault.”
“Nonsense. We’re going to get out of this. We’re going to be fine.”
Renata picked up the chunk of meat, dusted it off, and tore it into two ragged strips. The meat was burnt black, smelling of charcoal and dirt, but her mouth watered and her stomach growled like she’d been served a cut of exquisitely-marbled steak.
“We fooled him once,” Hedy said, her voice soft. “And that was luck. My master isn’t coming to save us, Renata. We’re all alone.”
Chains rattled as Renata turned. She took gentle hold of Hedy’s chin, lifting her face.
“Fine, then,” Renata told her. “We’ll just have to save ourselves.”
One-Eye came back just long enough to hurl a pea-green blanket at them. A ratty moth-eaten thing that smelled like a chamber pot, but it would stave off the cold better than nothing at all. Renata spread it over their laps.
“I’ve been in the middle of some barroom brawls, working at the Hen and Caber,” Renata said. “All right, I’ve been in the middle of a lot of brawls. And you know what you do when the punches are flying and the furniture’s breaking all around you?”
“Duck?” Hedy asked, uncertain.
Renata smiled. “You look around, fast, and you grab the first thing you see. Then you figure out how to put it to good use. That’s what a brawl is: improvisation under pressure. And that’s exactly what you and I are going to do. So first, let’s see what we’re working with. I know you’re only an apprentice, but what can you do?”
Hedy thought about it while she chewed on a bite of apple. Renata bit off a mouthful of meat. It had a bitter, greasy taste, but it quieted the rumble in her stomach.
“Cantrips. Little things. Turn a meal bad, or curdle milk. I can snuff out a torchlight with a fistful of shadows. Most of my early training is all herbcraft. Healing poultices, remedies…poisons, but I’ve never actually poisoned anyone.”
“That’s good. It’s a good start.” Renata had another bite of meat, thinking it over. “Are there any poisons you can make with local ingredients? Things you could smuggle back if I convince Marco to let you go herb-scrounging for me again?”
Hedy bit her bottom lip. “A couple. Widowkiss. Hangman’s delight. The problem isn’t the herbs. I need tools: a mortar and a pestle, something to grind and mix with. And how will we use it? They won’t let us anywhere near their food.”
“You let me worry about that part. Improvisation, remember? I’ll figure it out. You just get the herbs and smuggle them back here. If we’re very lucky, you won’t need to use them. If I’m judging the road right, we’re about a day’s walk from Agliana.”
Hedy squinted. “What about it?”
“It’s a trading post, and they take their roads seriously. Outriders and patrols, all eager and hunting for bandit trouble. There’s a chance you’ll run into them. Just tell them everything and point them in this direction. They’ll keep you safe.”
“But Marco will kill you—”
Renata put her hand on Hedy’s shoulder. “And that’s another thing you need to let me worry about. Just get the herbs. I’ll do the rest.”
The next morning, two grim-faced bandits shoved their way into the tent at cockcrow. They unchained the women’s manacles and pushed them outside. The first rays of dawn brushed the sky with pale light, filtering through the tangled trees.
Small cooking fires sent up wispy, faint smoke, the men of the camp rousing themselves for a busy day. Marco stood by their stolen wagon, arms crossed, looking like a monument chiseled from stone and barely restrained rage.
Rough hands shoved Renata and Hedy to their knees in the dirt. Renata stared up at Marco, expectant.
“We need to break camp,” Marco said. “Been here too damn long, and I know thief-takers ride these roads. I’m not looking for a fight, least not one against heavy cavalry and veteran soldiers.”
“No,” Renata said, “you like your victims to be defenseless and unarmed.”
“Aye, that’s the truth of it. Makes the killin’ so much easier. Now we need to put at least seven miles behind us before sundown, and twelve would be better. There are two roads we can take: the Rover’s Strait and the Coinroll. Both of ’em come too close to Agliana—and Agliana’s garrison—for comfort. You, witch, are going to pick the road. Find us a safe and quiet route.”
“You’re not worried I’ll send you in the wrong direction?”
“Not even a little. Remember what I said happened to the last one who tried that? Don’t think I won’t feed you to the wolves. And if you think you’re gonna get rescued by the militia, think again. I said I don’t want a fight with the locals. It’s a waste of time and resources. I didn’t say we wouldn’t win.”
“I need supplies for the divination spell. Herbs.” Renata glanced at Hedy. “Woundwort, fletcher’s eye, and a fistful of autumn mint. Got all that?”
Before they’d slept—at least for a scant few fitful hours—Hedy had drilled Renata on the names of some local herbs so she’d sound convincing. Marco bought it. He strode into his tent and came back out with the ornate brass hourglasses, one in each fist. He shoved one toward Hedy’s face.
“You got an hour. Go!”
As Hedy scurried off, running like a rabbit for the woods at the edge of the bandit camp, Marco chuckled.
“You better hope she comes back,” he told Renata.
“Somehow,” Renata said, “I’m not too worried about that.”
*     *     *
Hedy took her reckoning by the rising sun, keeping it on her left as she sprinted through brambles and brush. The Rover’s Strait lay just ahead, and a chance at freedom if she was lucky enough to cross paths with an Aglianan militia patrol, but first things first. She crouched low in a patch of wild weeds, comparing leaf patterns and colors against her memories, figuring out what she had to work with.
Widowkiss offered a kindly death. Its victims simply fell into a gentle, dreamless sleep and never woke up again. Hangman’s delight, though, that was an invention of cruel minds. She remembered Fox describing, with great delight, how its victims’ muscles would contort and tear with horrifying force. Strangling them from the inside.
So, she thought, picturing Marco’s brutish face. Hangman’s delight it is.
Hedy had never poisoned anyone, but she couldn’t imagine a better place to start.
She plucked tinkers’ ears, wide leafy golden fronds, and rolled the other ingredients up inside to keep them safe. Two sheaves, one slipped into each of her shoes. She felt them squish against her feet as she tromped through the underbrush. For Renata’s “spell” she just gathered up an apron-load of random weeds and colorful bits of lichen.
She eyed the hourglass. It was running down fast, perilously fast, and she had to be sure to give herself enough time to get back. What she found, coming out of the brush and walking the long dirt road, made her heart soar.
Tracks. Hoofprints in the dust, and they looked fresh. Fresh and deep, she thought, and no cart-wheel grooves. No, there were at least a half dozen riders, maybe more, and they were no merchants. Hedy followed the road with one eye on the ground and one eye on the hourglass.
Still, she could only go so far. With less than a quarter of the purple sand left in the upper glass, she forced herself to turn around and trudge back toward the bandit camp. Back to her nightmare. Every nerve, every instinct screamed at her to drop the hourglass and run as far as she could until she reached civilization. Instead, she gritted her teeth and kept walking.
Renata was there for me. I’ll be there for her. Both of us get out of this, or neither of us does.
*     *     *
Hedy returned to camp as the last grains of sand sifted into the bottom of the hourglass. Renata rose as Hedy approached holding a bundle of brightly colored herbs in her apron. She moved to take them, and Hedy leaned in toward her.
“Patrols on the Rover’s Strait,” she whispered, and Renata gave her the slightest of nods.
“I need a map,” Renata told Marco.
What I really need, she thought, is a plan. Steering the bandits toward the patrol was an appealing—and obvious—thought. With any luck, they’d be rescued, or they could at least slip free during the fighting.
But what if Marco was right? What if his bandits won? The bandit chief claimed he’d mutilated and murdered a man for that very offense, walking his gang into danger, and Renata saw no reason to disbelieve him. She couldn’t risk her and Hedy’s lives like that, gambling that the thief-takers would beat Marco’s men.
At the same time, steering him the other way was no better. Nothing said there weren’t patrols on the Coinroll road. It wasn’t like she really had a magic spell to find out. The best-case scenario was a free and open journey, and that would accomplish nothing but keeping them in chains for another miserable night.
The manacles around Renata’s wrists chafed when she moved her arms and felt like they weighed a hundred pounds. Her best chance of escape was making a ‘mistake’ that led the bandits into a fight. It was also her and Hedy’s best chance of getting killed, if Marco blamed her for it.
But what if, Renata thought, I’m not the one making the mistake?
Marco led her to an open tent with maps spread out upon a knife-scarred table. A handful of his men gathered around, curious to watch his “pet witch” at work.
Good, she thought as she sprinkled her herbs over a map and made slow, swaying motions with her outstretched fingers. I need an audience for this.
Renata had worked at her father’s inn since she was old enough to polish a glass, and she’d spent most of that time tending the bar. The years had taught her more than how to pour a drink or duck a flying chair: they taught her about people. How to read them, how to keep a customer entertained or give an ear for his sorrows. Now, she realized, that skill might be the only thing standing between her and a grisly death.
She chanted gibberish under her breath and squeezed her eyes shut, putting on a show. Pretending to concentrate, brow furrowed, she gasped out her imaginary tension on a gust of held breath.
“So?” Marco said. “What route do we take?”
She didn’t answer right away. Renata looked in his eyes, held his gaze for a moment, then looked down and to the side.
“Take the—” she paused, as if reconsidering her words at the last second. “Take the Coinroll. There are patrols on the Rover’s Strait.”
Marco squinted at her.
“Look me in the eye,” he said.
She obeyed, pretending reluctance. Marco’s thugs gathered closer around them.
“Which road,” he said slowly, “is safe?”
“The—the Coinroll. Don’t take the Rover’s Strait. It’s dangerous.”
She dropped her gaze again. Marco studied her in silence, his frown deepening.
“You lying bitch,” he growled. He looked to the others. “Pack up! We’re taking the Rover’s Strait.”
“No!” Renata cried, feigning terror. “I’m telling you, that road’s being patrolled. You’ll be attacked if you do that!”
Marco turned his head and spat on the dusty ground. “Nice try. I’ll decide what to do with you when we make camp tonight. I told you what would happen if you tried steering me into trouble.”
I didn’t have to, Renata thought. You just did it for me.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Livia held a waterskin as she spoke, taking sips to ease her sore throat and keep her voice from cracking.
She’d been talking for twelve hours.
The crowd encircled her makeshift stage now, and she turned this way and that as she preached. Not just her refugees, not anymore: as word spread through Lychwold, more and more of the locals came out to listen. She made eye contact, occasionally reaching down and touching a hand or a shoulder. She spoke of her father, giving them glimpses into the mind of their fallen pope, thinking aloud about how his teachings had shaped her life.
And she spoke of her brother, and what he’d done in Lerautia. As she told the crowd her story, describing the burning of the Alms District and the massacre under Carlo’s orders, Dante felt the mood of the crowd shift. The energy turned electric, tinged with righteous anger.
He prowled among the people, watching and listening. He’d shaved his goatee and rubbed a bit of henna into his coal-black hair, staining it a dirty red. His skin was a bit too dark, but at a casual glance he could pass for a native Itrescan. He’d spent most of the night mastering the accent and learning local idioms. When he spoke, he sounded like he’d been born and raised in Lychwold.
“That can’t be true,” he heard one man say to another. “A massacre? She’s making that up, right?”
Dante sidled up behind them, as if he’d been there all along. “It’s true,” he said. “I was over at Byrne’s market, by the south gate. There were two traders fresh from the Holy City, and they saw it all with their own eyes!”
Dante had spent hours just learning the crowd, marking the faces of those who lingered and those who left and returned with friends in tow. He marked pockets of adoration and disbelief, the ones who were swayed and the ones who had simply come to see what the fuss was about.
So armed, he went to battle.
Here and there in the throng, he planted the story about the traders from Lerautia. Just enough to get it spreading on its own. He even heard, doubling back, one wag insisting he’d spoken to the nonexistent traders and heard their harrowing stories personally.
Everybody loves a tragedy, Dante thought. You want to believe her story. You want to share her rage. And now, you have permission.
He insinuated himself into a knot of off-duty guardsmen wearing their Itrescan green and black with rearing griffins emblazoned on their tabards. He leaned toward the most receptive-looking one and gestured toward the stage.
“I knew she was a looker, but I didn’t guess she was tough as iron, too. Surviving that massacre, getting all those people out safe…she might have Verinian blood, but the way she stands up to trouble, she could have been born right here in Lychwold.”
“Wish she had been,” the guardsman responded. “I might have a chance with her.”
That drew a chorus of chuckles from his companions, and Dante joined in.
“You might yet,” Dante said. “Did you hear? King Jernigan was so impressed with her, he’s offered her citizenship. She’s got duty, honor, guts—everything an Itrescan should. I hope she says yes, don’t you?”
Of course they did. He left them to discuss it between themselves and slipped back into the crowd. Next he singled out a small clump of locals in clean clothes and perfumes, who had skipped the services in Lychwold’s cathedral in favor of hearing Livia instead. While many of the new arrivals were merely curious, these watched with rapt attention.
“That Carlo.” Dante crossed his arms, speaking low as if muttering to himself. “We could have done better with Livia on the throne.”
A well-dressed woman hanging on her husband’s arm looked back at him as if he’d announced the discovery of two-headed cattle.
“A woman? As pope?”
Dante shrugged. “Why not? The Verinians made that rule, and they treat their women like dogs. We Itrescans are far more enlightened; we always have been. We’re better than they are. So who are they to tell us who we can and can’t have on the throne? It’s our Church too, isn’t it?”
He raised his voice as he spoke, slowly, taking the temperature of the crowd around him. The woman’s husband looked between her and Dante.
“Well,” he said, “she’s obviously a holy woman, and I suppose if a woman can be a saint—”
“Better than that loudmouth Yates,” a nearby man said. “This is the most entertaining sermon I’ve heard in years.”
“Right, right,” the husband replied, “but pope? It’s just not done.”
Dante threw up his hands. “Exactly! And why’s that? Because the Holy City is in Verinia. They make the rules and we follow? I don’t know about you lot, but I’m sick of bending the knee to foreigners. They’ve never had to fight like we have; they don’t know our struggles.”
That got nodding and grumbling all around. Someone clapped his back and muttered, “Damned right.”
Of course I’m right, Dante thought. All I have to do is appeal to your national pride, and suddenly you’re sheep for the shearing. Now to plant the seed.
“King Jernigan said she can swear to the griffin,” he said. “Then she’d really be one of us. Imagine that: what if we had our own pope? That’d tweak those wine-sniffers’ noses!”
The smile on his face as he slipped away from the sudden roil of debate was genuine this time. He circled the stage, repeating the routine in two other pockets of conversation, before making his way to the edge of the still-growing congregation.
Amadeo shuffled over, leaning in to speak softly. “How’s it coming along?”
“Better than I could hope, but we have to see if the disease spreads.”
“Disease?” Amadeo looked alarmed.
“Do you know how a sickness is spread? You touch a victim, or breathe sick air, and catch it yourself. And then you pass it to others, so on and so on, right?”
“Of course,” Amadeo said, “that’s simple medicine. What does that have to do with anything?”
“I’m planting certain ideas among the crowd,” Dante explained. “Custom diseases, targeted at the most vulnerable patients. You see, an idea, on its own, is nothing.”
He pointed, fingertip following the growing sea of faces. Leading Amadeo’s eye from one knot of onlookers in eager debate to others whispering intently with their eyes locked on the stage.
“But under the right conditions, an idea spreads. From mouth to ear, from heart to heart. And that’s how we create a groundswell. An idea plague.”
Amadeo straightened his cassock and frowned.
“I understand your method,” he said, “but you could pick a more tasteful metaphor.”
Dante ignored him. He handed Amadeo a folded slip of parchment.
“Here. Bring Livia a new waterskin, and slip this to her when you do. Be subtle.”
“Livia,” the long note began, “read carefully, and follow this next step to the letter. When you’re ready, take a long drink from the waterskin.”
Dante made his way back into the crowd, taking his time, looking for the perfect spot while he waited. She kept the parchment folded in her palm as she spoke, her eyes scanning. She didn’t act right away.
You’re weighing your options, Dante thought, and you don’t quite trust me yet. Good girl.
A couple of minutes later, though, she lifted the waterskin and took a long, five-second swig.
“As I was saying,” she began, only to be cut off as Dante cupped his hands to his mouth and shouted.
“Livia! They say King Jernigan offered you citizenship. Will you take it?”
She placed her hands over her heart, acting as if deep in thought, while eager voices susurrated across the crowd.
“While I have only been here a short time,” she said, “I’ve come to know so many of you. Your hopes and your fears, your struggles and your stories. And I have seen the…the depths of the Itrescan heart. The strength of your character, the ferocity of your love.”
She swept out an arm, curling it back again as if drawing the entire crowd to her breast.
“Yes, it is true, the king has given me this opportunity. And while I think fondly of the land where I was born—”
She trailed off, bowing her head as if deep in thought, long enough for a distant voice to shout “Say yes!” His was joined by others calling out in excitement. Dante stroked the rough stubble on his chin, absently missing his goatee, as he watched Livia work.
“While I miss the Holy City,” Livia said, “it can no longer be my home. Lerautia is lost to me forever, but I have no sorrow. Because in my heart of hearts, I’ve already found my true home. In my heart, I am one of you. I am Itrescan.”
As the crowd exploded in wild cheers, Dante turned and strolled away. He was confident she could keep the momentum going for the next few hours, while he set up the next part of his plan.
He’d carefully placed Livia upon a pedestal. Now he had to tear her down.
His path took him to the city gate, strolling up a wide cobblestoned market road and aiming straight for the king’s hall. As he walked, his thoughts drifted to Mari Renault.
Right now, Dante pictured the scene like a pantomime playing out on a garishly painted stage, Mari is helping a little old woman who’s fallen into a mud puddle and sprained her leg. She’s cheerfully helping her hobble home, putting on a kettle of tea and mending the old woman’s skirts before moving on.
Ever since he’d abandoned the two bounty hunters in the night, stealing away from their camp, he’d caught himself playing this little game. Imagining the aspiring knight performing some selfless act, roving the land and doing good deeds.
Mari was a madwoman—he knew that. Utterly out of her gourd, and he assumed Werner Holst’s protection was the only reason she hadn’t been taken advantage of or cut to pieces a hundred times over by now. Still, as he’d told the corrupt Cardinal Accorsi, she was the nobler sort of madwoman.
Something about her wide-eyed, naive idealism had touched Dante’s heart. Not in the way she hoped, he was sure. He had no intention of joining her deluded dreams of a better world. That didn’t mean he wasn’t an admirer of hers, in his own twisted way.
The more he schemed and turned people into pawns, the more his thoughts turned to fantasies of Mari. She was a counterweight in his imagination, a wandering beacon of light to offset what he’d referred to, in his farewell letter, as his “banal and tawdry darkness.”

No matter how much blood spills on my hands, no matter how low in the mud I slither, she’ll offset every one of my deeds with her own. Outshine them, even. No matter what I do, the world is still at a net positive. Mari Renault is the angel on my shoulder.

He let those thoughts comfort him, sloughing off his guilt like a serpent’s skin, as he betrayed his new allies.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
The road ended at the coast. Mari stood on a rocky beach, a cold breeze ruffling her messy hair, and watched the sunset glimmer across black, rippling waters.
Werner called out, climbing down to the beach from a cottage on the hill. “Ferry runs twice a day. He said they can take us and the cart, no problem. It’ll cost us, though.”
“I’m good for it,” Nessa said, not even glancing in his direction. She stood at Mari’s back, just off to one side, sharing the sunset with her.
“I don’t understand,” Werner puffed, ambling over, “how you can afford all of this. How much money do scholars make, anyway?”
“A pittance, but I recently inherited some heirloom ruby rings. I sold them to finance this expedition.”
He shrugged. “Well, it’s your money.”
“Yes,” Nessa agreed.
Werner looked to Mari. “Could I talk to you for a second?”
“Of course,” Mari said.
He nodded back over his shoulder. “Alone?”
Werner frowned as Mari looked to Nessa, as if silently asking her permission. I’m your teacher, he thought, seething. I’m your partner, you listen to ME.
Nessa gestured to Werner. “Go ahead. I’ll be perfectly safe here.”
Werner walked away, and Mari followed. They picked their way along the rocks, evening tide lapping just a few feet away, until Nessa was a still shadow in the gathering dark.
“What is it?” Mari asked.
Good question, he thought. He didn’t have words. He had emotions, heated to boiling over, and no way to get them out of the wire cage around his heart.
“I don’t like her,” he blurted out.
Mari blinked. “So? I mean, come on, Werner. Since when do we have to like anyone we work for? Our last client was a tannery owner who had his men attack us when we showed up for the interview. His coin smelled like pigeon shit, but we still took it. Besides, why don’t you like her? She likes you.”
“She…does?”
“Of course she does.”
“She doesn’t act like it,” Werner said.
“She’s not a—a warm person, I guess, but half the time we were talking, it was about you. In a good way, I mean, you should have heard how she complimented you. She wanted to know all about how we met, how you trained me—”
“What did you tell her,” Werner asked quickly, “about how we met?”
Mari shook her head. “You know…you know some of that is all fuzzy in my head. Because of how lost I was before you helped me. So I mostly talked about our recent jobs. She’s had a sheltered life, you know; she really liked hearing about the fights we’ve been in. Don’t worry, I made sure she knows she’s safe with us.”
“Well, that’s…” Werner paused, searching for the right word. “Good.”
“Was that all you wanted to say?”
“Yes,” he said, then spoke up again as she turned to go. “No. Mari, I’m…I’m afraid.”
She half smiled as she looked back at him.
“You? Afraid? That’s a first.”
“Mari, I know these are your people, and I know you’re excited to be going…home, after all these years, but…” He clenched his hands at his sides. “I’m just afraid you’re going to be disappointed. That this might not end up the way you’re hoping it will.”
She fished in her purse and held up her pewter brooch. The dying rays of the sun glinted off the craggy face of its engraved moon.
“Faith,” Mari said, lightly thumping the brooch against his chest, “tells me otherwise. Faith tells me I’m exactly where I need to be. I will stand before the Autumn Lance with an honest heart, and I will earn my knighthood. Don’t be afraid, Werner. There’s nothing to fear here, nothing but the prize at the end of the journey. And that prize is all I’ve ever wanted.”
“I know,” he breathed as she walked away. “That’s what I’m afraid of most.”
At the end of a slow ferry ride across restless black waters, they finally set foot on Terrai soil.
It’s dead, Werner thought. It’s all dead.
Yellow grass and stale, rocky soil crunched under his boots in the dark. Trees blighted by disease, their bark caked with violet fungus, curled their limbs inward like the fingers of an arthritic hand. Werner watched a blind crab-thing, its shell white and pustuled, skitter along the shore.
“Home,” Nessa said, her eyes wide behind her big, round glasses. Mari stayed silent, her expression unreadable.
They decided to chance riding by starlight for a bit, in the hopes of finding an inn. Werner’s stomach grumbled as he steered their cart down a long and broken road, the reins loose in his grip.
“Light up ahead,” Mari said, squinting. “Is that a roadhouse? Maybe they’ll have room for us.”
As came around a bend and clearing the tree line, they got a better look. Torches burned around the stout stone walls of a fort, banners emblazoned with the Imperial eagle draping from the battlements. A wooden barricade, little more than a thick log studded with foot-long spikes, blocked the road ahead.
Before Werner could turn the cart around, the local welcoming committee marched out to greet them. Two soldiers wearing leathers the color of dirty sand, one carrying a bull’s-eye lantern and splashing light across Werner’s face.
“Come on down, then,” the other said. “Let’s have a look at you.”
“Let me handle this,” Werner whispered, clambering down from the driver’s perch. Mari and Nessa followed, lining up beside him.
“Papers,” the soldier said.
“Papers?” Werner echoed. “What papers?”
“Are you thick? Citizenship papers. Letters of transit.”
Werner held up his open palms. “There’s been a misunderstanding here. We’re not locals. We just arrived by ferry.”
“You came from the Empire to here, on purpose?” the other soldier said. “Why in the Gardener’s green would you want to do that? Are you lost, or just stupid?”
“We’re here on business. It’s all aboveboard—”
“A Murgardt traveling with two Terrai women, after nightfall? There’s nothing aboveboard about this.” He passed his lantern to his partner. “Keep them here. I’m fetching the captain.”
Out of the corner of his eye, Werner saw Mari’s hands easing toward the fighting batons on her belt. “Mari,” he said warningly. Her hands pulled back.
They waited. The soldier kept the lantern’s aperture sweeping across their faces, making a point of flashing their eyes with it. A bark of laughter turned Werner’s head.
“Sarge? Damn my eyes for lying if it isn’t you!”
A big, barrel-chested man, his leathers filigreed with swirling gold trim, stormed up and clasped Werner’s shoulders. “Get that light off him,” he snapped at the soldier with the lantern. “You know what we’ve got here? A soil-blessed hero is what.”
“Beitel, you old dog,” Werner said with a grin. “What’s with the fancy kit, somebody actually promoted you?”
“For my sins.” He gestured back at the fort. “All this grandeur is mine to command. Not much commanding to be done now, though, with the garrison down to quarter strength. Orders came down from high command: they’re moving everyone in-country, some kind of trouble with the Caliphate. But was I lucky enough to get called up to the action? No bleeding chance.”
Beitel looked back at his men, still clasping one of Werner’s shoulders. “Sergeant Holst commanded my squad, back in the day. I was greener than a sapling; he kept me alive and taught me everything I know about soldiering. Why, this man could butcher ten savages before breakfast, and pick his teeth with—”
“Beitel,” Werner said, his voice strained. His eyes flicked left, toward Mari and Nessa.
“Well. What do we have here? Prisoners? I’d heard you’d gotten into the bounty-hunting game.”
“Clients. These ladies are doing some research in-country. They hired me to escort them safely.”
The soldier at Beitel’s side shone his light over Mari’s batons. “I’ll be having those,” he said.
Mari’s hands dropped to their hilts.
“Come and take them,” she said.
“Mari,” Werner snapped, then quickly turned to Beitel. “They’re not locals. They both grew up in Imperial lands. They’re—they’re civilized, I promise.”
Beitel shrugged. “If you say it, it’s true, but all the same—Terrai aren’t allowed weapons. That’s the law, no exceptions.”
“Sir?” the soldier said, withering under Mari’s unblinking glare. “Should I—”
“I’ll take them,” Werner said. “For safekeeping. Mari?”
“A knight,” she growled, “does not surrender her—”
“Mari, please.”
She drew her batons, slowly, one at a time, and passed them to Werner. He let out the breath he’d been holding.
“That’s better,” Beitel said. He leaned in toward Werner, smirking. “Can’t let the natives see their kin with weapons. Puts dangerous ideas in their heads, you know?”
“Right,” Werner said. He forced a humorless chuckle.
Beitel turned his attention to Mari and Nessa. “I’ll warn you two right now, ignorance of the law is no excuse. You’re free to travel so long as you’re in this man’s company, but there’s normally a sunset curfew for your kind. Don’t be caught out alone after dark.”
“Perish the thought,” Nessa said.
“We speak Murgardt here,” Beitel added. “Remember that. Anyone heard speaking Terrai gutter-tongue gets a flogging the first time and a noose the second. Same goes for writing it down. If you find any Terrai books, there’s a little bounty for handing ’em over. Not likely to find many left, though. Cheaper than firewood when the weather turns.”
“Oh,” Nessa said, “we don’t speak a word of it.”
“Good. That’s good, for you. And I hope I don’t have to say it, but no heathenry will be tolerated.”
Nessa clasped her hands before her. “We are humble and devout daughters of the Gardener.”
Beitel nodded, slowly.
“They’re all right,” Werner told him. “Like I said, civilized.”
“Whatever you say, Sarge. I’ll write you up a letter of transit. That’ll get you past any more roadblocks. And, ah…” Beitel’s gaze swept from Werner to Mari and Nessa, then back again. “If you stop at any inns? Get separate rooms. A Murgardt traveling with two Terrai women, well, it doesn’t look good. I know you’d never…be familiar with their like, but that’s the sort of thing that can get a man strung up in these parts. Not everyone knows you as well as I do.”
“Thanks for the advice,” Werner said, his jaw clenched. “We’ll be careful.”
*     *     *
Mari and Nessa stood quietly as Beitel wrote up the travel writ, and quieter as he tried to rope Werner into discussing “old times.”
Once the soldiers hauled the roadblock aside and waved them through, they stayed quiet.
Werner had a million things to say, but the words hammered around in his chest and punched him in the heart and he couldn’t get any of them out. Finally, after twenty minutes of rolling through the forest dark, he had to try.
“Mari, about everything that happened back there—”
“Can’t talk right now.” Her voice was tight.
“I’m sorry I said you were my client, not my partner. But you know they wouldn’t have understood.”
“I don’t care about that,” she snapped, her voice breaking.
Werner looked back at her. She sat in the wagon with her back to the sideboard, knees drawn up against her chest and clutched tight. Her cheeks glistened with tears.
“Our language,” she said, “our books. They’re trying to take our words away, Werner. They’re taking our words away.”
“People…people can change. People can learn. I learned. You know, not all Imperials—”
“Werner.” Nessa’s voice was hard as frozen stone.
He fell silent.
“Take a hint,” Nessa said. “Be quiet and steer the horses.”



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
They called Leggieri the Artist of Mirenze. Most called him that for his anatomies and exquisite white marble sculptures, so highly prized that one even held a place of pride in Pope Carlo’s gardens.
Others, like Simon, were more interested in his side trade. His artistry there was no less ingenious, though it did cater to a much smaller—and more demanding—clientele.
Today, the artist stood in the overgrown gardens behind his palazzo, a maze of pebbled paths and lush green ferns that spilled over themselves like ocean waves. Natural walls against the outside world. Leggieri clutched a hammer in one hand and a delicate steel chisel in the other. He furrowed his brow, frowning as he studied a block of marble on a wooden plinth.
“What’s wrong with it?” Simon asked, standing a respectful distance behind him. “Bad-quality stone?”
“Perfect quality. Perfect stone.”
“So why stop?” Simon walked up, circling the plinth, reaching out to draw his finger along a shallow gouge in the marble. “You’ve only made a single cut.”
Leggieri shook his head, looking forlorn.
“It was, I fear, the wrong cut.”
“Your perfectionism,” Simon observed, “awes me. To the point that I think I despise you a little.”
Leggieri set down his tools. He plucked the silken slouch-brimmed cap from his head and mopped at his hair with an ivory handkerchief.
“Simon, you are my oldest and dearest customer. And I am fairly convinced that you will murder me someday.”
Simon tapped his chin and thought it over. “Yes. It’s not outside the realm of possibility. But I promise you: it will be glorious. You deserve nothing less.”
Leggieri put his cap back on and waved for Simon to follow him. He led the way down a winding path, curving between walls of fronds to stop near the garden fence. Here, tucked away behind the green, a weathered trapdoor sat flush in the grass. He took hold of the great iron ring and hauled the door open, revealing a stairway into darkness.
Simon followed him down into the gloom, his shoes clacking against the wooden steps. Leggieri’s shadow fumbled for a lantern on a ledge at the foot of the stairs. As the lantern flared to life, it cast a pale yellow glow across the artist’s deadly workshop.
A wall of knives, some plain and crude, some beautifully filigreed and set with precious gems, was first to greet Simon’s eager eyes. He cast his gaze over to Leggieri’s workbenches, festooned with scraps of metal, coiled springs, and sheaves of parchment scribbled with mad designs. Along one wall hung harnesses of leather and wood on hinges, half-built contraptions whose uses Simon could only guess at, and even what looked like a man-made bird’s wing built from calfskin stretched over a teak frame.
“As requested.” Leggieri picked up a slim, polished stiletto dagger from the workbench. Its needle-fine point gleamed in the lantern light. “What happened to your old one, if I might ask?”
Simon took the stiletto, turning it, testing its balance. “Gave it to a little girl.”
“Hmm. Next time, try a doll. She might like it better.”
“I don’t believe in coddling children,” Simon replied. He nodded his approval and slipped the stiletto up his sleeve, giving it a new home in his empty sheath. “Best to teach them the facts of life while they’re young, so they don’t get their hopes up.”
“I have to ask,” Leggieri said, then fell into a pensive silence.
“And yet, I do not hear a question. Should I pick one at random? Very well, the answer is ‘fish.’”
Leggieri stepped around his workbench, putting it between them.
“Are you well?” he finally asked.
“Do I look sick? Fevered?”
“You have been”—Leggieri paused, his eyes flicking downward—“uneven since you came back from Winter’s Reach. You seem to jump from mood to mood, like a flea on a disagreeable stretch of dog.”
Simon clasped his hands behind his back, strolling around the cluttered workshop. Leggieri held his ground, slowly turning in place to follow his movements.
“I am enduring a bit of melancholy,” Simon said, “growing from dissatisfaction with my job performance. It’s fair to say I’ve been under some stress lately.”
“You should try taking up a hobby.”
Simon paused, cocking his head at the calfskin wing on the wall. “What’s this?” he asked.
“Flying machine.” Leggieri frowned. “It doesn’t work.”
“You should try taking up a hobby.”
“This entire workshop is my hobby. Were you looking to purchase anything but the dagger today?”
Simon put his fist to his chin, pondering.
“I’m having a conundrum,” he said. “From one artist to another, your thoughts would be appreciated.”
“You have my undivided attention.”
“You have not one, but two targets at a wedding. If infiltration wasn’t an issue—because for me, it isn’t—how would you kill them?”
Leggieri snapped his fingers. He rummaged through a bin of tiny jars, glass clinking, and held up a small glass pot. A purple-black liquid sloshed inside.
“Just the thing. Widowkiss. Nearly odorless, and the taste is easily masked. Pour it in the punch bowl, and make sure your targets are first in line for a taste.”
Simon’s shoulders sagged. In his mind he was back on the deck of the Fairwind Muse, watching with glee as the ship’s hateful crew choked and died by the dozens.
And then, cast into the freezing waters by wild chance, he’d suffered the humiliation of being rescued by his intended victim.
He’d tried shoving Felix overboard. Tried knifing him in his sleep. Tried poison. He’d even tried framing him as a spy and setting him up for execution, the perfect murder by proxy, but the best he’d been able to manage was getting one of the man’s ears chopped off.
“I’m cursed,” he murmured.
Leggieri arched a bushy eyebrow. “Sorry?”
“Nothing. No, no poison. Already tried that with one of the targets, and I hate repeating myself. It hints at a lack of imagination.”
“Already tried,” Leggieri echoed. “You mean…you failed an assignment?”
Simon shot him a look that could cut diamonds.
“I only mean,” Leggieri said, taking a half step backward, “you’re the last of my customers who I’d imagine in that situation.”
Simon stalked toward him, his glare unrelenting. Leggieri backed up another half step, only to bump into a workbench. Simon trapped him there, leaning in, their faces only inches apart.
“I have not failed, because the contract is still open. I am still murdering him. I am in the process of murdering him as we speak. I am murdering him right now, with my mind.”
“All right!” Leggieri threw his hands up. “I understand, you haven’t failed! S-Simon Koertig never fails, everybody knows that!”
Simon took a step back. He adjusted his shirt cuffs.
“So no poison,” he said. “What else have you got?”
“Bar the doors from the outside, set the building on fire?”
Simon looked aghast. “Set fire to a cathedral? What kind of monster do you think I am?”
“Sorry, sorry, of course you’re right—”
“Besides, it’s made of stone. You can’t burn stone. Use your head.”
Leggieri’s gaze kept flicking to the right, toward an alcove shrouded by heavy burgundy curtains. Simon’s eyes narrowed.
“What is it?”
“Nothing. I was thinking, but…it’s not ready.”
“What isn’t ready?”
Leggieri waved the question away. “It’s a prototype, but it’s never even been tested. I couldn’t possibly—”
“Remember what you said earlier about thinking I might kill you someday?”
With a heavy sigh, Leggieri trudged over to the alcove. He ripped the curtains aside—and took Simon’s breath away.
“What,” he asked, marveling, “is it?”
Leggieri’s invention was an oaken barrel, driven through with black iron nails protruding from every slat and bend, bristling like a mechanical hedgehog. A short metal tube pierced the barrel’s lid down the center, connected to a ring on a hinge.
“I call it the Infernal Machine,” Leggieri said.
“What does it do? I assume that barrel isn’t full of fish.”
“Black powder and scrap metal, mostly. The principle is quite simple.”
Leggieri gently rested his palm against the barrel lid, then trailed his fingers up the metal tube.
“Flint striking mechanism,” he explained, “inside here. You tie a rope to this ring at the top, get a good distance and a low wall between you and the device, and give it a sharp yank. Ring hinge drives the striker, causing a spark—funneled, thanks to the tube, into the heart of the powder bed.”
“And those nails,” Simon breathed, leaving the rest of his thought unspoken.
“Indeed. What the explosion doesn’t kill, the shrapnel will. In theory. But as I’ve already told you—twice—it’s an untested prototype and I can’t—”
“Sell it to me.”
“With all respect, Signore Koertig, I don’t think you appreciate how impossibly dangerous this contraption is. Just moving it could kill you, should you hit a single stray bump in the road. You’re more likely to blow yourself up than your targets.”
“Then your greatest invention,” Simon said, “will be the last thing I ever see.”
Leggieri held up a finger. He started to say something, paused, and blinked.
“Actually, I can find no flaw in your reasoning.”
“Art,” Simon told him, nodding sagely. “Sell it to me, for the sake of art.”



CHAPTER NINETEEN
In a drafty corridor in Rossini Hall, Felix stared at his reflection. The man in the dusty mirror looked lost. Like he’d wandered into the glass from somewhere else and couldn’t find his way home again.
Aita was right. Renata was smart, resourceful. She’d stay one step ahead of Basilio’s hunters. Still, he thought, there has to be something I can do. Aita might have a plan, but I can’t just wait around here, sitting on my hands.
“Two days to go. Nervous?” Calum asked. His brother loomed in the doorway, giving him a jovial smile.
Felix shrugged. “What’s to be nervous about? It’s only my wedding.”
Calum trundled over and clapped Felix’s back. He stood beside him in the mirror, filling the glass.
“Relax, it’ll be over before you know it. Easy as falling off a log. And after that, well…I hope you don’t mind my saying so, but that Aita’s a gem. You’re in for quite an evening.”
Felix chuckled. “Don’t say that where Petra can hear you.”
“Ah, she knows I love her. In truth, though, brother, it’s going to be fine. I didn’t even meet Petra until our wedding day. However nervous you’re feeling right now, I was ten times that.”
“How did you deal with it?”
Calum looked into the mirror, trying to slick down an obstinate cowlick. It sprang right back up again. “Swim with the stream, not against it. This marriage, this union, is what’s best for the family. You know that, right?”
Felix stared into the mirror. His eyes drifted toward the velvet wrapped over his missing ear. The brand of his failure in Winter’s Reach.
If I had made the deal, he thought, if everything had gone as it should have, I’d be in Kettle Sands with Renata right now. Sharing our hands in marriage, and away from all this madness.
Swim with the stream? Not on your life.
“You’ll learn to love each other,” Calum said, “or at least you’ll learn to be happy with what you have. Whatever you do, Felix…just be kind to her. That’s all any woman wants from a husband, I think. A little kindness.”
Felix tried not to smirk. “Oh, I think Aita wants a bit more than that.”
“So buy her jewelry, then. C’mon, Father’s asking for you. Signore Grimaldi is here, and they want to go over the post-wedding merger plans.”
“Do they now?”
“There’s paperwork and everything.” Calum tugged his brother’s shoulder. “I’ll say this much: for a wool merchant, your future father-in-law has a sharp head for business.”
The paperwork in question covered every inch of the dining room table, a whirlwind of draft sheets, stray ledger pages, and numbered parchment slips. Albinus and Basilio sat side by side, poring over the numbers together.
Basilio gave Felix a long, unblinking reptilian stare as he and his brother entered the room. Felix fought the temptation to stare back, looking to his father instead.
“Good, good,” Albinus said, waving to the open chairs on the opposite side of the table. “Took you long enough. Sit down.”
Basilio didn’t take his eyes off Felix, like he was a book and Basilio intended to read him from cover to cover. Felix kept his expression blank. Covers closed.
“Your father and I feel it’s time to let you know our full intentions,” Basilio told them. “Once our houses are legally joined, so too will be our business enterprises.”
He turned a page and slid it across the table toward the brothers. It bore a sketch of a filigreed G and R on a heraldic crest, the letters entwined.
“The Banco Rossini will become the Banco G-R. And, as its first official act, it will fully acquire my family’s wool business. For a token payment of a single copper coin, of course.”
“I’m stepping back,” Albinus said. “Staying on the board, just an advisory position, but…I’ve had a good run. It’s time to pass the torch and enjoy the years I have left.”
Now that you can, Felix thought. Albinus had been one step from a poorhouse before Basilio Grimaldi and his money swooped in to save the day. The old man had no idea who he was bargaining with.
Only I do, he thought. And only I can stop him.
Basilio looked between the brothers. “Felix, you’ll be overseeing operations here in Mirenze. Day-to-day management. Calum, your father tells me you’ve done excellent work drumming up business in Murgardt. I’d like to keep you on that, for now.”
Calum looked pained. “If it’s all the same, I’d really like to spend more time at home. You know, Felix is a great salesman, and administration is more my forte—”
“Felix,” Basilio said, smiling thinly, “will be busy starting a family with my daughter. Once my grandchildren are born, then I’d be happy to discuss a different arrangement. Why don’t you take Petra with you? She seems like an adventurous young lady. I’m sure she’d enjoy the travel.”
Calum sank into his chair, chin to his chest.
“Of course. As you wish.”
And while he’s roaming far and wide, it’s just me and Basilio at the helm, Felix thought. Which means, as far as he’s concerned, our family business is his to do with as he pleases.
The why part, that still perplexed him. The Banco Rossini was on its last legs, a pale shadow of the glory it held in his grandfather’s day. What kind of a fool bought new sails for a sinking ship? Even after the merger they’d be staying afloat on Basilio’s purse, between his legitimate income from the wool business and the untold fortunes he reaped from his underworld dealings—
The answer hit him like a lightning bolt from a clear blue sky.
Felix swallowed and clenched his toes tight, straining to keep his face expressionless. Basilio Grimaldi liked to think himself invincible, but if the spark of hope in Felix’s heart told the truth, he’d just revealed a crack in his armor.
“Moving on,” Basilio said, “as you might know, the Council of Nine already had a vacancy. I regret that the number of empty chairs has swelled to three with the tragic death of our chairman and the disappearance of another key member. He and his caravan were lost on a trading expedition.”
“Sounds like a dangerous table to sit at,” Calum said, drawing an angry glare from Albinus.
Basilio arched an eyebrow. “An august table, young man, and one rooted in centuries of Mirenzei history. We may have an Imperial governor these days, instead of the grand dukes of old, but the council still serves as the silent hand of commerce in this city. I expect to be sworn in as the new chair very shortly, at which point it will be my great pleasure to offer Felix a seat of his own.”
“You honor me.” Felix forced the words out, bowing his head to hide the disgust in his eyes.
“I’m only seeing one problem,” Albinus said. “Lodovico Marchetti. The Banco Marchetti has blocked us every step of the way for over a decade now. We’ve had to scrap and claw for every rotten inch of ground. They see this merger coming, they’ll hit us with everything they’ve got. Are you sure there are no legal loopholes they can invoke to stall us?”
Basilio patted the old man’s shoulder. “What do I keep telling you? You worry too much. The Council of Nine will back us. The Imperial governor is…easily swayed with gifts, let’s say, and I might have a bit of an inside edge with the Marchetti family.”
“Oh?” Calum said. “What’s that?”
“Nothing you need be concerned about. But I don’t think they’ll be posing a problem for much longer. All that matters right now is sealing the union between our families. The day after tomorrow, the Rossinis and the Grimaldis will become one—and a force to be reckoned with.”
“I’m a lucky man,” Felix said, smiling like he meant it.
That night, when Basilio left and his family turned in, Felix slipped out of bed. He winced as his bare feet touched down on the frigid floorboards. Felix pulled on slippers and threw a heavy robe over his shoulders.
It wasn’t a simple case of pre-wedding jitters. He had work to do.
The hearth in his father’s study sat cold and dead. He kindled it, just enough to cast a yellow glow across Albinus’s bookshelves. A treasure trove of heavy leather-bound tomes, covering everything from history to finance to law. He ran his finger along the weathered spines, pulling down this book and that, making space on his father’s desk to study.
If he was right, Basilio had given the game away. Felix thought he knew exactly why Basilio had designs on the Banco Rossini—and just how badly he needed Felix’s help.
You showed me your throat today, he thought, opening the first book and poring over dense columns of faded print. Now I need to find the right way to tear it out.



CHAPTER TWENTY
In her time tending bar at the Hen and Caber, Renata had met more than a few veteran soldiers. Every one of them, once they’d drunk themselves limber and eager to unburden themselves, described life in wartime much the same way: long stretches of dull boredom that turned to sheer blinding terror in the space of a heartbeat.
It was like that when the road wardens attacked.
The Seven-Fingered Men set out along the Rover’s Strait, their ragged train unencumbered by any notion of military discipline. Marco led a rough procession of horses, footmen, and carts, all clattering along the forested road at the speed of a slow walk.
That was good for Renata and Hedy, at least, since they’d been manacled to the back of their own stolen wagon. No room for passengers, the back piled high with plunder and broken-down tents, so they trudged behind it with their wrists chained at the end of short tethers.
“They’re going to rest soon, right?” Hedy asked. “They’ve got to stop and rest soon.”
Stumbling along beside her, Renata forced herself to smile. Someone had to put on a cheerful face, even if she didn’t feel it in her heart.
“What’s the matter? Don’t like hiking?”
“My legs are shorter than yours,” Hedy grumbled.
Marco’s men paid them no heed, some of them outpacing the cart without giving the prisoners a second glance.
“I still don’t understand it,” Renata said. “You and that mouse mask.”
Hedy shrugged. “We’re all given names by the Dire Mother, and masks to suit. Master thinks it’s an insult that she named me Mouse because I’m timid and small, but I think he’s wrong. Mice see and hear everything, and they can go where bigger creatures can’t. Everyone underestimates a mouse.”
“No, I mean…you’re kind. Why would you want to be a witch?”
Hedy frowned. “We can be kind. Or we can be as cruel as you make us. We’ve been burned, hung, cut up…how kind would you be? It doesn’t matter. Any day now, we’ll all be going to Wisdom’s Grave, and you’ll never hear of a witch again outside of campfire stories.”
“Wisdom’s Grave?”
“The resting-place of the first witch who ever lived. The font of knowledge and magic. It will be a homeland for people like me. We always begin our sabbats by asking the Dire, ‘Will you lead us to Wisdom’s Grave?’ And she always responds, ‘Yes, I will.’”
“So why hasn’t she yet?” Renata asked.
Hedy stared straight ahead, her lips pursed.
“She will. When the time is right. It’s a wonderful place, where we can be wild and free. And some cattle may live there, useful ones, but they’ll do as we say.”
“Cattle?”
“That’s…well, anyone who isn’t a witch—”
“Like me,” Renata said.
“It’s just a word.”
“Words mean things, Hedy.”
“Some mean it harshly,” Hedy said, “but Miss Owl says it’s a compliment. Think about it: cattle give milk and meat, leather and bone. Every part of a cow is valuable. You can’t have a community without cattle.”
They walked side by side in awkward silence.
“Hedy,” Renata eventually asked, her tone cautious, “have you ever seen any proof that this ‘Wisdom’s Grave’ really exists?”
Hedy wrinkled her nose. “Have you ever seen proof that the Eternal Garden exists? But you still think you’ll go there when you die, don’t you?”
“That’s different. You’re talking about a place here, a place of soil and flesh and blood.”
“I’m talking,” the girl said, “about the coven who saved my life and gave me something to live for. You don’t know where I’ve been. You don’t get to judge my—”
The keening cry of a nightjar echoed through the woods. Renata’s chin shot up, her ears perked.
“Shh!”
“Don’t you shh me! Just because you’re older than me doesn’t mean—”
Renata waved one manacled wrist, chains jangling, and whispered hoarsely as the bird hooted a second time.
“Hedy. Listen. That’s not a bird. That’s a man making a—”
That was all she had time to say before the battle began.
Lean men on lean horses crashed through the foliage on both sides of the road, bows already nocked and ready to fire. A random shot whined past Renata’s ear like a furious hornet, as she grabbed Hedy and dragged her to the muddy ground. Their tethers kept them from slipping too far away, but she still hauled the squirming girl about half a foot beneath the back of their wagon. The wooden slats over their heads offered shade but little else as the fight raged around them.
One of Marco’s men went down with a chest like a pincushion, writhing in agony as he feebly slapped at the arrow shafts that impaled him. A horse shrieked as a running bandit slashed its throat open, collapsing onto its forelegs and sending its rider—a road warden dressed in the blue and brown of the Aglianan militia—tumbling from the saddle. He’d barely hit the dirt before the victorious bandit brought his sword point slamming down into the man’s open-faced helmet.
Marco strode through the fray with his mighty two-hander, laughing as he swung the massive steel with brutal efficiency, cutting down his enemies and leaving carnage in his wake. He’s loving this, Renata thought with horror, and worse…he’s winning.
All hopes of rescue shattered like fine-spun glass as the bandits turned the tide. Corpses in blue and brown dropped all around them, outnumbered and outfought by Marco’s band. The Seven-Fingered Men had taken casualties of their own, but it was too little, too late. Renata watched as a lone road warden turned his steed and thundered away, heading off to find reinforcements and raise an alarm.
A single arrow impaled him through the back of the neck. He collapsed in the saddle. The horse carried his corpse a good fifty feet before it finally slowed to a confused trot.
For a moment, near silence. Nothing but the fingers of the wind in the trees and whimpering moans.
“Medic,” one of the bandits shouted, “he’s bleedin’ out! Medic!”
Now came the scramble to shake off the battle shock, take stock, and save the dying. Boots pounded through the mud as Marco pointed and bellowed orders. Renata and Hedy eased out from under the wagon, nearly entangled in their chains.
One-Eye stood near the wagon, staring down at a dead bandit with a look of sheer disgust. Renata’s heart pounded. Her gambit could backfire in a dozen ways, but it was all she had.
“I warned him,” she said softly, just loud enough for One-Eye’s ears. “I warned him we’d be attacked if we took this road.”
He didn’t say anything. He didn’t look at her. He just walked away. Now, though, his glare was fixed on Marco.
Message delivered, Renata thought. It was a hopeful beginning.
Once the wounded had been loaded onto carts—and the dead left to feed the forest—the column made double time until they were well away from Agliana. They camped for the night in a hilly meadow, circling the stolen wagons and building fires just big enough to stave off the worst of the night’s chill.
Back in their tent, chained to the center stake once again, Hedy sat silent. Renata stretched out her leg and parted the skins with the toe of her boot, giving her a narrow peek out at the campsite.
“Renata?” Hedy asked, her voice small.
“What is it?”
“Are we still friends?”
Renata squinted through the partly open flap, straining to see. Out in the camp, an argument raged around the fire, but she couldn’t make out the words. Just the body language: pacing, fists punching the air.
“Sure,” Renata said. “Why wouldn’t we be?”
“Well…I did call you a cow. On accident.”
“I’ve been called worse.”
She reached backward, found Hedy’s hand in the dark, and gave it a squeeze.
“We’re in this together,” Renata said. “And we’ll get out of it together. I promise.”
Out by the fire, Marco shot to his feet. He swung his mighty fist and a bandit’s shadow crumpled to the ground.
“Uh-oh. Looks like somebody’s angry,” Renata murmured.
She yanked her leg back and let the flap fall closed when she saw a figure prowling their way. One-Eye ripped open the furs and stomped into the tent, dumping another armload of half-spoiled food onto the grass between the two women. Renata couldn’t miss the ugly purple bruise rising on his chin.
“Why do you follow him?” she asked as he turned to go.
“Stupid question. He’s the boss.”
“The ‘boss’ just got how many of you killed today because he refused to listen? I counted at least five bodies.”
One-Eye glowered down at her. “You’re a witch. He was probably right not to.”
“Oh? Does he listen to you when you give him good advice?”
From the pinched look on his face, Renata knew she’d scored a direct hit.
“Don’t mean nothin’,” One-Eye said. “Way our band works, Marco’s gonna be in charge ’til the end of the road.”
“Why’s that?”
“Don’t suppose you noticed how many fingers he’s got.”
“Ten,” Renata said.
“Aye, and so did the boss before him. Boss before him, the original, had seven. Hence our oh-so-clever name. There’s only one way to take the boss’s spot. Trial by combat. And there ain’t no man in this camp stupid enough to take him on. So you girls better get used to making him happy, ’cause you’re gonna be doing it for a long, long time.”
He left without another word.
Renata weighed their options.
Poisoning Marco—poisoning the whole camp, if they could manage it—and making their escape was still their best chance. Hedy had the deadly herbs, wrapped in leaves and hidden away, and all she needed was a mortar and pestle to create her concoction.
How to get them to swallow it, that was the hard part.
“Hedy, that poison…can a person become acclimated to it over time? So that a small dose wouldn’t hurt them so badly?”
“Oh yes. Miss Viper, she’s—she’s awful, but she taught me the trick. She’s immune to just about everything. Now she poisons herself for fun.”
Renata scooted around, her chains rattling, to face her.
“How long would it take to bring me to the point where I could take a small dose of that stuff and shake it off right away?”
Hedy looked Renata up and down, brow furrowed as she did some mental math.
“It depends on age, height and weight, your overall health…for a very small dose, not terribly long, especially not if I push your tolerances as hard as I can.”
“How hard?”
Hedy sighed. “Let’s just say, this is going to hurt. A lot.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
As two dour-faced guardsmen in griffin tabards escorted Dante along a corridor of dank gray stone, he could already hear shouting from up ahead. A stout oak door muffled the voices behind it, but Dante’s ears were sharp enough to hear all he needed to.
“—telling you, you must arrest her at once!”
“Again with the tedious ‘musts.’”
“This,” snapped a third voice, “is the basest sacrilege.”
One of the guardsmen rapped reluctantly on the door and poked his head in.
“Er, sire? There’s a gentleman here to speak to you regarding, um, the…matter at hand. He says it won’t wait.”
“Well,” Dante heard Rhys say, “I suppose I have no choice but to see him. It’s not like I’m the king of Itresca or anything.”
“Should I…send him away, sire?”
“No, no, I have a theory that this day can’t get any worse. I seek to test it. Let him in.”
As Dante stepped past the guard and into the strategy room, he took a quick inventory. There was Rhys, leaning with both palms against the map table, looking exasperated. The bald advisor, Merrion, trying to disappear into the corner behind him. Dante hadn’t met Bishop Yates, but he knew the man by countenance. As for the taller, rail-thin man hammering the other side of the map table with his fist, his forest-green stola embroidered with golden thread marked him as Vaughn, the Cardinal of Itresca.
He wasn’t supposed to be back from Lerautia yet, Dante thought. Hmm. Possibly a good thing. He approached Rhys and offered him a sweeping bow.
“Your Highness, my name is Dante Uccello. And I am here to make you a very powerful man.”
Rhys slumped against the table.
“He’ll make me powerful, he says. Is there one man in this room,” he asked, “just one, who will acknowledge that I rule this country?”
“You rule by the Gardener’s grace,” Vaughn said imperiously, “and He can seize your crown just as easily as He placed it upon your head.”
Yates gave Dante a sharp look. “I know your name. You’re that Mirenzei traitor. There’s a noose waiting for you.”
“It’ll have to keep waiting a bit longer, I’m afraid. I’ve grown rather attached to my neck over the years. So I take it you gents are discussing the Livia Serafini situation?”
“What do you know about it?” Vaughn demanded, scowling.
“I know you’re letting the greatest opportunity of your lives slip through your fingers, that’s what.” Dante turned to the king. “Let me guess. In this room we have two votes against letting the Serafini woman speak—the two gents in green—plus the messenger from Pope Carlo who you’ve got locked in a room upstairs.”
“You what?” Vaughn turned on Rhys.
Rhys pressed his palm to his forehead. “I was wrong. This day could get worse after all.”
“What if I told you,” Dante said, “that I have a way to deal with Livia, deal with Carlo, and make everyone who matters—that being you gentlemen and also myself—happy?”
“I’d say you’d better be able to come through with that offer,” Rhys said, “unless you’d like to see our downstairs accommodations.”
“There is only one ‘way to deal’ with this situation,” Vaughn snapped. “Render the heretic to her brother’s court, where she can be properly condemned!”
“Now, now,” Dante said, holding up one wagging finger. “Let’s not be hasty. You don’t want to appear subservient to Verinia, when Itresca has a claim of her own.”
“All that matters is the will of the Church—” Vaughn started, but Rhys cut him off with a wave of his hand.
“A claim of our own? Explain yourself.”
I could explain, Dante thought, that you know what a prize Livia is, and that you know full well you’ll get nothing but a polite thank-you for sending her back to Carlo. No, you want to exploit her.
And so do I.
“You do have blasphemy laws on the books, do you not?”
“Of course,” Rhys said, brow furrowed.
Dante swept out his arm, pointing to the door.
“And yet, as we speak, a layperson—a woman, no less—is usurping the duties of an ordained priest. Brazenly flouting the laws of the land.”
Dante gazed around the room, taking in each man one at a time, reading their faces. He finally settled on Rhys, locking eyes with the king.
“So arrest her. But keep her. Keep her here.”
Rhys ran his tongue across his lips, deep in thought.
“Clear the room,” he said. “Merrion, you too. Give us a minute alone.”
Once the priests and the spymaster had gone, leaving Rhys and Dante standing face to face at the edge of the map table, Rhys glanced to the closed door and back again.
“All right. Out with it, Uccello. What’s your game?”
“Throwing Livia in prison will be a sop to those rabid badgers in green. They just want to see her punished. Where she’s punished shouldn’t matter. This will buy us time and keep her securely in our hands while we arrange our next move.”
“‘Our’?” Rhys asked.
“Our, Your Highness. We will be partners in this enterprise. You and me, until the profitable end.”
“You still haven’t told me what ‘this enterprise’ is.”
“You already know what you need to know,” Dante said. “You know that Livia is a pawn made of solid gold, and you’d be a fool to let Carlo take her from you. What you don’t know is how to profit from her without our newly minted pope turning his wrath on you. I do. All I ask of you is a scrap of trust for now. Just the tiniest scrap. All will be revealed in good time.”
Rhys turned to the map table. His fingers played across a marble weight carved in the shape of a coiled spring.
“All right. You may have your scrap of trust. For now. Use it quickly, because it won’t last long.”
Dante bowed at the waist. “You have my gratitude.”
“Which is worth less than my trust.”
“You’ll have more than that soon enough. Hold your men back for now. Arrest Livia one hour after sunrise, when the daytime crowds begin to gather.”
“Why?” Rhys squinted at him.
“So that your people can see the just fate of a heretic,” Dante lied with a smile.
Right now, he thought, Mari Renault is bringing a lost child home safely to his mother. He watched her upon the garishly painted stage of his mind, another good deed to set the world right.
*     *     *
Nightfall at the walls of Lychwold reminded Livia of her days in the Holy City, sneaking down to the Alms District in her guise as the Lady in Brown. By torchlight and candle she’d move among the needy there, passing out food, medicines, anything she could scrounge or steal from her father’s estate.
And now, as always, her fond memories turned to images of burning buildings and charred corpses.
She didn’t talk about that, though—not directly. As the crowd dwindled in the dark, her rambling seventeen-hour sermon coiled back in on itself and turned to thoughts of charity and duty.
“—the Parable of the Lazy Apprentice,” she said, her voice cracking despite the fresh waterskin dangling in her hand. “Do you know that one? It’s about the danger of doing merely ‘enough.’ The story begins on a warm spring morning, quite different from this dark and chill. The kind of morning where the sun hangs in a cloudless sky, and a gossamer mist blankets the meadow…”
Perhaps, she idly thought, they’ll all get bored and go home to sleep. She was bone-tired herself, her throat sore and feet aching, and the knowledge that her ordeal was only halfway over made it all the worse. The end of the feast was so far out of sight it might as well not exist.
The audience thinned out, with pockets of onlookers trudging back to the city gates, a hot meal, and a warm bed, but just as many stayed behind. Someone came down from the gates with a crate of candles, passing the small ivory tapers through the crowd. Lights blossomed in the dark, and upturned faces glowed as onlookers sat down on the cold, wet grass around Livia’s stage.
Amadeo had bags under his eyes, but he’d made it clear he was going to stick out the feast right alongside her. Livia was fairly sure he hadn’t eaten, even though she was the only one who had to fast. He made his way carefully through the crowd, stepping over a couple of snoring bodies, and passed her a folded note.
A young boy with a candle strained out his arm at the edge of the makeshift stage, offering his candle to Livia. She took it with her thanks, holding the candle near the parchment as she told her tale.
“Traditional to offer sacrament of oil at sunrise,” read Amadeo’s cramped handwriting. “Step down to let me do it and you can get short nap in tent before resuming.”
The offer was as tempting as a purse of gold. An hour’s rest, just one solitary, blessed hour. She could muster her strength and come back for a big finish. A little rest, that was all she needed. She looked over to Amadeo, about to nod her assent—then froze.
And what would that say about me? she thought.
Any priest who took up this challenge would be expected to see it through. Sleep for an hour? Might as well break my fast with a three-course meal while I’m at it.
She knew Amadeo’s intentions were good, and he only offered because he cared for her, but she couldn’t hold back a sudden flash of anger.

So I can talk, for a time, but step aside for a man to finish the job. Is that it? Am I some curiosity, a trained animal, there to entertain but put back on the shelf when the real work’s at hand?


No.

I am my father’s daughter.
“I need to say something.”
She stopped, mid-parable. Sleepy faces opened their eyes, jarred by the interruption in the story.
“It is traditional, on Saint Wessel’s Feast, to perform the annual Sacrament of First Oils.”
Amadeo stepped up to the stage, ready to explain and introduce himself. She stopped him with a raised palm.
“Many of you will go to the cathedral in Lychwold to receive this sacrament. I hope that if you do, I’ll see your faces here again afterward. It is an important sacrament, a protective blessing against the coming cold of winter, and I encourage all of you to seek it out.”
Livia paused. She took a long, slow look across the crowd, studying their upturned faces, before she spoke again.
“For those who choose to stay, or for those who join us at daybreak…I will be performing the sacrament as well.”
She ignored the sudden murmur in the crowd and Amadeo’s shock. She merely smiled.
“Seek the sacrament where you will. Follow your heart. That’s all I ask of you. Now then…shall we continue the story?”



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
Werner swayed tiredly on the driver’s perch as dawn broke, the horses clip-clopping along a path that followed a swift and cold river. They’d pulled off to the side of the road hours before, but the Terrai wilds were too dangerous to make camp in the dark. They’d just laid out their bedrolls in the back of the wagon and tried to sleep, shivering and empty-bellied.
Werner hadn’t gotten a minute of sleep, and he was fairly sure the women hadn’t either. They rode in the back, still mostly silent after their run-in at the roadblock. Every now and then, Nessa would say something to Mari in their native tongue—just a few words. Sometimes Mari would respond in kind. Sometimes she would almost smile.
He wished he understood.
The horses crested a hill. Far below, nestled against a small black lake fed by the river torrent, stood a sleepy village. Smoke from cooking fires drifted across a bleary sky, and the air rang out with the distant clang of a hammer meeting a blacksmith’s anvil.
“Lunegloire,” Nessa said. “Though I’m sure they’ve changed the name. We’re here.”
Mari sat bolt upright, her spine like a rod of iron. “They’re here? The Autumn Lance?”
“No. That’s still a day’s ride. But you’re in no condition to meet them, nor am I. The good news is my family owns a small cabin in the woods, not far from here. They marked it on my map. Let’s head into the village, stock up on supplies, and go to the cabin. A roof over our heads, a warm hearth, good food, and a night’s sleep.”
“I don’t like waiting. Not when we’re so close.”
“And I don’t like the idea of you keeling over from exhaustion when you try to bow to your new companions,” Nessa told her. “A thing worth doing is worth doing properly. They’ve waited twenty years for you, so one more day won’t hurt, now will it?”
Lunegloire teetered on the edge of abject poverty. Thatched roofs sported gaping holes, and gray clapboard walls showed signs of worms and rot. The village didn’t have streets, just muddy paths between ramshackle hovels, and stray mutts prowled with ribs showing under their mangy fur.
Faces peered from smashed-out windows, eyeing the cart and its riders with a mixture of confusion and fear. Probably haven’t had any visitors in a dog’s age, Werner thought, and seeing my Murgardt face won’t make ’em any happier.
Ordinarily he would have worried about watching for an ambush. As a terrified mother bundled up her son and dragged him inside their hut, slamming the door behind her, he realized he wasn’t in any danger here.
Broken, he thought. These people are broken.
He wished he could remember if he’d been here during the war. He wished he could remember if he was the one who had broken them.
It all blurred together, though, and the edges of his memories had softened with time and distance. As the weeks behind the lines turned into months, the whole parade of horrors had just turned into a slog. One ambush was much like another, at least when his squad was on the delivering end. One more pitched battle, one more pile of Terrai corpses.
One more town caught harboring insurgents, singled out for collective punishment. One more night sitting alone in his tent, drinking himself blind while his men chose their favorite kind of prisoners from the pens—young and female—and spent long, moonless nights teaching them the consequences of rebellion. That kind of behavior was technically illegal. Worthy of a court-martial, on paper at least. So Werner would drink with plugs of wax in his ears. That way, if it ever came up, he could plead ignorance.
It never came up. After all, everyone did it.
But I helped Mari, he thought, clinging desperately to anything that might calm his roiling stomach. Anything that might make him feel like a decent human being again.
I fixed Mari.
“Up here,” Nessa said, leaning over Werner’s shoulder and pointing. “Looks like a grocer’s.”
He eased back on the reins, slowing the horses as they churned mud under their hooves.
“Your hands are shaking,” Nessa said.
“Low on sleep,” he told her.
She made a noncommittal hmm sound and climbed down from the wagon.
The store, if Werner could call it that, was more bare shelves and flies than anything he’d want to spend coin on. Sides of beef dangled from the ceiling, the meat already turning a shiny green in spots, and the bins of produce were half spoiled. The proprietor, an elderly Terrai woman, greeted Mari and Nessa with a wary smile but cringed when Werner walked in behind them.
Nessa spoke to her quickly and softly in Terrai. Whatever she said seemed to soothe her.
“Can’t speak that here though, not here,” she replied in broken Murgardt. “Is dangerous if hearing.”
“Of course,” Nessa said, turning to take stock of the shop. “I think we can make something of this. Mari, rummage through the produce bins. Gather up anything edible. Werner, go check those sacks of flour.”
Mari stayed close to Nessa, leaning in. “Aren’t we only staying for a night? We don’t need that much food.”
“Look at her,” Nessa murmured. “We’re the only customer with real coin she’s had in who knows how long, and we have the money to spare. Let’s give her something to smile about. Besides. It’s almost your big day. I think you deserve a feast tonight, hmm?”
They spread out, picking through the meager offerings. They weren’t alone for long. The door clattered open and five men tromped in, tracking foul-smelling mud across the dirty floorboards. Goose bumps prickled the back of Werner’s neck as he took in their outfits. Not quite soldiers, with their bits and pieces of Imperial armor, most of it mismatched and battle scarred. They wore scraggly beards and tangled hair he’d have taken shears to personally if they’d mustered into his squad looking like that.
Grave robbers, Werner thought. Or deserters. Either way, trouble.
“Right, lads,” the presumed leader of the rabble barked, “load up on supplies. We’ve got a long day’s ride ahead.”
They hit the shelves like locusts, grabbing anything worth taking, a couple of the men walking out with armloads of spoiling food—and not bothering to pay for it. The storekeep sat in petrified silence. Werner kept his head down, focused on the sacks of flour. Across the store, it looked like Mari was doing the same, despite the grimace on her face. Please, he thought, just let them take what they want and go. We don’t need this fight.
Nessa acted like she hadn’t noticed the men at all. “So,” she asked the storekeep, “is this village still called Lunegloire, or did they change it?”
One of the men turned his head. “What’d you say, girl?”
“I was asking,” Nessa said politely, “about the name.”
“It’s Village Thirty-Seven,” their leader said, stepping toward her. “An’ that’s what it’s always been called.”
Nessa shrugged. “Shame. No poetry to it.”
“I don’t recognize you. Let’s see your papers.”
“Who are you to ask?”
He thumped his battered leather breastplate. “Captain o’ the road patrol, keeping this worthless stretch of nowhere safe for civilized people. Y’know what? Forget the papers. You’ve already got a beating coming for talking back to your betters—”
Mari was there in a heartbeat, standing between them. Even without weapons, her batons still held for safekeeping on Werner’s belt, nothing diminished the fire in her eyes.
“Lay one hand on her,” Mari said, “and I break every bone from the tip of your index finger to your shoulder.”
He stared down at her, momentarily caught off guard. He tried to smirk, but he couldn’t quite hide the nervous edge in his eyes.
“That’s a big boast for a little girl.”
“Not a boast. A statement of fact. So that when you force me to cripple you, you’ll understand exactly what’s happening to you and why. I wouldn’t want there to be any confusion.”
The captain’s men closed in, easing hands toward weapon belts. Some had short swords, another a mace, and one nothing but a half-rusted meat cleaver. All lethal. Werner sidled up behind them, slowly reaching for the quarterstaff slung across his back.
“You really wanna get yourself cut up on her account?” their leader asked Mari, nodding toward Nessa.
“I am a knight aspirant of the Autumn Lance,” Mari told him in a low, hard voice, “and this woman has put her safety in my hands. I will die to protect her.”
As the staff hissed from its bindings, sliding into Werner’s ready grip, his gaze was torn between the two women. Mari stood like an iron statue, resolute, ready to fight with fists and teeth if she had to.
And behind her Nessa stared up at the leader of the ruffians, utterly placid, as if they were in no danger at all. Wearing the faintest hint of a smile on her pale lips.
“Gentlemen,” Werner said. The two closest men spun to face him, eyeing the staff and his squared-off fighting stance. “You called yourself the road patrol. That an official outfit?”
Their captain curled his lip. “We, ah, outgrew our original commission a few years back. We’re freelance keepers o’ the peace, you might say.”
“Stay out of it,” another ruffian told Werner. “Don’t go stickin’ your neck out for the savages. It ain’t your business.”
“Oh, you’re making it my business. Sergeant Werner Holst, Twenty-Fourth Infantry, retired. You dogs are deserters and you’re dishonoring the uniform. That’s my business, all right. All I have to do is send word to Commander Beitel at Fort Blackwood, and his troops will scour this patch of woods until every last one of you is strung up from the trees like you rightly deserve.”
Their captain spread his grubby hands. “Well, then. Maybe that means we shut you up for good, right here and now.”
“Sure. And maybe you die trying. I served here, back when half the lads who wore the Imperial eagle on their shoulders never came home again. Think you’re tough? You wouldn’t have lasted twelve hours on the front lines. But I did last, and now I’m back for more. The five of you might take me down, sure, but I guarantee at least two of you get your skulls split. Who wants to be first? C’mon, step up!”
The closest deserters gave each other a nervous look. Neither one drew his weapon.
“Or,” Werner said, “you lot can get gone. Now. We all go our separate ways, and nobody has to die today.”
The captain held Werner’s gaze for a long, cold minute. Then he blinked.
“You’re lucky we have places to be,” he said, waving toward the door. “C’mon, we’re late as it is.”
The deserters shuffled out in a pack, slinking low, never taking their eyes off Werner until the last one slipped away.
“Well played,” Mari said. Werner just nodded and slung his staff. It took three tries to get it back in its sheath, his hands shaking as pent-up adrenaline ran riot through his veins.
Nessa touched Mari’s shoulder. She smiled brightly, a touch of wonder in her eyes.
“You,” Nessa said, “are going to make an excellent knight.”
Mari shook her head. “It’s what anyone would have done.”
“Let’s just get our supplies and get out of here,” Werner said. “Just in case they find their nerve and decide to double back. This cabin of yours, is it hard to find?”
“Not far at all, but quite secluded, according to the map,” Nessa said.
“Good. We’ll be safer there.”
Nessa nodded sharply. “My thoughts exactly.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
“What do you mean, wait?” Simon demanded, standing outside Lodovico’s office door. “I’m Vico’s accountant. I don’t wait to see him, and he doesn’t have meetings I’m not invited to, ever.”
The house guard, poised between Simon and the closed door, ducked his head apologetically.
“I’m sorry, sir, but as I’ve told you, Signore Marchetti gave very specific instructions. No one is to be admitted until the ladies depart.”
“Ladies?” Simon pointed to the door. “Does he have whores in there? Is that what you’re trying to tell me?”
The guard swallowed. Hard.
“I…wouldn’t call them that, sir. Not where you reckon they might hear.”
“Who are they, then?”
The guard glanced over his shoulder to the closed door and back again.
“I don’t know, sir. They’re…wrong.”
“I’ll just take a look then, shall I?”
Simon sidestepped the guard in one smooth motion, turned the handle, and let himself into Lodovico’s office.
The women, three of them, stood in a triangle before Lodovico’s desk. They wore heavy robes, and thick veils of netted black lace dangled from their wide-brimmed hats. Black silk gloves concealed their hands, but their fingers drew Simon’s sharp eye. Either the gloves were sewn to accommodate exceptionally long fingernails, or their actual fingers were far too long for their hands.
“Sir,” the guard said, bursting in behind him. “I’m sorry, I tried—”
Lodovico leaned back in his chair and waved his fingers toward the door. The burly man, his shock of auburn hair tangled as if he’d recently woken up, looked somewhere between irritated and exhausted.
“It’s fine. We’re finished here anyway. Dismissed.”
The guard made himself scarce as the women turned—each one pivoting in place in perfect synchronicity, keeping their triangle intact—to face Simon.
“Simon Koertig,” said the first. Her voice was a sibilant hiss, drawing out the S in his name.
“Surprised you’d show your face here,” said the second.
“Lo, how the mighty have fallen,” the third said, snickering.
“I don’t know what you”—Simon paused, rethinking his choice of words at the last second—“ladies are talking about.”
“Can’t kill a helpless morsel like Felix Rossini,” the first said, mock pouting.
“Not even when he’s unarmed and alone,” said the second.
The third put her gloved hands to her chest. “He can drown an old man in a bathtub like an expert, though. Our hero.”
Simon clenched one of his hands into a fist at his side.
“Costantini? That ‘old man’ had eight armed and alert guards. I killed all of them.”
“Exactly,” hissed the first woman. “And if we had taken that job, we wouldn’t have had to. His guards would have found Costantini dead in the morning, hours after we’d come and gone right under their noses.”
“And to think we used to see you as worthy competition,” the third said.
Behind his desk, Lodovico lifted a half-empty glass of wine. “Ladies? Please? I invited you to chat, not to antagonize my accountant. I think our business is concluded for now, yes?”
“You know our price,” the first told him. “When you are prepared to pay, come to our home.”
As one, they strode toward the door. Simon found himself standing off to one side, out of their path. He hadn’t consciously gotten out of their way so much as he’d been mentally pushed.
Alone, Simon turned to Lodovico with a look of sheer disgust on his face.
“The Sisterhood of the Noose? Really?”
“They’re a fallback,” Lodovico said, “in case things get too far out of control. So far so good—Basilio Grimaldi’s survival notwithstanding—but I’m hedging my bets. Speaking of Basilio…?”
“The last of the failed assassins is dead. Found him hiding in the slums in Lerautia. Does Weiss know we eliminated one of his own men?”
“If we didn’t, he would have. The Dustmen aren’t forgiving of failure.”
“So there was no need to send me to tie up loose ends,” Simon said. “Your pet mercenaries would have done it on their own. Was that the idea? Get me out of town while you cozy up with the Sisterhood?”
Lodovico slouched back in his chair and sipped his wine.
“Simon, how long have we known each other?”
“Since your father hired mine. We’ve known each other more years than we haven’t.”
“And in all that time,” Lodovico said, “have I ever betrayed you? Lied to you? Cut you out of the picture?”
“Not…that I am aware of.”
“To be honest, you’ve given me some reason for concern of late. But you know that. There’s no need to belabor the past.”
Lodovico’s gaze drifted down to the powder-blue carpet. Even now, a pair of dark splash stains, like the aftermath of spilled wine, muted the color near Simon’s feet. Blood was a stubborn thing.
“I sent you,” Lodovico said, “because I wanted to be certain this mess was cleaned up properly. At this point in the game, arousing Basilio Grimaldi’s wrath is a complication I do not need. As for the Sisterhood, they’re my avenue of last resort. If the next stages don’t go perfectly to plan, they’ll ensure that no one escapes justice—no matter what happens to me.”
“I could have done that for you.”
“And I am grateful, but I need you focused on Basilio. Before, he needed to be killed for principle’s sake. Now it’s a matter of self-defense. The longer he lives, the more likely he is to figure out who sent those assassins.”
“I have a question,” Simon replied.
He paced in front of the desk, formulating his request, while Lodovico watched with strained patience.
“I have a way,” Simon told him, “to guarantee Basilio’s death. Tomorrow, in fact.”
“At his daughter’s wedding? Appropriate. Go on.”
“During, or immediately after. The point is, there may be a tiny bit of additional damage. I know you said you wanted Felix Rossini left alone—”
Lodovico sighed. He contemplated his wineglass.
“The more I think about it…” he let his thought trail off. “Did I tell you I ran into him at a party? It was just a few days after he returned from Winter’s Reach.”
“The Feast of Saint Scarpa?”
“One and the same. Funny, that feast’s where I met him the first time, years ago. He may wear the same name and the same face, but he’s not the same man. There’s something inside of him, dark and squirming in his guts. I’m not sure if he even knows it.”
“Well, after what he’d been through—”
“That’s not it, though. It’s that place. Winter’s Reach changes people, Simon. It’s cursed.”
“I certainly don’t feel any different.”
Lodovico watched him over the rim of his wineglass, favoring Simon with an indulgent smile.
“What could it bring out of you?” he asked. “You made peace with your darkness years ago, no? You wear it like a tailored coat. Felix, though…a man like that, to a place like that, is raw clay.”
“So what are you saying, exactly?”
Lodovico set his glass down. “I’m saying I don’t want Felix coming after me. He knows you—by sight, if not by name. If he connects you with me…”
Silence.
“Vico?”
Lodovico snapped out of his thoughts. He rapped his knuckles on the desktop.
“Kill them all. Basilio, Felix, and Basilio’s daughter as well, just to be certain she doesn’t come back for revenge down the line. Clean house. I’m risking too much to suffer loose ends.”
Simon took a long, deep breath. As he let it out again, he shivered with pleasure.
*     *     *
The dockside dive was all smoke and sea salt, clamor and the endless reel of a lyre played wild and off-key. The crowd was just drunk enough to love it, tossing dirty coppers at the player’s feet as he danced on the beer-sticky floorboards like a headless chicken.
Simon wasn’t so easily distracted. He only had eyes for his new drinking companion, a man with white whiskers longer than a catfish’s. They’d had a serendipitous meeting in the gardens of the Cathedral of Flowering Grace. Well, serendipitous for the old man, anyway. It had taken careful planning on Simon’s part, playing the role of a drifter looking for local work. They talked under the shadow of looming stone gargoyles, and eventually adjourned to the warm comforts of the Satyr’s Thicket. The pub’s namesake, painted on the dusty clapboards behind the bar, leered in his goat-legged pursuit of a naked woodland nymph.
“I’ll tell you,” the old man said, swirling the ale in his tankard for emphasis and leaning against the bar, “they say we’re a free people, but that and two coppers’ll buy you another mug of swill. The governor gives a sharp look and everybody jumps like he’s the emperor himself. A damned Murgardt, lording it over us like he’s got any right to breathe Mirenzei air.”
Simon lifted his own tankard, touching it to his lips and pantomiming a swallow. Didn’t pay to get tipsy on a job. “I hear you.”
“Like tomorrow, this damned wedding that’s got us all working double hours—and without double pay, mind you. Damn Grimaldi family’s best pals with our esteemed governor, so they get the white-glove treatment. The whole cathedral, a triumphal procession, whatever they want. Who do they think they are, anyway?”
“Wealth opens doors.”
“Pah.” The old man tossed back a swig of cheap ale. “I been the cathedral groundskeeper for forty years. You think that’d be worth something. I coulda been a merchant, or a nobleman.”
“Somehow I doubt that,” Simon murmured into his tankard.
“What’s that? Didn’t hear ya.”
“So, this wedding. It’s an all-day affair? Lots of guests coming?”
“Probably half the damn city. Ceremony’s at nine bells, then a big parade from the cathedral to the governor’s mansion for a feast. Not that I’m invited.”
Simon touched his finger to his chin, pretending to concentrate. “Hmm. From the cathedral to the mansion. So they’ll take…”
“The Triumphal Ribbon,” the groundskeeper helpfully finished his thought. “Street winds all the way from one end of the heights to the other. About halfway along the route, they’ve got the old Ducal Arch all decorated with vines and posies. Took a whole day of work, and it’ll all get torn down day after tomorrow, all for giving a couple of rich fops their moment of marital bliss. What a waste.”
It’ll all get torn down, Simon thought, a smile playing on his lips. Not the precise words I would have chosen, but close enough. Mirenze will remember Felix’s wedding day for decades to come.

All because of me.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
The Seven-Fingered Men broke camp at dawn, tearing down tents and readying the wagons as small cooking fires warmed up last night’s meat for a quick breakfast. A grizzled bandit hauled Renata and Hedy out into the cold, keeping them leashed by their shackles. Renata craned her neck, looking for any sign of Marco.
The big man sauntered by, biting into a charred mutton leg that looked like more gristle than meat. He barely gave them a sidelong glance, but he paused when Renata spoke up.
“You could do better than that.”
Marco scowled. “Better than what?”
“That.” Renata nodded at his mutton. “Twenty bandits and not a damn one of you knows how to cook. What’s the point of leading this gang if you eat worse than a Mirenzei beggar?”
“So you’re sayin’ we should kidnap a cook.”
Renata lifted her chin. “I’m saying you’ve already kidnapped two. I’ve spent half my life in the kitchens of the Hen and Caber, and my apprentice knows her way around a kettle as well.”
“Point bein’?”
“The point being,” Renata said, “you should make use of that. Let us cook for you.”
The bandit holding their chains snickered, and Marco rolled his eyes.
“Oh, sure,” Marco said, “let a couple of witches prepare my food. That makes all kinds of sense.”
“You won’t be eating alone. We’ll have the same, from the same batch we make for you. If we poison you, we die first.”
Marco put one hand on his hip and tore off another bite of mutton, talking as he chewed. “And why would you wanna do that? If you’re trying to get on my good side, forget it. I haven’t got one.”
“Have you seen the slop you feed us?” Renata demanded. “Back home, my dogs ate better. It’s simple: by feeding you, we feed ourselves. We all get decent meals and everybody wins.”
The bandit chief gave her a bleary-eyed stare, his gaze slipping from Renata to Hedy and back again. She could hear the rusted gears in his brain struggling to turn, the sprockets slipping.
“Yeah,” he said, “guess that makes sense. Yeah, all right. You’ll get your chance tonight. But it’d better be good. And no funny business.”
“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Renata told him.
They spent another long day marching behind a slow-rolling wagon, but this time there were no ambushes, no sudden flash of violence to break the tedium. Just the road and the long wait for nightfall.
“You really think we can pull this off?” Hedy whispered as they trudged side by side.
“I think we have a chance, which is more than we had before. Just remember everything I told you. We’ll only get one shot at this.”
The band found a clearing to make camp an hour after sunset. Renata and Hedy went largely ignored as the bandits staked tents and built fires; the men had either decided they were harmless, or they’d just gotten used to their presence. Good, Renata thought. The less you pay attention, the more we can get away with.
Renata guessed, from the contents of one open wagon, that the bandits had raided a farm just before capturing them. Produce and wrapped meats piled high in back, half of it already rotten and wilting, and they’d clearly eaten the freshest of the lot first. She wouldn’t have served what remained to her worst customers.
One-Eye waved an irritated hand at the wagon. “There. Boss says you’re supposed to cook his dinner. Figure it out.”
“Just him?” Renata said, eyes wide with feigned surprise. “But…I thought we were cooking for the entire camp. What about the rest of you?”
“Boss gets what the boss wants. Ain’t for me to ask.” One-Eye glared at her. “Wouldn’t want anything you cooked anyway. Probably make my guts fall out my arsehole or something.”
Renata held up her manacled wrists. “Can’t cook with these on.”
“Sure you can. Plenty of give in that chain.”
She wanted to argue, but she knew he was right. Besides, she needed him angry at Marco, not at her.
“We’ll need supplies. Utensils.”
One-Eye nodded toward a fire smoldering just outside Marco’s oversized tent. “Right over there. And I’ll be watching you two, every step of the way. Don’t go thinking you can pocket a knife without me knowing.”
Renata led Hedy to the wagon, getting a little distance. One-Eye hung back, his scarred-up arms crossed, frown etched on his face.
“Okay,” she murmured to Hedy, “this is what we have to work with. Remember, it’s got to taste good and smell great. Any ideas?”
Hedy’s chains rattled as she pulled over a knapsack perched on the wagon’s lip. “Some cloves of garlic in here. They look edible. A little salt, but no peppers. We don’t have a lot of spices to work with.”
“No shortage of alcohol, though. Maybe we cook something in a red wine sauce?”
“Cheap wine.” Hedy wrinkled her nose. “Wait—beer! Is there any chicken left?”
Renata found what she needed, wrapped inside stained parchment paper. The chicken legs weren’t the freshest, and she’d have balked if her own butcher had tried to push them on her, but they hadn’t turned bad yet.
“Got it,” she told Hedy.
Hedy pried open a small cask, sniffing keenly. “These bandits just drink whatever’ll get them drunk the quickest. No idea what’s really good. Smell that? Oakman’s Fifteen. This cask’s worth more than everything else on this wagon put together. Stout, dark, and thick as syrup.”
Renata rubbed Hedy’s shoulder. “Perfect. Grab the garlic, too.”
A clutter of pans and utensils sat in a wooden crate beside Marco’s fire. Renata crouched to sort through it and waved One-Eye over.
“I need a mortar and pestle for my apprentice.”
“Why?”
She arched an eyebrow at him. “To grind the spice. Unless you want Marco to know he didn’t get the meal he asked for.”
While he went rummaging in the bandits’ loot wagons, leaving them alone for a moment, Hedy slipped the poisonous herbs from her shoe and put them with the rest of the food. To an untrained eye they just looked like common plants. One-Eye returned with a stone mortar and pestle and thrust them at her.
“Thank you,” Renata said and set to work.
While Hedy knelt over the mortar, grinding herbs into powder and creating her deadly concoction right under One-Eye’s nose, Renata cooked like their lives depended on it. Holding an iron pan over the fire, she simmered the chicken with crushed garlic cloves, filling the air with the scent of roasted garlic. Then came the beer, slowly bubbling as the tender meat steeped in its flavor.
One-Eye spent more time, she noticed, watching the chicken than watching her.
At her side, Hedy looked up from her work and asked, “How’s it coming?”
That was the signal they’d agreed upon, letting Renata know the poison was ready. “Almost time for the spice,” she said, just as a spatula tumbled from her fingers to the ground. She scooped it up and looked to One-Eye. “Damn. Could you wash this off, please?”
“Just use it like that.”
Renata turned it, firelight glinting off the metal. “It has dirt on it. I’m not getting dirt in your boss’s food. He’d kill all of us, probably starting with you. Please, just wash it off?”
One-Eye snatched the spatula from her hand and stomped off, grumbling. They didn’t waste a second. As soon as his back was turned, Hedy laid out a broad leaf and dumped the mortar’s contents inside, rolling it all up neatly and hiding it back in her shoe. When he came back, Renata gave the chicken a few pointless flips and declared dinner complete.
Marco sauntered out of his tent, sniffing at the air like a wolf. “Smells all right.”
“Better than all right,” Renata said, “and you know it.”
“Maybe so. Proof’s in the taste. Bring it inside.”
One-Eye hovered, his gaze fixed on the pan. “You, ah, need anything else, boss?”
“Yeah. Need you to piss off. C’mon, you two. Inside. Now.”
His cluttered table, piled high with the cream of their plunder, had a space cleared on the end. Just enough room for three plates and three knives. Marco waved for Renata to serve up the meal.
“You first,” he said.
Renata didn’t hesitate. She was famished after the day’s hike, and besides, the food was harmless. She sliced off a generous portion for herself and a bigger one for Hedy, seeing the hunger in the girl’s eyes, and dug in. The juicy chicken exploded between her teeth, bursting with rich, meaty flavor. She’d cooked better meals, she knew, but under the circumstances they’d outdone themselves.
She wondered how long it would take before Marco risked a taste. Given the aroma, not long at all. Only a couple of minutes passed before he grabbed a piece for himself, taking a bite and chewing thoughtfully.
“You really are cooks,” he said.
“Told you so.”
“Good. You got the job. Now get back to your tent.”
Renata gestured at their plates. “We’re not finished—”
He speared her chicken with his knife and dragged it over to his plate. “Yeah, you are. I’ve got a big appetite. Now get gone.”
One of Marco’s men met them outside in the dark, leading them back to their tent and locking their chains to the central pole. They waited, quiet, until the bandit was long gone and the raucous campfire revelry began to fade.
“Did you get enough to eat?” Renata asked, frowning.
Hedy waved a hand and smiled. “When you’re small, you learn to eat fast. How about you?”
“I’ll live. Probably don’t want a whole lot in my stomach for this part anyway.”
Hedy slipped off her shoe and unfurled the leaf. Her bounty glittered inside, a small pile of crimson and ocher dust.
“Renata…are you sure you want to do this? We can come up with another plan—”
“Time’s not on our side here, and I don’t know about you, but I think it’s the best chance we’ve got. Let’s…let’s just do this.”
Hedy picked up a tiny pinch of the dust between her fingertips.
“Okay. Gradual acclimation to hangman’s delight, here we go. Best way to do this is in regular, measured doses, as much as your body can take without permanent damage. You didn’t lie when you told me how much you weigh, right?”
“Hedy—”
“Okay, okay.” She held out her hand. “Open your mouth. Tongue up.”
She spread the powder out under the base of Renata’s tongue, her finger slick. Moving in quick circles to rub it in.
“Fastest way to absorb it,” Hedy explained, wiping her finger off on the hem of her dress.
“Wonderful. So when does it start to—”
That was when the cramps hit her, like someone drove a spear into her abdomen and twisted it around, turning her guts into a bowl of bloody spaghetti. She doubled over, groaning, and Hedy caught her shoulders.
“First time is the worst,” Hedy whispered, clutching her. “That’s what Miss Viper says. First time’s always the worst. Just ride it out.”
She didn’t have a choice. The cramps spread, turning her legs to jelly and rattling her ribs, every breath an agonized wheeze.
“Remember,” Hedy said, “no matter how bad this hurts, what Marco’s got coming to him is even worse. You have to survive to make sure he gets it. You have to.”
As she struggled to breathe, her jaw locked and trembling, Renata couldn’t think of anything she wanted more.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
The wine flowed like water in Rossini Hall, to the tune of the leaking roof. Raindrops plunged into rusted buckets along the corridors, tap-tap-tapping through the night, as bottles popped and red wine splashed into endlessly thirsty glasses.
Felix didn’t know half the people at his own party. Old friends of Calum’s, mostly, come to reunite with his brother under the guise of a pre-wedding feast. He didn’t mind. They were a likable bunch for the most part, exuberant and generous drunks, and he didn’t feel sociable enough for sober conversation.
He was sober, though. Sober as a stone, despite occasionally lifting a half-filled glass and pretending to drink after yet another increasingly vulgar round of toasts.
“May you always awake at sunrise,” one of Calum’s friends shouted across the dining hall, glass raised to salute the groom-to-be, “because your rooster…um, because your rooster…because your cock is hard!”
“I’m pretty sure you just utterly botched that,” Calum slurred.
“It’s something-doodle-doo, innit?” another man asked, leaning on Calum. “I mean, I know this one. It’s like, rooster, cock, it’s—it’s a funny joke. It’s really funny.”
Calum shrugged and reached for another bottle. “Sure, it’s funny when you say it right. He didn’t say it right.”
Felix pushed back his chair and rose, hanging on to his untouched glass.
“To your health, gents. I need a bit of fresh air.”
The rain had slowed to a cold drizzle, kissing his face as he stepped onto the veranda and chilling the marrow of his bones. He leaned one hand against the wet iron railing, looking out over the silent lawns.
The papers for the family merger had been filed that afternoon. Come tomorrow, the Rossinis and the Grimaldis would be one—his fate and Aita’s entwined, and Basilio’s heavy hand upon them all.
Unless he took the biggest risk of his entire life.
He knew what to do. He also knew the consequences of failure if he made a single misstep. It’s not just my neck on the block, he thought. Renata, Calum and Petra, Father…their lives are riding on my shoulders. I can’t get it wrong.
“Hey,” Calum said, standing in the open doorway. “You’ll catch your death out here in the rain.”
“Just thinking.”
“Aw, you’re not nearly drunk enough for that.” Calum walked out and threw an arm around his brother’s shoulders. “Oh, I get it. You’ve got the jitters. Happens to everyone.”
“It’s not that. It’s—”
He fell silent. Calum furrowed his brow.
“What?”
Felix shook his head.
“Father says,” Calum started, his words slurring, “he says you got a fright in you when you went up to Winter’s Reach. That maybe your, uh, your confidence isn’t what it used to be.”
The stump of Felix’s ear throbbed in the cold. “I’m getting past it,” he said.
“Y’know I’m proud of you, right?”
Felix turned to look at him. “Why?”
“Always have been. When Father took ill, you stepped up to take care of the family business. Sure, I helped, but let’s not lie: I’m not half the businessman you are, never have been. It was always you, Felix. And even when we headed for the rocks, I was never worried. Not for one second. I always tell Petra, you know what? My little brother’s got the wheel. This ship’s not sinking.”
Felix smiled a little.
“Thanks, Calum.”
“Wanted to ask you something. About your trip. If that’s okay.”
“Sure.”
“People tell stories, you know.” Calum glanced at Felix’s velvet head wrap. “They say you got arrested, as a spy.”
“I wasn’t one, if that’s what you’re asking.”
“No, no, it’s just…the way I heard it, you called Veruca Barrett a coward. Right in front of the whole town, the Gardener and all.”
Felix shrugged. “And?”
Calum took Felix’s shoulders, turning him so they could stand face to face. He blurted out a laugh.
“Only you.”
Felix squinted. “What?”
“Only you, little brother, could stand up to a tyrant, call her out, live to talk about it, and shrug it off. ‘And?’ There’s no ‘and’ about it.”
“Don’t imagine me a hero,” Felix said. “I was scared to death.”
“Being scared and standing up anyway is what makes a hero. And that’s why I think it’s funny that you’ve got the jitters. Compared to what you’ve been through, tying the knot’s nothing to be afraid of. So, uh…what was going through your head, anyway?”
“When?”
“When you called Barrett a coward.”
Felix had to think about it. His gaze drifted out toward the damp grass below. He could still smell the blood in the fighting pit, the puke and the sawdust, could still hear the frenzied screaming of the crowd. He could see their leering faces every time he closed his eyes, if he let himself go back there. What he thought, though, what he’d felt beyond the sickening fear and the adrenaline pumping through his veins, that was harder to recall.
“I suppose,” he said, choosing his words slowly, “sometimes you just have to stand up. Because you’ve only got two choices: stand or kneel. We’re Rossinis. We may have fallen on hard times, but if there’s one thing Father taught us, it’s that a Rossini doesn’t kneel for anybody.”
Calum gave Felix’s shoulder a gentle punch.
“That’s my little brother. C’mon back inside.”
“In a minute,” he said, waving Calum off. Alone again, Felix looked up at the night stars. The tension in his stomach melted away, leaving him with quiet certainty.
A Rossini doesn’t kneel for anybody, he thought.
He already knew what had to be done. Now he had no doubts. He walked back inside and went to find his father.
*     *     *
Felix found Albinus in his study, poring over the family ledgers with a drained glass of port at his side. Felix stood in the doorway and held up two fresh glasses.
“Brought you a refill.”
Albinus waved a tired hand. “Had too much already. Just needed to get away from your brother and the drunken buffoons he calls friends. Go back up, enjoy yourself. Your last night of freedom.”
“It is,” Felix agreed, walking over to the desk and setting the glasses down. “And that is why I’d like to spend some of it with my father. Come on, just you and I. Let’s drink to the future.”
Albinus gave him a wary look, but he relented and raised his glass, clinking it against Felix’s. “Fair enough. Don’t suppose we’ll see much of each other in the next few months, with all the work to be done.”
“I was just thinking back, tonight. Thinking about old times. Family. Tell me about…Mother.”
“She was,” Albinus said, looking to the hearth with distant eyes, “a good woman.”
Then he started to reminisce, and he started to drink, and once he’d had one glass it wasn’t hard to convince the old man to have another. Then a third. He didn’t even notice that Felix’s first glass still sat, untouched and three-quarters full, at his son’s side.
Felix walked him through maudlin memories, through the heartbreak of losing the only woman he’d ever loved, and he pulled Albinus into an embrace as the old man broke down in tears.
“Here,” Felix said, pressing the glass into his hand, “have another. You’ll feel better.”
He caught a glimpse of his reflection in the window glass behind his father’s desk. A ghost of his face, silhouetted by the light from the fireplace bouncing off the outer darkness. Felix wasn’t surprised at the look in his eyes. Half-lidded. Cold. Reptilian.
Basilio Grimaldi’s eyes.
“So glad you’re listening to reason,” Albinus rambled, half asleep and drunk to the eyeballs. “Thought for sure you’d do something crazy, like run off with that dockside whore of yours.”
“No, Father,” Felix responded, his voice soft. “All I want is what’s best for our family.”
“Only ever,” Albinus squinted, “only ever tried to raise you boys right. Did the best I could. I know I wasn’t—know I wasn’t a good father. I know that. But I tried. I gotta—gotta get some sleep. How late is it?”
“Late,” Felix said. “But there’s just one thing before you rest.”
He laid a sheaf of papers on the desk.
“Basilio sent over some corrections to the merger paperwork.” Felix dipped his father’s quill and pressed it into the old man’s hand. “These pages need your signature.”
Albinus shook his head, too bleary-eyed to read. “Can’t it wait? I don’t even know what—”
“It can’t wait. They need to be filed first thing in the morning, before the wedding. Please, Father. Just sign on the empty lines.”
As his father scribbled his name on the dense legal forms, muttering incoherently, Felix felt the weight of his treason. It wasn’t painful. It didn’t make him sad or ashamed. It simply was, like a gray stone lodged in the meat of his heart. He couldn’t spare emotions on it, not right now. To beat Basilio Grimaldi, he had to become every bit as cold and hard as Basilio Grimaldi.
Strange how easy it was.
And when you learn what I’ve done, Felix thought, gently taking the quill and the papers away from his father, you may hate me forever.

But to save your life, that’s a risk I have to take.




CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
True to her word, Nessa’s family home wasn’t far from Lunegloire. It sat nestled in the woods, halfway up a hilly trail and secluded from the world. As Werner steered the cart up the narrow path, wheels rattling in the ruts, Mari gave the log cabin a wary look.
“What?” Nessa asked, beside her.
“It looks…so familiar.”
“Oh? Familiar how?”
Mari shook her head. “Like…almost like the place I grew up. I mean, before I had to leave. I was very young.”
Nessa hopped off the back of the wagon, put her hands on her hips, and surveyed the cabin. The log walls stood sturdy and thick, and a round brick chimney sprouted from the shingled roof.
“Well,” Nessa said, “your parents were landlords, yes? Low nobility? So were mine. This place used to be quite the gem, I’m told, before it went to seed. Believe it or not, Lunegloire was a prosperous trading post once.”
“Never know that now,” Mari said, climbing down after her.
“Not by looking, but the town still has potential.”
A padlock secured the front door. Nessa opened it with an oversized black iron key. From the doorway, the light of sunset cast a thick finger across knotted gray floorboards and an old, rickety table.
“This isn’t right,” Werner said, coming in behind her with burlap sacks piled high in his arms. “How long’s this place supposedly been deserted? It’s not even dusty. Somebody’s been living here. Recently.”
“Probably a trapper.” Nessa picked up a brass fireplace poker and sifted through the ash in the hearth. “Coming inside to escape the cold. He might have been hungry, scavenging for food. You can’t make an animal fall into your trap, after all.”
Mari set down her sacks and scouted the small cabin, sticking her head into every doorway. “Beds!” she called out, “and a wood-fired stove!”
“Good,” Nessa said. “I’ll build a fire. Tonight, we feast.”
Working with a pot and ladle she found in the cramped kitchen, Nessa concocted a mongrel stew from the random ingredients they’d bought in the village. The taste was strange, a mingling of salty and sour that felt like lumpy glue in Mari’s mouth, but it was oddly satisfying. The meal left her with a warm belly and a warmer head, and she eventually drifted outside. She stood in the weeds, silent, head raised to the glowing blanket of stars above, and marveled at the size of the night.
“The four stars,” Nessa said, walking out to join her. “Just east of the moon.”
“The Lady’s Braid,” Mari responded.
“Very good. South, that twinkling band.”
“The Crone’s Glory.”
“Very good.” Nessa pointed in the opposite direction. “The large star, the one that shines more blue than the rest.”
“Sorrow,” Mari said.
“Very good,” Nessa said. “Sorrow.”
“I don’t think I can learn another tonight. Can’t think of anything but tomorrow.”
“Neither can I,” Nessa said. “Come to bed.”
Mari lingered a moment, staring up at the stars. This all felt so right. Her, and Nessa, and Werner, and this place. She felt something comfortable, something she almost dared call safe. She’d have been happy letting the night last forever, if she could.
But the knights of the Autumn Lance were waiting. And tomorrow, she would join their ranks.
Nothing could go wrong.
*     *     *
Nothing can go wrong, Livia thought, and for once she believed it. The crowds returned with the dawn. More than she’d dared dream. She’d expected almost everyone, including the refugees, to abandon her for the grace of Lychwold’s cathedral come sunrise. Instead, they came to her.
As many curiosity-seekers as truly devout, she was certain. People who had heard her plan to grant the sacrament—as a woman and without the greens of a priest—and wanted to see if she’d really do it. Some, she feared, would cry blasphemy.
As she looked around, though, turning slowly on her makeshift stage in a sea of upturned faces, she saw no stones in anyone’s hands.
“The time is almost upon us,” she told her congregation, “for the Sacrament of First Oils. We say its purpose is to protect you against winter’s cold. That’s true, in a sense.”
She pointed into the distance, toward gathering storm clouds. Gray and billowing, they approached from the west as if setting themselves against the power of the rising sun.
“But there are more winters than these! More winters than the one that kills the last of your crops and turns fertile ground to frozen stone. In the high cathedral, they’ll warn you about the winter of the Barren Fields. The spiritual death that lies beyond death, awaiting those who earn the Gardener’s wrath.”
Livia pounded her fist to her chest, sweeping out her other hand to take in the gathering.
“But I say there are worse winters. The winters of a frozen heart and a sickened soul. The icy winds of avarice, cruelty, envy, and pride—these ill winds that can lay you low, not in the far-off afterlife but here and now. Don’t look to the salvation of your soul—look to your neighbor’s! Help your neighbor, love your neighbor, for this is your salvation. This oil is a symbol of—”
“Livia,” Amadeo hissed, standing at the lip of the stage.
“What?” she whispered back.
“You cannot do this thing. You can’t. You can’t administer a holy sacrament if you aren’t a priest. It’s blasphemy.”
“Everyone,” Livia shouted, pointing at him. “We have a revered friend in our midst. Amadeo Lagorio, my father’s personal confessor and aide. Come, Father, join me on the stage.”
Amadeo waved his hands, shaking his head wildly, feeling the heat of countless stares on his back.
“Come on, everyone,” Livia said, “he’s a bit shy. Encourage him to join me—he has something to say to you all.”
What are you doing? he mouthed, withering under a crushing torrent of applause. Livia’s pointing finger turned into an outstretched hand, her gaze like a scalpel cutting to his heart.
He took her hand and climbed up, ducking his head beneath the thunder of applause.
Livia lifted her chin, confident. She’d swayed a mob of strangers. Surely, she could sway a friend.
*     *     *
Nothing can go wrong, Felix thought, waiting patiently as the governor’s clerk stamped and filed a stack of legal documents. It wasn’t optimism; it was a reminder of the stakes he was playing for. The moment he put his plan into motion, he’d taken the first step on a razor-thin tightrope. No going back, only forward, one careful foot at a time. Forward, or all the way down.
He had never liked the Cathedral of Flowering Grace. Gargoyles leered from the stone arches like a swarm of gray flies, flies with grasping and rending claws. From the outside it looked more like a prison than a house of worship, warning all who mounted its twenty-seven front steps to abandon hope. At the top of the sweeping stairs, a pair of stout iron-banded doors as tall as elephants awaited the penitent.
Albinus paced on the street, rubbing his forehead as he trotted back and forth with his trusty cane. “You are inconceivable,” he snapped. “Nearly late for your own wedding.”
“Had some last-minute details to take care of. Are you well, Father? You seem weary.”
“Must have had too much to drink last night,” Albinus replied. Felix took his arm, helping him up to the cathedral doors one step at a time.
“Oh? How late did you stay up?”
The tip of Albinus’s cane skidded on the stone and he pitched forward. Felix caught him, steadying him on his feet.
“No idea. Late.”
He doesn’t remember a thing, Felix thought.

Good.

Attendants whisked Felix off to a dressing room, garbing him in finer clothes than anything in his own wardrobe. The black silk doublet was tailored to his lean body, embroidered in silver thread, with hose and tall buckled boots to match. His brother, meanwhile, struggled to squeeze into his own formal regalia and ended up looking like a stuffed sausage. Calum waged a battle with his own boots, trying to get them on without pitching over face-first.
“Well,” Albinus said from the doorway, scrutinizing them both. “If that’s the best you can do.”
Calum nodded glumly. “It really is.”
“You look fine,” Felix said as soon as their father was out of earshot. “You’re my brother and you’re here. That’s all I care about.”
“Ah, he’s just cranky because he drank himself to sleep last night. He’s got the headache and the rumblegut. How are you feeling? All ready for your big day?”
Felix caught a glimpse of himself in a standing mirror. Poised, tailored, trim. And the blank eyes of a fresh corpse. He forced himself to smile, to inject some emotion into his reflection. The result might have fooled a blind man, but he wouldn’t have gambled on it.
“I’m all right, Calum. I’m all right.”
That much was true. He was riding a rowboat to the edge of a roaring waterfall, but even so, he’d discovered a strange sense of calm. In an hour’s time, he would face Basilio Grimaldi. He would win, or he would die. There were no other outcomes. A flip of the coin, he thought, then frowned at his reflection.

No. A coin toss is pure chance. This is a street fight. Basilio’s just fighting for money. I’m fighting for the lives of everyone I love.


I’m hungrier for victory than he’ll ever be.


Now I just have to prove it.




CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
Amadeo stood beside Livia on the makeshift stage, withering under the applause. He cupped a hand over his brow to cut the glare of the rising sun and murmured harshly under his breath.
“Livia, do not do this.”
Livia placed her hands to her breast and waited for the commotion to end. Silence fell across the gathering, all eyes back on her.
“Amadeo,” she said, “has made a good point to me, just now. A true and worthy point, and one you should hear. As I’ve promised, I will grant you the Sacrament of First Oils—if you wish it. But there are those who say I cannot.”
She walked the tiny stage from end to end, circling Amadeo as she extended an open hand to the crowd.
“The laws of my brother’s church—the laws of a murderer and a usurper—say I am forbidden to do this. The laws of the Verinians, far across the sea, say I must not follow my heart.”
An angry murmur rose up, roiling through the crowd like an ocean wave. A wave that threatened to turn into a swell.
“I am not perfect.” Livia put her hand to her heart. “I am stained by sin and prone to error, just as any of us are. So I will not presume to know better than them. If I must submit to the judgment of traitors and foreigners, so be it.”
As she bowed her head in contrition, Amadeo’s neck tensed. The audience didn’t like what they were hearing, not one bit, and more of their angry glares swung his way with each passing moment.
Livia nodded to Amadeo. “But we have one among us who I consider an authority higher than any other. My father’s confessor. His aide. His friend. Next to me, Amadeo was closer to Pope Benignus than any living soul. And so I put the question to you, Father: what should I do? Whatever you decree, I shall abide.”
As if it were that easy. Amadeo could read the crowd, could see his doom in every narrowed eye. They’d latched on to Livia with the fervor of newly minted converts. They didn’t want to hear about doctrine, or church precedents, or laws.
They wanted her. And he was the obstacle standing in their way.
If I speak the doctrine as I was taught it, he thought, there’s a good chance I won’t leave this stage in one piece.
And where was the harm? He’d never been shy about challenging tradition or following his heart over the letter of the book. She’d even warned him, hadn’t she? That day in the garden, before her father’s death and the firestorm that had followed.

“Tell me something else, Confessor? If you had the opportunity to change things, to truly change things for the better, for everyone, how valuable would your pledge be then? Would you break your oath to my father if it meant saving the Church?”


“I can’t answer that.”


“One day, you might have to.”

She’d asked if things had been different, if she had been eligible for her father’s throne, would he have supported her? Yes, he’d told her. He would have. He’d meant every word of it. And that was what stung like a nettle in his heart. They’d walked through the fire together. And now Livia had pushed him into a corner, using him like one of Cardinal Accorsi’s pawns.
“Do you care so little for me,” he whispered, “that you’d put my life in danger to make a point?”
She recoiled as if he’d slapped her across the face.
“No,” she whispered back. “It’s not…I would never let you come to harm.”
“Tell that to them. I understand your zeal, Livia. I understand you were taken away in the excitement of the moment…but don’t pretend you didn’t just put my back to the wall.”
She took his hand, squeezing tight.
“Please,” she whispered. “Remember. We pledged to set the Church to rights. We swore in the chapel, together. Now is not the time to stand on doctrine. We have a chance to do something great here, something my father—your best friend—would be proud of. Work with me.”
He pulled his hand away. He cleared his throat.
“Livia,” he announced to the crowd, “is her father’s daughter. It is true, I spent my life in the service of Pope Benignus, and I was honored to call him ‘friend.’ Those were the happiest years of my life. But that time is over, and our Mother Church is in turmoil. Is this right? Is it wrong? Perhaps it’s not for me to say. Perhaps the old rules need to be looked at with fresh eyes, in the light of a new day.”
He stepped away from Livia, turning his back.
“I will not condone this, nor will I stand in the way. Livia must do as her heart commands. As must you all, and I pray the Gardener guide us to wisdom.”
He stepped down into the crowd. They parted for him, all cheers and smiling faces, hands patting his back and touching his sleeves. He walked, stone-faced, back to the refugee camp.
He returned, helped by Freda and another of the urchin refugees, carrying wooden trays laden with tiny vials of oil and a pair of forest-green linen towels. He passed one of the towels up to Livia. She folded it expertly, draping it over her right arm.
“At least,” Amadeo said, doing the same, “let me help. It’s a big crowd.”
She favored him with a rare smile as she stepped down off the stage.
“Stand at my right hand,” she whispered. “I wouldn’t want you anywhere else.”
She took the first vial from Freda’s tray, pulled the slender cork, and touched the girl’s freckled cheek.
“Freda, you’ve been through so much pain, so much more than anyone your age should ever have to. Having you here, safe and sound, means more to me than anything.”
“That better mean I’m first in line.” Freda arched an eyebrow. “These trays are heavy.”
Livia tilted the open mouth of the vial against her fingertip. Her finger came away glistening and golden. Freda’s eyelids fluttered shut as Livia touched her forehead.
“Through winter’s night and your darkest hour, may the Gardener’s warmth keep you. May His light guide you to the springtime.”
She traced the Gardener’s Tree on Freda’s brow, rested her hand on the girl’s head, and pulled away. Then she beckoned to the closest of the gathering, eager onlookers pressing in all around them, and repeated the blessing. She got as far as six people before a shout rose up from the edge of the crowd.
“This is an unlawful assembly! You will disperse at once.”
Startled, Livia hopped back up on the stage to peer out over the audience. A tall twig of a man in a green stola gesticulated wildly at the crowd, trying to wrest their attention away. He would have looked comical if it weren’t for the row of city guardsmen at his back. The hard-eyed soldiers, wearing the Itrescan griffin on their green-dyed leather breastplates, held long spears at ease against their shoulders. Another wedge of guards marched in from the north, closing on the crowd like a pair of pincers.
“Did you hear me?” Cardinal Vaughn demanded. “You people are endangering your mortal souls just by being here. Why aren’t you—there, her! That’s the one. I want her arrested at once.”
He pointed his bony finger at Livia like an arrow aimed straight for her heart.
The first rank of guardsmen marched in, expecting to part the crowd with ease. Instead, they met an angry wall. One of the guards stumbled back, shoved by one of Livia’s followers, and readied his spear in both hands.
“Make way now,” one of the guards bellowed. “You won’t be told twice.”
The second wedge of guards pressed into the crowd, trying to push their way through. It turned into a shoving match, and then a brawl as someone swung a fist and one of the spectators fell to the grass, clutching his jaw. Shouts split the air like peals of thunder. Livia’s gaze shot toward the other side of the gathering, catching the blur of a hurled rock. The stone whipped through the air and struck one of Vaughn’s guardsmen in the shoulder. He staggered back, incensed. As one, the guards readied their spears to strike.
“Livia,” Amadeo hissed, looking up at her. “This is out of control. Do something.”
She inhaled, curling her hands into small fists, and screamed.
“Stop this!”
Sudden silence. A sea of confused, angry faces looked her way. The guardsmen froze, uncertain, weapons at the ready.
“It’s all right,” she said.
She stepped down off the stage.
“You’re angry. That’s all right. But this isn’t the time to fight. And I don’t want any of you to get hurt. Not for me. I’ll go with them.”
Hands clutched at her dress, trying to hold her back. She forced her way through the crowd, eyes locked on Cardinal Vaughn.
“I am not afraid,” she said. She touched the hands that clung to her, squeezed them, trying to give what little reassurance she could. “Do you hear me? I am not afraid! The Gardener’s grace is with me. I’ve done nothing wrong.”
“You are a heretic,” Vaughn snapped as she approached the edge of the crowd, “and you will receive a heretic’s judgment.”
“I am not afraid,” she said.
One of the guardsmen took her arms. He pulled them behind her back and closed manacles around her wrists, gentle as a lamb.
“I’m sorry, ma’am,” he whispered in her ear. “I’m just doin’ my job. I didn’t want this.”
“I forgive you,” she whispered back. As they led her away, toward the Lychwold gate, she looked back and shouted, “Amadeo! Finish giving the sacrament. Take care of these people.”
Amadeo held up his open palm, fingers spread apart, to signal that he’d heard her. Maybe they misunderstood the gesture, or maybe they wanted to show solidarity: one by one, from the onlookers closest to the priest and spreading outward, others did the same.
When Livia looked back, one last time, a forest of raised hands and silent faces stood in her wake.



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
The architects of the Cathedral of Flowering Grace had engineered a great skylight in the vaulted stone, a window in the shape of a rose in full bloom. They’d angled it to catch the morning sun, bringing a finger of light down into the cathedral and splashing over the tall dogwood tree that rose up behind the gilded altar. The dogwood’s gnarled branches reached out to fill the front of the holy hall with green, flourishing life, and at its feet, wildflowers thrived in beds of rich black loam.
Felix stood to the altar’s left, his father at his side. Basilio—smug and draped in gold and black finery—waited on the right. None of them spoke. Instead they looked out over the crowded hall, the wooden pews crammed and even more people standing along the walls, squeezing into the cathedral any way they could.
And I could count the faces I recognize on one hand, Felix thought. He wasn’t surprised. The union of two merchant houses was big news in Mirenze; half the people here were small-time peddlers and opportunists, wanting to show their “respects” on the day of his wedding so they could come with their hats in their hands farther down the line. For the rest it was merely another social event where they could dress in their finest silks and velvets, see and be seen, and gorge on free food at the governor’s mansion.
“Vultures,” Basilio muttered.
Felix glanced over at him. Basilio caught his look, then nodded toward the crowd.
“Vultures, boy. Never forget that. They’ll take everything you have, if you let them.”
You’d know better than anyone, Felix thought. He held his tongue. For now.
The ceremony began with the blessing of the bride. Aita appeared in the cathedral arch, silhouetted by the sunlight at her back and draped in golden silk. A shimmering metallic veil covered her face. Her four handmaidens, garbed in pristine white, stood around her. They carried a pall high above her head, the golden silk draping around her. The five women walked up the aisle as one.
Aita was a spark of the sun come to life, serene and beautiful, but the sight of her made Felix pine for Renata.
Soon, he thought. Just hold on a little longer, Renata. I’m coming.
The priest was young, with a hand-me-down stola that drooped past the rope belt of his cassock, and he almost stumbled over his own feet as he rushed to perform the first blessing. Aita held out her slender hands, and he traced whirling designs on her palms in dark soil. Then he washed them clean with water from a porcelain decanter.
The handmaidens swooped back and pulled away the pall, letting the light wash down, shimmering over Aita’s dress and her golden curls. Felix moved to stand at her side. His formal black contrasted with her glow.
“Man,” the priest said, his voice cracking as it carried through the cathedral, “is the Gardener’s soil. Man is the vehicle by which our Creator’s gifts manifest in the world, blossoming forth from this imperfect ground.”
The priest swung his gaze to Aita.
“But the soil without the sun is nothing. The most fertile ground can raise no crops, not without the touch of the life-giving sun. And so it is with man and woman. We are gathered here today to celebrate one such union, the marriage of Felix Rossini and Aita Grimaldi. This is a bond to last a lifetime, a bond that none dare sunder. And so I ask both of you, before we proceed: is it your heart’s desire to be united in holy matrimony, until death do you part?”
Felix looked to his bride. Her eyes were sharp behind her veil, a fellow performer in their secret charade.
“It is.” The words just rolled off his tongue.
“It is,” she lied too.
The priest held up a cord of leather dyed deep green. Felix and Aita held out their arms, his right and her left, and he bound them at the wrist.
“Felix Rossini, do you take this woman as your morning sun? Do you swear to protect her and your offspring, to nurture and adore her, to keep her shielded from harm until the end of your days?”
“I do,” he said.
“Aita Grimaldi, do you take this man as your soil? Will you uphold him, be faithful unto him, and cleave to his word and his strength? Will you shine upon him, as the Gardener wills, so that the work of his hands and the sweat of his brow be always holy and true?”
“I will,” she said.
“And is there anyone present,” the priest called out, “who has reason to stand in their way? Would anyone voice dissent in this sacred place? Or shall the Gardener’s will stand unquestioned?”
Funny, Felix thought, that’s not the usual way that line goes. He wondered how much Basilio had paid the priest to change it to something entirely more threatening. If the wording didn’t do the trick, the way Basilio glared at the congregation probably would have cowed any naysayer into silence.
“No one? Then by water and wind, by earth and light, let our Creator’s will be done. Felix and Aita, I pronounce you man and wife. You may kiss the bride.”
Their wrists still bound, Felix leaned in with his free hand and lifted Aita’s veil. “Make it look real,” she commanded under her breath.
It felt like kissing a dead fish. He lingered just as long as he had to, hearing the hooting and applause of the congregation at his back, and then pulled away. The priest unwound their cord, coiling it neatly on the altar before rolling it up in a sheet of deep-brown silk.
Albinus’s hand shook as he gave Felix’s shoulder a feeble squeeze. “I’m proud of you, son.”
“Well done,” Basilio said. “Now let’s get this procession underway. There’s quite a feast waiting for us in the governor’s manse.”
“Just…one moment.” Felix held up a finger. “I need a word with you, Signore Grimaldi.”
Aita shot him a sidelong glance, while Basilio shook his head and chuckled. “Whatever it is, I’m sure it will wait until we’ve been properly feted. And please, call me Father.”
“I don’t think that it will. And I don’t think that I shall.”
The smile vanished from Basilio’s face.
“Fine, then.” He looked to the priest. “You have an office?”
“Well, yes, but it’s my private—”
“Good. We’ll be using it. Stay out until we’re finished.”
Basilio gave an impatient, beckoning wave and stalked toward a low wooden door. As Felix turned to follow, Aita caught his arm.
“What are you doing?”
He paused only for a moment, locking eyes and lowering his voice to give an answer for her ears alone.
“Fighting back.”
Basilio waited in the priest’s tiny office. It wasn’t much more than a cell of pale stone, with a high window to let the light shine down over a desk cluttered with moldering books. He turned, expectant, as Felix walked in and shut the door behind him.
Felix’s heart pounded as he stared the bigger man down. No turning back now, he thought and swallowed hard.
“Well?” Basilio said. “Out with it.”
“I didn’t understand, at first, why my family was such an attractive target for you. I mean, putting me on the Council of Nine, that’s obvious: you’re trying to control a majority of votes. Do that and you basically hold the strings to Mirenze’s entire economy. But that could be anyone. You could marry Aita off to some random street peddler and put him in that chair. So it had to be something more.”
Basilio’s bushy black eyebrows knotted. “And what conclusion did you draw?”
“The Banco Rossini’s fallen on hard times. You didn’t want this union for our wealth—we haven’t got much of it left. You didn’t want it for our banking power, because the Banco Marchetti’s been stealing clients and business out from under us for years. It wasn’t something we had, so it must be something we can do.”
“Get to the point, boy.”
Felix’s pulse was racing and he had to fight to keep his hands from trembling at his sides, but still he smiled.
“Signore Grimaldi, you have too much money.”
Basilio put his hands on his hips. “Meaning what, exactly?”
“Your criminal enterprises extend throughout Verinia, even into Imperial territory. That’s a lot of coin, and you can only explain so much of it as profits from your legitimate wool business. I figure you must have massive stockpiles of wealth just sitting out there, waiting to be claimed. Ah, but if only you had your own bank. We’re in the business of moving money, after all. Shuffling it around. Transforming it. The purpose of this merger—the Banco G-R—isn’t to make money at all, is it? It’s to clean the money you already have, hide your wealth, and keep you safe from the tax collectors.”
Basilio shrugged. “It’s true. A fake account here, an imaginary client there, a few dozen loans which will only be repaid on paper…it’s all simple enough. I generate far more profit than I can safely explain as a humble wool merchant. The Banco G-R will change all of that.”
“Except I’m afraid it won’t.”
Basilio took a step toward him.
“You’d best explain yourself, boy. I don’t like your tone.”
“It’s simple, really. As you arranged, the Banco Rossini purchased your wool business. We’ve been reformed as the Banco G-R, you and I are on the board of directors—oh, it’s all been done as you wished, and the union was sealed the moment I married your daughter. There’s just the matter of the amended paperwork. The revised agreement that went on file first thing this morning.”
“Felix.” Basilio curled one thick hand into a fist. “What did you do?”
“Oh, it’s not what I did. It’s what my father did, though he was too drunk to realize it.” Felix stepped closer, leaning in toward Basilio. “He sold me the Banco Rossini. He’s out. So is Calum. I am the sole owner of the family business. And speaking of family businesses, you just sold me yours.”
Felix held up a single, shiny copper coin. It caught the sunlight and glittered.
“I believe this was the token payment we discussed.”
He flipped it toward Basilio, the coin clinking to the flagstone at his feet.
“Pleasure doing business,” Felix said.



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
Basilio bellowed like a bear as he charged, wrapping his hands around Felix’s neck and squeezing. Straining to breathe, blood roaring in his ears, Felix lashed out with a vicious rabbit punch to the wound in Basilio’s hip. Basilio let go, stumbling back against the priest’s desk. He clutched his side as he wheezed.
“You dare—” Basilio said in a puff of strained breath.
Felix leaned against the wall, red-faced, getting his wind back. “Someone needed to do it. Now tell me how you’ll kill my family, hurt the people I love, destroy my life. Come on, let’s hear the threats. Tell me about the doom I’ve just brought down on my head, because that never gets tedious.”
“You have…you have no idea—”
“See, under all the money and the power and the muscle, I know what you are.” Felix shook his head. “You’re nothing but a bully. A cheap thug with delusions of grandeur. And I’m done being pushed around. You thought I was weak? Some soft-handed coin counter who you could turn into a puppet? Understand one thing, and you’d better get it right.”
Felix pushed himself away from the wall. He strode toward Basilio with fire in his eyes, standing toe-to-toe with him.
“I am Felix Rossini, heir to the Banco Rossini and a legacy that goes back to the first days of Mirenze. My family helped to build this city. We’ve been here in times of plenty, and we’ve survived the lean years too. We’ve survived everything our enemies could throw at us. You’re just the latest parasite to try to profit off the sweat of our brows, and we’ll survive you too.”
Felix jabbed Basilio in the chest with his index finger, punctuating his words, leaning close enough to feel the man’s hot breath on his face.
“I am Felix Rossini. And you will respect my name.”
“This changes nothing,” Basilio hissed through gritted teeth. “You tricked your father into signing a fraudulent contract? Good for you. Child’s play. He’ll disown you once he finds out what you’ve done and sue for control.”
Felix gave him a bitter laugh. “And he’ll hire a barrister with what money? He has nothing. Oh, don’t misunderstand, I intend to see that my family is given a generous stipend. They’ll live comfortably. But they won’t be manipulated by you, either. I’m taking them out of the fight. This is between you and me.”
“That’s your next mistake. You bought your family out? Bought my business? So what? I’m still a director of the Banco G-R, which means you’ve taken nothing from me. I still have authority here.”
“Sure you do. All three of us do. Majority vote rules, of course.”
“All…three?” Basilio’s eyelid twitched.
“Of course. We hired a third director to help oversee the Banco G-R’s operations. And her name is Renata Nicchi.”
“Your little tavern tramp. Cute. And when she’s dead,” Basilio snarled, “a lofty title won’t help her much, will it?”
“Oh, you don’t want to do that. See, my little revisions included a pair of restructuring clauses.” Felix held up a finger. “One. If Renata should go missing or be harmed in any way, I have the authority to fill not only her vacant seat at my discretion, but yours as well. Let me make it clear as sunlight: if anything happens to Renata, you get the boot. And I keep…well, everything you own, I suppose.”
“And what happens,” Basilio asked, “when you go missing?”
Felix smiled. “That’d be the second provision. As senior partner of the Banco G-R, if I disappear or die, the company is…I think ‘unsustainable’ is the word I used. And it is to be immediately liquidated.”
“Liquidated,” Basilio echoed.
“And the proceeds donated to appropriate charities for the betterment of the city. Orphanages, churches, you know. It’s a poison pill. Renata dies, you lose everything. I die, you lose everything. You like to hold people as hostages. I did you one better. I’m holding your money hostage. And you like your money a lot more than you like people.”
“The presence of hostages,” Basilio said, “generally implies demands are forthcoming.”
“That’s right. Call off your dogs. Leave Renata alone.”
“And?”
Felix shook his head. “There’s no ‘and.’ You can still use the bank to launder your money. I’ll meet you halfway on that. Any other business decisions, we’ll discuss as partners and equals. Treat me well, and I’ll do the same for you.”
He lowered his head and his tone, locking eyes with Basilio.
“But if you threaten me or anyone I love, ever again,” Felix said, “I’ll burn you to the ground and piss on your ashes.”
Basilio’s voice was a graveyard whisper. “This isn’t over.”
“It is for now. We have a reception to attend.”
Aita waited just outside the door, with eyes that seared into Felix like hot coals. She wore her questions on her face, but Felix couldn’t answer her here, not while she was still masquerading as Basilio’s devoted daughter. Tonight, he thought, the honeymoon. Plenty of time to talk behind closed doors. He wasn’t sure if his move would help her dream of destroying Basilio’s empire, but it certainly wouldn’t hurt.
Basilio wore an ominous silence. Felix couldn’t guess what he might be thinking. Part of him didn’t want to know.
His father sat on the edge of a pew, looking pale. Petra patted his sweaty forehead with a handkerchief. “Go on ahead,” Calum said. “Petra and I will walk with Father once he’s ready to leave.”
“We’re a family,” Felix said. “We should all go together.”
Calum shot a furtive glance over his shoulder. “I haven’t seen him this sick in a dog’s age. Old man can’t drink like he used to. He’ll be fine. He’s just moving slow. Go on. He can’t walk alone and I don’t want to hold you up. We’ll meet up at the reception. We’ll be right behind you, I promise.”
Felix pulled him into an embrace. They kissed each other’s cheeks, then pulled away. Felix turned and offered Aita his arm.
“Shall we?”
They swept out of the cathedral arm in arm, with Basilio stalking in their shadow. They joined the procession—a small army of celebrants and revelers, strutting peacocks and the city’s elite—in a stream of people that flooded toward the Ducal Arch.
*     *     *
In a silent second-floor garret, at the edge of a dusty shaft of light from the cracked-open window, Simon crouched like a trapdoor spider. Waiting. The rope in his hand felt like a lifeline, pulling him from an ocean of despair.
No, he thought, peering out the window and down to the broad, shop-lined street called the Triumphal Ribbon. This is a gallows rope. So many necks, so little time.
The first mob of people rounded a corner at the bottom of the street. Some walked in twos and threes, some with a gaggle of followers, leading the procession from the cathedral to the governor’s mansion. All headed for the Ducal Arch.
Simon had passed that way himself, just before dawn, disguised under cover of darkness. It had taken hours to haul the Infernal Machine from the artist Leggieri’s workshop, concealing the device amid a clutter of beer barrels and driving the wagon as slow as he dared. The uneven cobblestones left him wincing at every bump under his wheels. Contrary to Leggieri’s predictions of doom, though, he’d made it across the city in one piece.
The Ducal Arch, some twenty feet high, straddled the road. Its stones were the color of a sandy beach and engraved with sigils and marks from dozens of hands. Back in Mirenze’s glory, before the Imperial conquest, each new ruler of the city would mark the dawn of his reign with a hammer and chisel. Some left their initials in the stone, others dates, and a few—the more capable masons in the lot—left scrawling mottoes or family crests. Though the practice had been abolished, the span of stone still stood, a slice of living history. I’m surprised the Imperials didn’t tear it down, Simon thought.
His eye traced the spiraling vines and wreaths that adorned the arch’s legs, decorated with a riot of flowers for the wedding procession.
He was more than happy to fix the Imperials’ oversight for them.
Directly below his garret stood a small vintner’s shop. All delicate teak wood and dark glass bottles with feminine curves. The owner had been surprised when Simon told him the shop would be closed for the wedding. He’d been even more surprised when Simon slashed his throat from ear to ear. His corpse lay behind a counter, well out of sight, with the windows shuttered and the doors securely locked. Simon needed peace and quiet to work.
He’d placed the Infernal Machine to one side of the arch, in an alley between shops. Unscrewing one of his cart’s wheels, he left it slumped on the cobblestones and artfully strewed the ground around the deadly barrel with random clutter, making it look like some peddler had a mishap. Broken-down carts weren’t a remarkably uncommon sight, especially not in the merchant district, and the whole mess was far enough out of sight that most passersby wouldn’t even notice it.
The horses, he’d spared, leading them off a fair distance before letting them trot free.
A slender length of rope wrapped around the machine’s trigger hinge, concealed under a blanket. The line ran to the front step of the vintner’s shop, slipping under the locked front door. From there it led across the darkened floorboards, around a corner, up a short flight of stairs, and ended in Simon’s curled left hand. His fingers stroked the pale, silky fiber as if it were a lover’s hair.
His heartbeat quickened as he looked down and saw…yes. Them. There was no doubt, not with Aita’s golden dress catching the sun, turning her into a blazing beacon of light. There was Felix, strolling alongside her in the procession, and Basilio at their back. All three targets, carried along by the river of partygoers, heading straight for the arch.
Almost perfection. There had to be, Simon thought, at least a hundred people on the street. Random victims of ill-luck. Couldn’t be helped. Once, not long ago, he would have turned his nose up at a kill like this one. But ever since the sinking of the Fairwind Muse on his voyage to Winter’s Reach, the idea of mass casualties kindled an eager little tingle in the pit of his stomach. His free hand stroked the front of his soft cotton shirt, fingers playing at the lacings, then slowly drifted downward—
—he yanked his fingers away, curling both hands firmly around the rope. No time for fantasies, he reprimanded himself. Eyes forward, nerves ready. Be a professional.
“And now, Felix,” he said to the empty room, “it is finally time we parted ways. Good riddance, and may you find your eternal home in whatever hell will have you.”
Down in the street, Felix and Aita crossed in front of the powder keg. The alley mouth was like the muzzle of a cannon ready to blow, taking aim at its unwary targets.
With a cry of triumph, Simon yanked the rope.
Nothing happened.
He looked down at his hands in sudden horror. Gave it another pull. Felt it hitch, too short, too soon. Stuck, he thought as he leaped up and raced for the garret door. His shoes pounded down the wooden stairs into the vintner’s shop below, following the rope with his eyes.
There. He’d laid his line too long, tried to pass it around too many corners, and managed to snag the rope on a loose board at the foot of the stairs. There’d been a method to his madness: Simon wanted to be as far away from the detonation as possible when he triggered it.
No time for safety now. No time for hesitation. Simon tugged the rope free, took a deep breath, and gave it a pull.
This time, it moved.
*     *     *
Felix walked in silence, letting the flood of people carry him forward like a boat on a rising tide. He didn’t have anything to say to Basilio, and he couldn’t say what he needed to say to Aita in front of her father, so silence suited him fine.
More than the procession followed them now. Commoners in rough-spun clothes joined the parade, either in hopes of crashing the reception or just for the fun of it. They drew merchants like flies, pushing carts and hawking cheap pastries, ringing brass bells over the din of the crowd. Felix smiled at the antics of a street performer off to his left, juggling gaily painted wooden balls in the air as he walked. Every now and then someone tossed him a coin, and the juggler would catch it and bounce it around a bit before flipping it onto the flat of his rumpled cap.
Then the world went blinding white.
The crump of superhot air slammed into Felix’s back like a giant’s fist. He couldn’t hear anything but bells, ringing shrill and loud in his ears, and a strange warbling throb. Gravity had shifted right under his feet, turning sideways into down. He didn’t remember falling. Someone was talking to him. He couldn’t hear over the bells.
The ringing ebbed. Aita sat on the cobblestones next to him, her eyes wide and glassy, her beautiful dress torn and spotted scarlet.
“Oh,” she said. She touched her arm. The head of a black iron nail jutted from her smooth skin, just above her elbow. “Oh. I don’t think that goes there.”
“Aita—” Felix said, not sure he’d actually made any sound come out of his throat. He tried to sit up. Gravity shifted again, making his stomach lurch.
“Oh,” Aita said. She looked back. Her good arm stretched out, slowly unfurling, and she pointed.
Felix followed her gaze as a new sound swept into his ears, pushing the ringing and the throbbing away. A sound almost louder than the blast.
Screaming.



CHAPTER THIRTY
Werner woke from a fitful sleep. Mari had tossed and turned all night—no screaming, but restless all the same, and every bump in the dark had jolted him wide awake.
Today’s the day, he thought. It felt like a march to the gallows. He’d built an imaginary world for Mari to hang her heart on, a world of gallant knights and noble causes, and it was a hair’s breadth from crashing down around her.

I should take her and go. Knock her out if I have to. Just take her and the horses and leave this terrible place. She’d forgive me eventually. I could make her forgive me. It’s better than what’ll happen if she finds out her “heroes” are murdering scum.

He didn’t do anything of the kind, though. Not with Nessa already awake, waiting for them in the cabin’s sitting room and kindling a fire in the hearth.
“You look like you’ve barely slept,” she told Mari, not giving Werner a second glance.
“Couldn’t help it. Too excited. I tried.”
“Fair enough. It’s your big day. But we’re not leaving until we’ve all had a good breakfast.”
“Couldn’t we just go?” Mari bounced on the balls of her feet. “I mean, it’s a day’s ride, so the sooner we get there—”
“Mari.”
Mari fell silent.
“I’ll not have you tired and hungry when we get there,” Nessa said. “We’re eating first, and that’s the end of it. Now go get the flour, and I’ll make something tasty.”
As Mari slunk off into the kitchen, Werner’s stomach clenched. He hated how easy it was for Nessa. All she had to do was put on that imperious tone, and Mari instantly turned…pliable. Submissive.
All those days, he thought, the two of you prattling on in your native tongue. What did you talk about? What did you say to her, Nessa?

Why doesn’t she listen to me that way?

Mari returned a moment later, gritting her teeth. “I swear I checked the flour before we left the store. I swear I did.”
Nessa frowned. “What is it?”
“Weevils. The bag is infested, like the flour went bad overnight.”
“Well, then.” Nessa counted out a few coins from her purse and held them out to Mari. “Take this, go into town, and get a fresh sack.”
“But that’ll take an hour at least! Can’t we just—”
Nessa pulled down her big, round glasses, glaring at Mari over the rims.
“I’ll—I’ll be right back,” Mari said.
The door swung shut in her wake. Nessa looked through the cabin window, watching her go.
“Well,” she said, not looking back at Werner. “Here we are. Alone at last.”
“How do you do that?”
“Do what?”
“She listens to you,” he said.
“I’m her friend. She hasn’t had a friend in a very long time. In fact, I think I’m the only friend she’s ever had.”
“I’m her friend.” Werner jerked a thumb toward his chest.
“No. You’re her teacher.” Nessa wrinkled her nose. “Her trainer.”
“I taught her the hunter’s trade, sure, but—”
“Not remotely what I meant. Come outside. I want to show you something.”
He didn’t follow her, not right away. He grabbed his staff first. He slung the holster over his shoulder, not entirely sure why he was doing it.
Wild animals, he thought, rationalizing the sudden nervousness that set his heart pounding. Better safe than sorry.
Nessa stood in the yard, staring out toward the tangled tree line. “You’re more than all that, though, aren’t you? You’re her substitute father.”
Werner shrugged. He stretched, squinting against the morning sun, trying to ignore the muscle pangs in his back and arms.
“Suppose so,” he said. “She needed one. Her real father, he was—”
“Beaten to death by Imperial soldiers in front of their home, yes, I know. They forced her to watch. Forced her to watch what they did to her mother next.” The sunlight glinted off Nessa’s glasses, blotting out her eyes under round circles gleaming like molten gold. “It took a while to get the whole story out of her. But I did, in bits and pieces. Mm. Her father and her teacher. Such a great responsibility to take on.”
She circled him as she talked. He walked too, on edge, frowning, the two of them keeping ten feet apart.
“Someone needed to,” he said.
“Yes. Someone needed to drug her, to blunt her claws, to turn her into a pretty little puppet. To the point that—and to be fair, she was very young when it happened—to the point that she can’t even recognize the house she grew up in. Not consciously, anyway.”
Werner stopped in his tracks.
“What are you talking about?”
The sheer gleeful malice of Nessa’s smile turned Werner’s blood to ice. She gestured to the cabin.
“This isn’t my family home, Werner. It’s hers. Lunegloire was her father’s fiefdom.”
“Nessa, whatever game you’re playing, just…just stop. This isn’t funny.”
“It took me a while to decide, you see. Following you, watching you. But once I made my choice, it was just a matter of sending my students ahead to arrange everything. To put all the dominoes in place.”
Werner stood his ground, facing her.
“Decide.” His voice was a grave whisper. “Decide what, Nessa?”
Until that moment, he hadn’t noticed how she’d kept one hand behind her back. How she’d kept circling, making sure he couldn’t see what she was keeping hidden.
Now she showed him.
She lifted the mask of bone, the visage of a horned owl, and fixed it over her face.
“Decide how you should die,” the Owl said.
She whistled. Branches cracked and leaves parted as five men stepped into the clearing. The deserters they’d faced in the village, all of them leering at Werner.
In their hands, they clutched stout bars of iron.
“Oh, yes, these gentlemen are working for me. Should I have mentioned that earlier?” Nessa said. “You’re her surrogate father. So you’ll die exactly as her first father died, on the same patch of bloody ground. You see, she doesn’t need a father, and she certainly doesn’t need two teachers. She only needs one. Me.”
Werner’s staff whistled from its holster, swinging around and slapping into his palm. She twirled her fingers, producing a bone-hilted knife with a silver blade. Her hand whipped out, sending the blade flying. It went wide, dug into the grass with a faint thunk, and impaled Werner’s shadow.
“You missed,” he said, hefting his staff.
“Did I?”
He charged, taking two running steps—and was suddenly yanked back, pulled off his feet like a dog on a chain as his shadow remained perfectly still. He landed hard on the ground, stunned. He lunged for the knife, screamed, and pulled away a burned and blistered hand as if he’d plunged it into a vat of boiling water. Nessa threw back her head and let out a delighted cackle.
“You took my apprentice from me,” Nessa said. “What did you think would happen?”
“Your—” Werner gasped, clutching his hand, putting it all together. “That girl. In Kettle Sands.”
“If I’d returned one day sooner, I could have saved her. But no. You took her from me. And though you must think me heartless, Werner Holst, understand this: you broke my heart.”
“We didn’t mean it! It was a—damn it, I told you, it was an accident! If we’d known she was just a kid, if we’d known what the villagers would do to her, we never would have—”
“And yet you did. And not even an ocean of regretful tears will sail her back to me, now will it? You owe me a life. I think I’ll take two, for my trouble.”
The ruffians closed in, slapping their iron bars against their open palms, eager for the kill.
“Please—” Werner started to say.
Nessa cut him off with a wave of her hand. “I have no mercy to give you. No forgiveness, either. Don’t degrade yourself by begging for something you’ll never receive.”
“Not for me! For Mari. Please, she didn’t know any better. It wasn’t her fault. Do whatever you want to me. If I have to die to make things right, then…then kill me. But Mari is innocent. Let her go, please.”
Nessa slowly strode toward the fallen man. She took off her mask, letting him see the gleeful look in her eyes, the triumphant smile on her pale lips.
“Oh, Werner. You poor, brave, stupid man. You’re willing to take the worst of it, hmm? Suffer in her place, so the saintly Mari Renault can go free? Is that it?”
His head bobbed, beadlets of sweat dotting his brow and drenching his hair. “Anything you want. Anything. Just let her go.”
“Tell me something. Do you believe in the Gardener?”
“I-I do.”
“And do you believe,” Nessa said, “that when you die in this world, you’ll go to his green paradise? And that you’ll be able to watch over the living from the great beyond?”
“I…” He paused, struggling to catch his breath. “I do.”
“Good.” She stood over him. “I almost hope it’s true. I hope you’re able to see everything I’m about to do to your poor, innocent Mari.”
She leaned in close.
“Your paradise will be an eternal hell, Werner Holst. And when you see what happens to her…while you watch, bodiless, helpless…I want to hear you screaming.”
He lunged for her, his hands closing on nothing but air. She danced just out of reach, letting out a mad giggle, and twirled her hand in the air.
“He’s all yours, boys. Take your time, would you? Make sure he feels it.”
Werner scrambled to his feet and snatched up his staff, clutching it in his good hand. He took a swing as one of Nessa’s hired thugs darted in, driving the man back a step, and spun in time to fend off another.
With five against one, though, he never had a chance.
He turned too slow, caught an iron bar across the back of his skull, and crashed to his knees. Then it was over. They surrounded him, the metal clubs rising and falling in their gloved fists, slamming down with muted thuds and cracks as his skin broke and his bones splintered. Nessa watched, giddy.
He lasted eight, maybe ten minutes. Finally, spent and gasping for breath, the thugs stepped back. The corpse of Werner Holst lay broken in the weeds.
Nessa tossed a purse to the ruffians’ captain. It jingled when he caught it.
“Well done,” she said. “If you’d like to earn double that, I’ve got another victim for you. Are you staying nearby?”
“That we are,” he replied with a sweaty grin. “Wouldn’t be that little hellcat you were traveling with, would it?”
“Maybe,” Nessa said.
“Any chance my boys could have some fun with her first?”
“Maybe,” Nessa said.
He pointed up the ridge. “We’re ten minutes out by foot. Just follow the north trail. It’s a cabin near the cliff. We’ll be there another couple of days.”
“I’ll see you soon, then. Don’t go far.”
Nessa waited until the men sauntered off. She took a moment to study Werner’s body, nudging him a little with the toe of her boot, making sure it all looked just right. She stepped back into the cabin and looked at her reflection in the grimy mirror.
She ripped her dress at the shoulder, then reached down and tore a long strip from the hem of her skirt.
“Hmm,” she said to her reflection.
Then she slammed her face into the wall.
She staggered back, wincing, touching her fingertips to a fresh cut above her eye. Now her reflection had a scraped cheek and a bloody eyebrow.
“Much better,” she said and headed out to find Mari.



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
Nessa charged from the underbrush, breathless, just in time to catch Mari walking up the trail with a burlap sack in her arms. The sack tumbled free, dashing against the ground and spilling flour over the dirt.
“Nessa,” Mari shouted, running over to take her hands, “what happened to you? Are you all right?”
“I—I got away,” Nessa stammered. “Please, Mari, don’t go to the cabin. You don’t want to see this.”
“See what? Nessa, where’s—where’s Werner?”
She shoved past her, shrugging off Nessa’s feeble attempt to hold her back.
“Mari, please, don’t look! I don’t want you to see—”
Mari broke into a run. Nessa casually strolled along in her wake. She caught up to Mari outside the cabin, finding her still and trembling, staring down at Werner’s body.
She stood paralyzed, eyes wide and unblinking, trapped in a waking nightmare.
“F-Father?” Nessa heard her say in a tiny whisper.
Standing behind her, Nessa couldn’t resist a smile. It vanished as Mari turned around. The knight aspirant’s eyes were as hard and cold as gray mountain stone.
“Who did this?” It wasn’t a question. It was a demand.
“Those—those men from the village. The ones that threatened us in the grocer’s shop. They must have trailed us here. They…” Nessa paused, swallowing hard, pouring on the grief. “They called Werner a Terrai lover. They…they said he was a traitor for siding with a pair of Terrai whores over his Imperial cousins, and they’d punish him with a traitor’s death. Then they grabbed me. I barely got away—”
Mari strode toward her.
“Where are they?”
Nessa pointed up the trail. “I heard them talking. They’re not far away, I don’t think. What are you going to do? We should go get help.”
Mari walked back to Werner’s corpse. She crouched over him, sliding her fighting batons from his belt.
“Justice.”
Nessa half followed, half led Mari up the trail, guiding her toward the ruffians’ cabin. “Are you going to hurt them?”
“I’m going to arrest them,” Mari said, her voice strained. “They’ll face a proper trial.”
“Will they?”
“I am a knight aspirant, Nessa. I…” Mari put one hand to her head, stumbling along the trail, her voice strained. “It is not for me to administer judgment. I do not kill. I capture the guilty. I deliver them up. I uphold the law.”
Nessa grabbed Mari by the shoulder and spun her around.
“There is no law here, Mari. Wake up! The local magistrate is an Imperial. It’ll be our word against theirs, and our word means nothing under Imperial rule. Those men will walk free before the sun sets, and you’ll be lucky if you aren’t thrown in prison for accusing them. They’ll pin Werner’s death on us, you know they will.”
Mari’s mouth worked, but no sound came out. She trembled, locked in a silent war inside her own head.
“If you want justice for Werner,” Nessa said, “you know what you have to do.”
“I don’t—I don’t kill. I don’t. Werner always told me—”
Nessa took hold of Mari’s chin, forcing her to meet her gaze.
“The men who murdered your father,” Nessa said, “are just up that ridge. What are you going to do about it? Werner is not here. The knights of the Autumn Lance are not here. It’s just you and me. And I won’t judge you for anything you do. I’m giving you permission, Mari. You have permission to choose. So I’ll ask you again: what are you going to do about it?”
Something shifted behind Mari’s eyes. She took a deep breath and when she spoke, her words came out in a panther growl.
“Hurt them.”
Nessa let go of Mari’s chin. Her slender fingers stroked the woman’s cheek.
“That’s right,” Nessa said. “Good girl. Come. I’ll show you the way.”
Nessa felt the shift in her companion as they stalked up the jagged dirt trail. Mari’s strides became faster, her shoulders pushed back, her hands clenched like a champion boxer. She moved with absolute confidence, a walking tempest of barely constrained rage.
There it is, Nessa thought. I knew it was inside you. Just needed to draw it out.
Around a bend, the woods broke. A miserable shack stood by the tree line, slouching to one side and spitting acrid black smoke from a crooked chimney. Raucous laughter drifted out from a crack in one grimy window.
“Wait here,” Mari snapped. The batons whipped from her belt, twirling in her hands as she stepped toward the front door.
Nessa tugged her arm, suddenly inspired.
“Not with those.”
Mari looked at her batons, then at Nessa, brow furrowed. “Why not?”
Nessa walked along the side of the shack, over to a small woodpile. A woodcutter’s ax sat with its head half buried in an old tree stump. Nessa put her shoe on the stump, grabbed the ax handle with both hands and heaved, wrenching it free.
She held the ax out to Mari.
“Use this.”
*     *     *
“Yer a damned cheater, Orrin, that’s what you are.”
Ale-stained cards slapped down hard enough to make the table jump. The brigands laughed, and one flicked his fingers under his chin before raking in a small pile of tarnished coppers.
“Yeah, yeah, prove it or stop cryin’. Hey, speaking of cryin’, you believe the stones on that old bastard? We kick ten shades of shit out of him, and he doesn’t even beg for mercy. Think he was still trying to fight until the very end.”
“Some people just don’t know when it’s over,” said the thug to his left, scooping up the cards into a sloppy overhand shuffle. “Did piss himself, though.”
“Nah, that ain’t fear necessarily. Can’t help that. It’s a—what do you call it, reflexive thing. Y’ever see a man get hanged? They piss and—”
Thump. The cabin door rattled on its hinges. Thump. Thump.
Orrin pushed his chair back. “Now who in the Barren Fields—?”
“Maybe it’s that creepy Terrai. Said she was coming by later, didn’t she?”
He walked to the door. As he lifted the latch he glanced sidelong, toward the window.
Nessa stood just outside, a tiny smile on her lips, holding up one hand. Her fingers wriggled at him.
Huh, Orrin thought as he pulled the door wide, looks like she’s waving goodbye.
Those were the last words to pass through his mind as the ax swooped down.
*     *     *
Mari shrieked, and the song of her pain sent a flight of starlings winging from the trees. It was an endless, shrill cry of madness, punctuated by the slam of her ax chopping down again and again and the panicked cries of the men trapped in the cabin with her. Nessa giggled as blood splashed the window from inside, cherry rivulets streaking the dirty glass.
“She was more reserved when we met her,” Despina said, standing behind her.
“Something of a monk, I thought,” her brother Vassili agreed.
Nessa folded her arms, eyes locked on the cabin. “Shrike. Worm. It’s amazing what you learn about people, once you scratch beneath their skin.”
“But we must ask—” Vassili said.
“But you must ask,” Despina told him.
“But I must ask, Mistress, at the risk of being rude—”
“Oh, don’t be rude,” Nessa said. “You know I detest impoliteness.”
“It’s just that given the rather elaborate lesson you’ve taken upon yourself to teach this woman, I’m compelled to ask…er, I mean, I find myself wondering…”
Despina reached over and stroked the small of Vassili’s back.
“What my brother means, Mistress, is…are you sweet on her?”
Nessa whirled around, arching one sharp eyebrow.
“Am I sweet on her?”
Vassili held up his open hands. “We’re just saying, I mean, normally you’d let us torture her to death and that’d be the end of it. This elaborate charade is a bit unusual.”
Nessa looked back to the cabin. A body slammed up against the bloody window, shattering glass. Another man’s terrified wail turned into a wet, ragged gurgle.
“A fair question,” Nessa said, “but no. Her piety, her ‘honor,’ her slavish devotion to authority and the rule of man’s law…she disgusts me. But that’s not exactly her, is it? No. That’s confusing the caterpillar with the cocoon, thinking they’re one and the same. Inside that cocoon, inside the chains that bind her spirit—there’s the real Mari Renault. And her, I am very interested in meeting.”
Despina’s eyes lit up. “You’re creating a butterfly.”
“A crimson butterfly,” Vassili added.
One of the brigands hurled himself out the front door, landing flat on his stomach halfway out of the cabin. Bloody-faced and terrified, he looked to the witches and reached out one broken hand toward Nessa. Half of his fingers were ragged stumps, chopped off at the first knuckle.
“Please,” he screamed, “mercy!”
Mari grabbed him by the ankles and hauled him back inside.
Despina snickered. “Beg mercy from the Owl? You’d do better begging fire not to burn.”
“Still,” Vassili said, “I did hope we’d get to torture her.”
“You will.” Nessa handed him a notebook. “Instructions for the next step of our little…project. Bull has all the equipment you’ll need.”
His sister leaned against him, craning her neck as he flipped through the pages.
“This is cruel even by your standards,” she said.
“That had best,” Nessa said, “be a compliment.”
“Oh, it is. This is going to be fun.”
“That’s what I like to hear. Make sure to cover your faces and disguise your voices. She can’t recognize you while you’re playing your parts. And, Despina, dear, wear boots with heels. You’re a little short for this role.”
The ax fell one last time inside the cabin, and the last brigand’s scream died in his ruined throat. The trio fell silent, listening. All they could hear was the rustle of the wind in the trees and Mari’s ragged sobs of grief.
“Sounds like she’s all done,” Nessa said. “I’d best go and play the sympathetic friend. Lift her up, just a bit.”
“She sounds utterly broken,” Vassili said with a grin.
“Oh, no.” Nessa tapped the rims of her glasses. “Not yet she isn’t.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
Maybe I died, Felix thought.
If the afterlife looked like his bedroom at Rossini Hall, with the fading embers of a fire glowing in his hearth, it wouldn’t have startled him much. Nothing could, now.
He breathed like a living man. He could think like one, he supposed, but his thoughts felt like molasses dripping through a sieve. Someone had patched up his cuts and scrapes, covered them in an ointment that smelled faintly of honey and lemons, and they didn’t hurt anymore.
He couldn’t feel a thing.
He lay under the furs, warm enough to sweat, and stared at the shadows on the ceiling.

Maybe I should have died.

He’d been lucky. That was what everyone said. Lucky he’d been ahead of the blast, lucky that the bend of the alley had forced the explosion back, east of the Ducal Arch, straight into the oncoming parade. Lucky that he and Basilio had survived with bruises, and the nail in Aita’s arm was the worst of her injuries.
The scene behind them, that was what he saw every time he closed his eyes. The screaming victims, the ones who weren’t blessed with a quick death, writhing on the ground in unendurable pain. The body parts, ripped and flung like the limbs of a dozen rag dolls. The river of blood that guttered down the cobblestones, wide and red and stinking of copper. The smoke and the rubble.
He was lucky.
Luckier than his father, his brother, and his sister-in-law, who had promised they’d be right behind him.
Felix had been found squatting in a pool of blood, blind mad and howling. He’d found Calum. Part of Calum. They told him it took four men to drag him away from the wreckage. He didn’t remember any of that.
Bed rest, the doctor had said in the hall, just outside his bedroom door. Mild food and quiet. An ailment of the nerves.
The cook rattled and thumped her way through the door, carrying a serving tray in her shaky hands. She set it down on his bedside table. A wisp of steam rose up from a porcelain bowl of chicken broth, next to a dull pewter spoon.
“Thought you might be hungry.” Her voice was nearly a whisper.
He kept his gaze fixed on the ceiling. He searched for words, managing to get out a soft “Thank you.”
She took a step back, lingering.
“Nobody’s taken, y’know, responsibility yet. Lot of rumors flyin’ about, but it’s all guesses.”
They were behind us because Father was sick, Felix thought for the hundredth time that morning.
He was sick because I spent the night pouring drinks down his throat.
“I am,” he said. “I’m responsible.”
Her brow furrowed. “Why would you say such a horrible thing? That’s not true at all.”
“The party, my party, the night before the wedding. Father—” Felix shook his head, fumbling for words. “I encouraged him to join in. He was slow, held back in the procession, his headache—”
“And so what if he was?” the cook said, her hand fluttering. “Did you pack a keg with black powder and nails? Are you the monster who set it off? That’s the only man what ought to be held responsible for what happened out there. I’ll tell you two things I learned from twenty years of serving this household: Albinus Rossini, bless his soul and Gardener love him, never needed to be encouraged to drink. And he never stopped whining the next morning, neither. Give him a thimble of sherry and he’d claim to be stomach-twisted from it.”
“He was back in the crowd, and Calum and Petra with him, because—”
“Because they were. And damnation on the beast who laid that powder keg in their path, but damnation on his head alone. And you, just look at you. Layin’ up here, mopin’ and lookin’ for reasons to hate yourself.”
“My father is dead.” Felix lolled his head on the pillow to look at her with bloodshot eyes. “My brother and his wife are—”
“Gone, yes, and we’re all grieving. We’re grieving for them. It’s not about you. That’s not honest grief. You turned their memories into knives, and you’re just layin’ up here, stabbin’ yourself in the heart with ’em over and over again.”
The cook loomed over his bed, glowering down at him.
“Like it or not, you’re the last of the Rossinis. That means you’ve got responsibilities to meet. The world won’t stop movin’ just because you don’t want to go outside. You’re the master of the house now. Be the master of the house. We need you.”
She leaned in closer, her voice grave, eyes boring into him so fiercely he shrank back under the furs.
“And Renata needs you,” she said. “Don’t be thinking for a second me and the rest of the household staff don’t know about all the fishy business that’s been going on around here. We cook your meals. We mend your shirts and wash your linens. We hear everything. Maybe not all the details, but enough to know you didn’t give up the only woman you’ve ever loved just to make your father happy. If you won’t get out of bed for your own sake, do it for her.”
She scooped up the tray and the soup bowl, leaving nothing behind but a wisp of steam. “No more of this. If you want to eat, you’ll come down to the dining hall and eat properly. It’ll be waiting for you.”
With that, she swept out of the room.
The beast who laid that powder keg in their path. Her words echoed in his mind. Basilio had just survived an assassination attempt. They’d used daggers, that time. Maybe his enemies had decided to step up their efforts.
Another face crossed his mind. Another name, one that made his guts clench in fury.
Simon.
The madman had poisoned an entire shipload of innocent people just to get at him. Setting off an explosion during a wedding procession? That’d merely be an encore to a man like Simon.
His thoughts turned to Lodovico Marchetti. The most likely suspect. The one man who’d stood to gain from leaving Felix dead in Winter’s Reach and stopping his plan to rebuild his family’s fortune.
“And if I find out you’re the one who gave the orders,” Felix growled, “then may the Gardener show you mercy. Because I won’t.”
He threw back the furs and got out of bed, standing on shaky legs. Raw determination pushed him to the wardrobe, got him dressed, and dragged him through the family hall.
In the foyer, at the bottom of a curling staircase, the household staff had waited for him. The cook, the groundskeepers, the maids. A skeleton crew, too few for a house this size, but they’d stayed on through thick and thin. And they’d waited for him. They knew he’d come downstairs.
As he descended to join them, a scattering of applause rose up to greet him. He held up his hand. Their expectant faces pinned him in place at the foot of the stairs.
“I should say something, I suppose,” he told them. “Something besides thank you. We’ve taken blow after blow, none worse than this, but…but you’re still here. And so am I. When I went to Winter’s Reach, I promised to save this house, to save your jobs, to build. And here, today, let me renew that vow.”
He struggled for words, curling his hands.
“I’ve known most of you since I was a child. You’re not mere servants. You’re family. And whatever happens, you will always be my family. I promise. I won’t let you down.”
“Hell,” one of the groundskeepers drawled, “we knew that. Just wanted to see if you still did.”
Felix gave him a firm nod and looked to the cook.
“Marta,” he said, “I’ll be taking my luncheon in the dining room today. No more broth, please. Something robust, with peppers. Need a little fire in my stomach for what comes next.”
“What comes next?” she asked.
It was a good question. He had to get a tighter noose around Basilio’s throat to wrest control of the Banco G-R out of his hands. With Basilio neutralized, then he could find Renata. Then there was Aita. Once she learned what Felix had done, the “poison pills” he’d woven into the paperwork to threaten Basilio’s fortune—and hers, by extension—there was no telling how she’d react.
But that could all wait. First, it was time to have a private chat with Lodovico Marchetti.
I’m going to look him right in the eyes, he thought, and ask if Simon’s his man.
And when he denies it, he’d better pray I believe him.



CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
The Crowcrook cast a long and ragged black shadow across the outer courtyard. A tower of dark gray stone, it leaned jaggedly as it rose up, narrow in some spots and fat in others, like a precarious pile of mismatched hats. It was one of the oldest buildings in Lychwold and served one of the oldest purposes: housing the city guard, along with their prisoners.
One cell, at the tower’s peak, was reserved for the condemned awaiting their date with the hangman. It was barely more than a box of bleak stone ten feet on a side, with a cot, a stained wooden bucket for a chamber pot, and a single round barred window that looked down onto the courtyard. It gave a fine view of the gallows, as the architect had intended.
Livia knelt with her head bowed, the stone hard and frigid against her knees, and prayed.
Tried to, anyway. Her thoughts were a turmoil, a whirlwind that swept her away and knocked her off balance. How had everything gone so wrong? She’d taken a chance, reached out with her heart, won them over—and in a heartbeat, it was all stolen away.
Small men, she thought, small pitiable men and their pitiable laws that they never think to question. Not so long as they’re the ones benefiting from them.
It was over now. She’d be brought back to Lerautia in chains, where she’d already been tried and convicted. She’d not be allowed to speak—Carlo couldn’t risk that. Her heart wrenched as she thought to her stateroom in King Jernigan’s hall, and Squirrel’s spellbook, hidden under her mattress.

They’ll find it eventually. And when they do, they’ll call it proof that I am just what Carlo says I am. A witch and a heretic. Reason enough to ignore everything that’s been said and done. Reason enough to ignore the truth.

And when we’re dust and bones, all history will remember is the good Pope Carlo and his wicked sister.
She gritted her teeth until her jaw shook, squeezed her nails into her palms hard enough to leave scarlet welts, driving back the threat of tears with her pain.
To the Barren Fields with you all, she thought bitterly. I won’t give you the satisfaction of knowing you hurt me. I’d hurt myself first, a thousand times, before allowing you that pleasure.
The banded oaken door, the only way out of her prison, rattled and groaned as it swung wide. Her visitors were the last two people she’d expected to see: Rhys Jernigan and Dante Uccello.
“What’s the meaning of this?” she demanded.
The king folded his arms and shot a look at Dante. “Took the words out of my mouth. First he convinces me to have you arrested, now he’s—”
Livia was on her feet in a heartbeat. “You? You arranged this?”
Dante favored her with a patronizing smile. “Of course I did. And now that the three of us are united at last, I can explain why.”
“You told me why,” Rhys said. “To throw some red meat to the god-botherers and shut them up.”
“Yes. Right. I lied a little. Sorry.”
Dante swung the cell door shut. Rhys and Livia both converged on him, as confused as they were furious.
“Let’s start by considering the angles.” Dante held up his hands to placate them. “King Jernigan. You thought about selling the signorina here to her brother, to extort favors out of him. Of course, that plan fails when you realize that it would make you Carlo’s next target. Hmm. There must be a way to exploit this dear lady and her family ties, but how?”
Rhys bristled. “How did—you couldn’t know that.”
“It’s the first thing I’d have considered if I was in your shoes. Oh, don’t look so shocked, Livia. It’s beneath you. As for you, you’ve got a queen’s heart but a pawn’s leverage. Or you did, until I gave you a helping hand. Have you looked outside lately?”
She cast an uncertain glance to the barred window.
“Go on.” He made a shooing motion at her. “It won’t bite.”
Livia edged to the window. Down below in the courtyard, at least two hundred faces stared back up at her.
“They’ve been there since you were brought in,” Dante said. “And a few more are coming by the hour.”
Livia frowned. “What do they want?”
“Isn’t it obvious?” Dante chuckled. “They want you. You’re a sensation.”
“She’s no dancing cow,” Rhys muttered.
“You’ve a talent for turning a crowd,” Dante said. “I saw that in you, even when you didn’t. You drew them in and won them over; I did the rest. Finding their weak spots and selling them what they needed. Selling you.”
Livia turned from the window, glaring at Dante. “To what end? You told me that celebrating Saint Wessel’s feast would save my life. It’s done the exact opposite, because of you!”
Dante paced the cell, stroking the stubble on his chin.
“Did it? Did I? Or did I just stoke the fires of your fame? You’re not seeing the whole picture.”
“Neither am I,” Rhys said, “so you’d best get to painting.”
“Let’s consider Lerautia. We all know that Carlo is a sterling example of the priestly breed. Venal, incompetent, and a puppet. Whose puppet? The College of Cardinals’? I’m sure they’ve been tricked into thinking so. No, I sense a greater hand at work. A steadier hand.”
“You’re talking about Lodovico Marchetti,” Rhys said. “I’ve a man in Lerautia, he’s convinced Marchetti is some kind of war profiteer. That he’s engineering a crusade so he can sell carpets.”
Dante held up a finger as he paced. “Grievously doubtful. The carpets, I mean. Ultimately, we can agree that Carlo is a puppet. His reign is as stable as a house built on sand. And therein lies your opportunity. The more Carlo works to push the Empire into a third crusade—a war which, I promise you, none of Theodosius the Lesser’s ministers want, and a war they certainly cannot afford after decades of laying siege to Belle Terre—the more precarious Carlo’s position will become. Theodosius is a fool, but his underlings are considerably more reasonable.”
Rhys knitted his brows. “What sort of opportunity?”
Dante stopped in his tracks. He extended his hand to Livia and smiled.
“Offering an alternative option. The Empire is beholden, at least in public matters, to kneel at the feet of the Church. There’d be an uprising if they didn’t—their devout citizens wouldn’t stand for a ‘heretic’ on the throne. But nobody says it has to be Carlo’s ring they kiss.”
Livia’s jaw dropped. “You’re talking about an anti-pope. Creating a schism in the Church.”
“I’m talking,” Dante said, “about Pope Livia Serafini, long may she reign.”
Rhys snorted. “A woman on the papal throne. You’ll have a hard time selling that idea.”
“Not as hard as you might think. Livia has a gift. She can sway the people—the growing vigil outside this very tower bears the truth of that. And don’t forget the power of national pride. Once we get everyone puffed up about the glory of having the first Itrescan pope, wresting the Church’s seat of power from Verinia, you’ll be surprised how quickly her regrettable lack of a cock will become a secondary concern.”
Rhys fluttered his hand at the barred window. “The ‘people’? Who gives a damn what they want? The peasants think what they’re told to think. You really believe a man like Cardinal Vaughn will accept this plan of yours?”
Dante shook his head. He had a tiny, amused smile on his lips as he went back to pacing, his shoes whispering on the rough stone floor.
“In any society,” he said, “the elites are the most resistant to change because they benefit most from the status quo. This can be remedied. If a man is corrupt, and most men are, simply demonstrate how change will personally benefit him. Offer incentives to cooperate.”
“And if he’s a true believer?” Rhys asked.
“Then remove him.”
“Remove?” Livia echoed.
“A single rock falling is nothing,” Dante told Rhys, ignoring her question, “but if enough fall at once, you get an avalanche. Build a groundswell, a cult following, among the citizenry. Appeal to their hearts on all fronts. For the nationalists, she’ll be a symbol of Itrescan power. For the romantics, she’ll be a symbol of triumph over unthinkable adversity, an unbreakable spirit to kindle their hearts’ fires. For the women—well, I should hope that appeal’s obvious. It doesn’t hurt that she’s attractive, either, though we’ll need to spruce up her wardrobe. She should have gowns tailored to draw the eye to the bust, without being too obvious about it.”
“Wait.” Livia held up her hand. “Slow down. And stop talking as if I’m not in the room. This is absurd, and I won’t do it.”
Dante almost stumbled, falling off his stride. He blinked at her.
“Livia…I’m offering you the papacy. You would be the most powerful woman in the world. Arguably the most powerful woman who ever lived.”
“Why? So I can be a painted doll propped up in a toy throne? So you can scheme behind my back.” She flung out a hand, pointing to Rhys. “And so he can, what, use the Church to extort favors from the Holy Empire?”
Rhys shrugged a shoulder. “I was mostly thinking about the money. Gold flows like wine where the Church is involved. The Murgardts would have to toe the line with me, though, wouldn’t they? It’s an appealing thought.”
Dante stepped closer to her. He rested a hand on her shoulder, and she angrily jerked away from him.
“Livia,” he said, his voice soft and smooth, “this is the way of the world. No ruler is crowned by the Gardener’s good grace alone. You know this. There are deals. Negotiations. Concessions. It’s ugly, and it’s rough, but it’s also unavoidable. Yes, we’ll benefit from your ascent, but does that mean you couldn’t do wonderful things with a church of your own? Holy things? Sometimes the end justifies the means.”
Livia turned her back on the men. She walked to the window and looked down to the square below. It felt like more people stood there, massed in a silent crowd and staring up at her prison tower, than there were just a moment ago.
“I made an oath,” she said, her voice strained, “to purge my father’s church of corruption. I will not be a party to further corruption, even in the name of reform. I won’t stain my soul with that sin.”
“So you’ll let Carlo drive it into the mud,” Dante said. “You’ll let it be pillaged by the College of Cardinals. You’ll let it be puppeted and twisted and broken beyond any hope of repair, all to protect your precious soul.”
Livia’s stomach clenched. Her eyelids snapped shut. In her mind, she was back on the deck of that fishing boat, leading the refugee fleet away from Lerautia. The Alms District burned behind them, the raging fires consuming the ramshackle buildings and the corpses of the dead with equal hunger.
None of it had to happen. She’d found a spell in Squirrel’s book, a spell to help her escape. She’d tricked Carlo into giving her a parakeet to “keep her company.” A blood sacrifice to power the magic. And she’d stood beside the birdcage with a knitting needle in her hand and…stalled. And stalled some more.
When she finally found her nerve and cast the spell, it was too little, too late. She’d waited too long, too afraid of committing an unforgivable sin. Long enough for Amadeo to launch a rescue, and for the massacre that followed in retribution.
Never again, she had told herself, looking back at the burning waterfront. Hundreds died because she hesitated, because she feared for her soul more than she cared for her people. And now Dante was putting her promise to the test. She spoke softly, aloud but to herself, as if trying the words on to see how they felt.
“My father’s church,” she said, “is more important than me. The people are more important than me. And I have to use whatever tools I’m given to make things right. No matter the consequences.”
The men said nothing.
“I’m listening.” Livia turned from the window, locking eyes with Dante. “Tell me more.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
“It’s simple,” Dante told Livia. Nothing about you is simple, she thought, but she held her silence for now.
“First we fan the fires of your newfound fame. Not just among the masses; we’ll pick out some high-profile leaders, churchmen, guildmasters, and pressure them into speaking out in your favor. When the time is right, we coronate you and officially challenge the legitimacy of Carlo’s reign.” Dante looked to Rhys. “Your Highness, do you think there are twenty or thirty priests in your fine country who might want to form the new College of Cardinals?”
“I think I can find twenty or thirty who’d slit their own mothers’ throats for the chance,” Rhys said.
“Excellent. Once established, we wait. As the crusade goes on, draining cartloads of gold from Murgardt’s treasury every single day, the Emperor’s ministers will have their backs to the wall. Theodosius the Lesser can whine and stamp his feet all he likes, but the bottom line is clear: no Carlo, no crusade. Our Livia will be a pope of peace. The Empire will support us, simply to escape bankruptcy.”
“Isn’t that up to Theodosius?” Livia asked.
Dante chuckled. “Of course. But a curious thing tends to happen to rulers who alienate their inner circle, their armed forces, and their nation’s banking elite all at the same time. They become…strangely unlucky. Prone to accidents. Slipping in the bath and suchlike. Trust me: the Emperor will buckle, or soon we’ll be dealing with a much more reasonable replacement.”
“There’s a flaw in your reasoning,” she said.
He steepled his fingers before him. “Do tell.”
“Challenging the legitimacy of Carlo’s reign. His reign is legitimate. He’s my father’s only son.”
Dante reached under his vest, sliding out a sheaf of meticulously folded letters on faded parchment.
“There’s something I’d like you to read.”
He laid them out on her cot, one by one, side by side, and let the letters tell their story. Livia and Rhys read them together, Rhys’s lips quietly moving to follow the words on the pages. Livia’s face turned the color of ash. She got to the last letter, then immediately went back to the beginning, starting over again.
Ten minutes of unbroken silence ended with two whispered words.
“Half brother,” Livia said.
Standing behind them, Dante nodded. “Your mother. My father. They both took that secret to their graves, but these letters betray them.”
Rhys squinted at Dante, screwing up his face in disbelief. “Carlo’s a bastard?”
“I’m afraid not one drop of the beloved Pope Benignus’s sacred blood runs through Carlo’s alcohol-tainted veins.” Dante put his hand on Livia’s shoulder. This time, she didn’t pull away. “Livia. You’re Benignus’s only child. You are the last Serafini. His rightful heir. You always were. And from this seed of truth, we will grow your church.”
“Anyone can write a letter,” Rhys said.
“Certainly,” Dante agreed. “And many will call these forgeries, Carlo himself most of all. But these aren’t just empty accusations. There are references in here to specific dates. Events. Conversations involving people who, while elderly now, are still alive to remember them. All put together, they have the feel of truth. And you know as well as I do, Your Highness, that what people believe to be true is far more important than the actual facts.”
“But it is true.” Livia turned to face him. “It is, isn’t it?”
“It is. You have a bona fide claim on your father’s throne. The only thing holding you back is your gender. And we’ll just rewrite that rule, shall we?”
Livia strode to the window, power in her steps, and looked down at the crowd below.
“We’ll rewrite more than that,” she said. “We won’t make the same mistakes this time. The College of Cardinals won’t be allowed to run rampant as they did under my father and his father before him. They’ll be kept on a very short leash. A leash in my hands.”
Dante held up a finger. “Have a care, Livia. Don’t ride a bigger horse than you can handle.”
“And what’s the alternative? The old way? Obstinacy and obstruction and having to scheme and plead just to get any work done? My father was a good man, a pious man, but he spent most of his life wrestling with the bureaucrats who should have been supporting him.”
“I’m merely saying you need to learn to trot before you can gallop. The more power you seize at once, the more people will fight to wrest it away from you. You won’t be well liked by the new College, and it pays to make useful connections—”
“Let them hate me, as long as they serve.” She looked back out the window. “I’m not here to make friends. I’m here to change the world. For the better.”
Rhys coughed into his balled-up fist, clearing his throat a little louder than he needed to.
“Far be it from me to question a gift,” he said, “but I’m missing one tiny detail. I get money and Imperial respect out of this deal. Livia, well, she gets a big hat and a big stick to swing around. What do you get for all your generous help?”
Dante spread his hands. “A favor. Just a small one.”
“I can count the strings already.”
“Not at all. You may be aware that I was once…banished from my home. Livia isn’t the only person who’s felt the toxic touch of the Marchetti family, though my fight was with Lodovico’s father. What I earned, for my virtues, was exile and the threat of the hangman’s noose.”
“I get it,” Rhys said. “You want revenge.”
“Not exactly. Well, not unless you believe, as I do, that the best form of revenge is a life well lived.” Dante paused, looking like a cat with a saucer of cream. “I want Mirenze.”
Livia pulled away from the window, cocking her head at him. “Want it how, exactly?”
“Once the Empire acknowledges your reign as legitimate, you’ll have considerable influence. I want you to request my appointment as city governor-for-life. Mirenze is a client state; the Empire doesn’t care about it beyond what they can squeeze out in tax money and resources. They’ll have no reason to deny you, and the request won’t cost you a thing.”
“What about the current governor?” Livia asked.
“Let me take care of that.”
“I’ll give you this much,” Rhys said, side-eyeing Dante. “When you arrange a homecoming, you do it in style. So what’s my part?”
“A small loan. No matter what the Empire decrees, certain elements in Mirenze—such as the Council of Nine, and most definitely the Marchetti family—won’t welcome me home with open arms. Considering we know Lodovico has a band of mercenaries at his beck and call, I’ll need to clamp down and establish my authority at once.”
“Money? I can do that.”
“Not money, men. Two veteran companies, armed with spears and crossbows for street-to-street combat. And if they have a taste for rough work, so much the better. Once I’ve recruited and trained up my own militia, I’ll send them back home to you.”
“Marching Itrescan soldiers into Mirenze?” Livia said. “That could be seen as a provocation.”
Dante rubbed his hands together. “Not in the slightest. After all, our new pope, once she’s formally welcomed by the good king here, is Itrescan herself. Those will be Church troops, signorina, sent with the blessings of Pope Livia to endorse my reign. Cross them at your soul’s peril.”
Livia frowned. “The Dustmen played that game, posing as holy knights while they butchered their way through the Alms District.”
“Yes. But ours will be real.”
Rhys kept staring at the letters on the cot, as if they might disappear if he looked away for too long.
“You’ll have your troops,” he told Dante, “but if it comes down to fighting in the streets, you’ll pay a blood price for any men you lose. Veterans aren’t cheap.”
“Agreed,” Dante said.
“And once you’re making yourself comfortable in the governor’s manse, I expect we’ll have some things to talk about, trade-wise. I’m sure there are a few ways Mirenze can extend a friendly hand to Itresca.” He paused, only for a heartbeat. “And vice versa, of course.”
“Of course.”
“So,” the king said with a nod at Livia, “partners it is. Let’s free the lady and the three of us can continue this discussion over dinner in my hall. I’m freezing my balls off in here.”
“In three days,” Dante said. “She has to stay here for three more days.”
“Why?” Livia asked.
“So I can do my work down there. In the streets. We’re building a narrative, Livia. If we release you now, it’s…too easy. There’s no triumph, no sense of defeating the old order. The people don’t want it badly enough yet. They aren’t angry enough yet. I’ll stoke the fires of indignation, their sense of injustice, their fear that you’re being mistreated, and turn that into action.”
“Well, I’ll have some decent bedding sent up, and some books—” Rhys started to say. Dante held up his hand.
“No. She gets the same treatment as any other prisoner. Guards talk. If they see her being pampered, they’ll know something’s fishy.”
“Well, I’ll at least send her some decent food, instead of the slop—”
“No.”
“Blankets?”
“No.”
“It’s fine,” Livia said. “I can take it. Saint Elise spent ten years imprisoned at the bottom of an oubliette. I can endure three days.”
“Just remember the better things to come,” Dante said, gathering up his letters and safely stowing them in his vest pocket, “Keep watch out that window, and look to your flock waiting below. They’ll remind you.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
Felix stood on the front porch of the Marchetti estate, in the shadow of a tan marble arch lofted by tall, scalloped columns. As he waited, faces drifted through his mind. His father, his brother, his sister-in-law. He wondered how long their memories would stay fresh. Would he see them as keenly, remember their voices, the sound of their laughter, twenty years from now? Or would their memory dissipate over time, like smoke in the rain?
Today, at least, the dead were with him. He carried a token: his father’s bone-handled knife, hidden snugly in a velvet pouch on his belt.
The servant who answered the door was a balding man, compensating for it with an overgrown mustache that sagged like shaggy tree branches at the corners of his mouth. He regarded Felix with the air of someone who’d just caught a beggar rummaging through his trash.
“Yes?”
Felix showed his empty hands. “Good morning. My name is Felix Rossini, of the Banco G-R, and I’m here to speak with Lodovico Marchetti. Could you take me to him, please?”
“Quite impossible.” His nose wrinkled. “Signore Marchetti is in a meeting and has given orders not to be disturbed. If you’d like to return tomorrow—”
“I can wait.”
“I would prefer,” the servant said, “that you did not. He is likely to be unavailable all day.”
Felix had planned for everything in his confrontation with Lodovico. Everything but being shut out on the man’s front step. His lips tightened. As he began to turn away, a thought occurred to him.
“One question,” he said. “Has your master been visited by a foreigner of late? A Murgardt, about this tall, pale blond hair?”
The servant squinted at him. “That sounds like Simon. He’s no foreigner, though. That’s Signore Marchetti’s personal accountant. Murgardt blood, but he’s a second-generation Mirenzei.”
“Accountant,” Felix echoed. The word strained through a throat suddenly gone tight as drumskin.
“That’s right.”
“I’ve been…needing the services of a good accountant. Might he be here, by any chance?”
The servant shook his head with a faint frown. “I’m afraid not. No one’s seen him since that horrid explosion at the Ducal Arch. I don’t want to presume the worst, but…”
“It was a terrible thing, yes.” Felix stared, unblinking. “A terrible thing. Do you know where he makes his home?”
“He rents a room on the Via del Coregono. I don’t know the exact address, but if you ask around I’m sure someone knows him.”
Felix gave a stiff bow. He tried to say “thank you” but couldn’t force the words out. The servant watched him, curious, as Felix strode down the pebbled front drive.
*     *     *
“I must admit,” Lodovico said, “seeing you here is a bit of a surprise.”
Aita, sitting on the far side of his desk, crossed her legs and gave him a dazzling smile. The sun streamed through the window at Lodovico’s back and caught the gold in her hair.
“Why? Because you’re trying to murder my father?”
He almost dropped his wineglass. His fingers clenched around the crystal stem, gently setting it back on his desk.
“That’s a powerful accusation.”
“I like power,” she said. “And I like directness. You sent those cutthroats to kill my father. They failed. Badly. Then you laid a trap at the Ducal Arch.”
Lodovico’s stomach lurched. He cast a guilty glance at the broadsheet on the corner of his desk, the smeared print screaming the latest death count. Simon’s words echoed in his mind: there may be a tiny bit of additional damage.
“On the first count,” he said carefully, “you are correct. On the second, no. I believe I know who did, though I don’t have confirmation as yet. He was…overzealous. If I’d known what he was planning, I’d have stopped him. I was horrified when I heard the news.”
“You have boundaries.” Aita tilted her head. “Disappointing to hear that.”
“This is my city. My home. I may have innocent Mirenzei blood on my hands because of what that man did in my service.”
“And yet, if you’d killed us in the blast, it would have been entirely worth it.”
Lodovico stared at her. He lifted his glass, slowly, sipping at his tart red wine. He swirled it around his mouth and swallowed.
“Aita, may I ask you a candid question?”
“Of course.”
He set his glass down. “What sort of monster are you?”
“I am my father’s daughter,” she replied.
“You have a curious lack of anger about all this.”
“Anger is counterproductive. I’m all about the end results. Like the end result of our mutually beneficial alliance.”
“We don’t have an alliance,” Lodovico said.
“We do now. Aren’t you going to offer a lady a glass of wine?”
He nodded at the bar. “Please yourself.”
She rose, stretching like a cat, and strode across the office. Crystal clinked, chiming faintly, as she poured herself a measure of burgundy-colored wine.
“You want revenge against my family,” Aita casually observed, “for what happened to your father. How like a typical man. Vengeance is a balm to the ego, not the coin purse. I’ll spare you any further lecturing on that count.”
“Thank you, please do.”
She walked back with a glass in one hand and the open bottle in the other, leaning over the desk to refill Lodovico’s cup before sitting down again.
“But you aren’t a typical man, are you? You’re an extraordinary man. And extraordinary men do nothing by half measures.”
“What was that you said,” he asked, arching an eyebrow, “about balms to the ego? Don’t try to flatter me. It’s embarrassing.”
“You’re not convinced I respect you?”
“I’m not even convinced you have a soul.”
Aita chuckled. “I’d be more surprised than anyone to discover I do have one. I’ve gotten along quite well without the burden. What’s your scheme in the east? Pope Carlo, the new crusade. What’s the endgame?”
“And why would I tell you that?”
“Because we’re partners now. I’m going to make an educated guess, based partly on observed facts, partly on my pet theories. Ready?”
Lodovico shrugged. “Go ahead.”
“You want more than revenge for your father’s death. You want to vindicate his life. I looked him up. Luigi Marchetti, firebrand. Patriotic rabble-rouser. He agitated for a free Mirenze.”
“And are you a patriot, signora?”
Aita sipped her wine. “I am thankful for the opportunities Mirenze affords me. But opportunities come at a price. I won’t insult you by telling you my father’s business—”
“Thank you for that.”
“—but his business, as it is, will soon be mine. You might well take this city for your own, Signore Marchetti, but Mirenze has two faces.” She held out her open palm, then turned it downward, keeping her hand level. “The side exposed to the light of day and the underbelly. The shadow side. And one cannot function without the other. You’ll need my help.”
“And if I refuse?”
Aita let her hand fall to her lap. “Then the mighty gears of commerce will grind to a halt. Goods will pile up, rotting on untended docks. Guards who once looked the other way will search every wagon like a miner sifting for gold dust. Merchants who depended on the old order, an order carefully built on institutionalized bribery and casual graft, will take their business elsewhere. Mirenze, the hallowed City of Coins, won’t have a single bent copper to its name. You’ll be a bankrupt duke on a tin-pot throne.”
Lodovico stared at his glass. His fingers rapped the edge of his desk, softly drumming as he thought it over.
“You make a compelling argument.”
“Thank you,” she said. “I do practice.”
“And what do you get out of this…partnership?”
“Money and power,” Aita said.
“And nothing else?”
“I like money and power.”
Lodovico barely stifled a snort of disgust. He scooped up his wineglass, waving it at her.
“Truly? You desire nothing greater? You have no grand ambitions, no dreams? Don’t you want to leave your mark on the world?”
“I read a book last month, in my father’s library. It was a history, rather dry, about the fourteenth monarch of Belle Terre. He was a driven man. No, beyond driven. He expanded his nation’s borders threefold. Filled the treasury’s coffers with plunder and profit. Raised up breathtaking monuments across the land. He was so beloved by his citizens that when he died, people threw themselves to the dirt and wept for days.”
Lodovico furrowed his brow. “What’s your point?”
“That centuries later his kingdom has been conquered, there’s dust in the coffers, and his monuments lie shattered and broken. And this man, this great man, who all leaders should look to emulate and learn from…tell me, Lodovico, do you know his name?”
“I regret, signora, that I do not.”
“And in the centuries to come, no one will remember yours either. History will march past you. Time will forget you. All that we do and all that we are is built upon a pillar of sand. Try as you might, the tide will always wash in eventually and knock it all to the ground.”
“You,” Lodovico said, “are a hollow woman.”
“Perhaps.” She held up her glass, studying her wine in the light. “But I am also correct. Despise me if you will, but don’t let your feelings blind you to the cold, hard facts. You need my help. All I ask is my rightful share. Here, I’ll show my good faith. Want to know a secret?”
“I’m listening.”
“Your caravan of steel, your shipment of weapons for the good little crusaders? It’s about to go missing. My father aims to steal it, then ransom it back to you.”
Lodovico leaned back in his chair. He studied her in silence.
“You have plans for your father, I take it?”
She put her free hand to her breast, bowing her head in mock solemnity.
“Allow me, Signore Marchetti, to be the humble instrument of your vengeance.” She looked up, a soft giggle escaping her lips. “And mine, of course.”
He shifted in his chair, leaning one forearm against his desk.
“If we’re going to do this, there’s one more obstacle to remove. Your new husband.”
“Felix? I can control Felix.”
“I wouldn’t bet my life on that. Sooner or later he’ll connect me to the misfortunes he and his family have suffered. That’s a risk I can’t take. A variable I can’t account for.” He drummed his fingernails on the desk, pensive. “Felix must die. I’ll make the arrangements, but I want your agreement.”
Aita uncrossed her legs and stood, resting her glass on the edge of Lodovico’s desk.
“I’ll do you one better and take care of him myself. I’ll make a rather fashionable widow, I think. Out of idle curiosity, I must ask: your man, the…overzealous one?”
“Simon,” Lodovico sighed, snatching up his glass and tossing back a swig of wine. “If we’re all very lucky, he died in the explosion.”
“And if he didn’t?”
He didn’t answer right away. He turned his chair to gaze at the sunny, rolling lawns outside the office window.
“We grew up together. The best of friends. There was always something…off, though, in his mind. Like a miswrought cart wheel. Rattling as it rolls, ever so softly, just enough to warn you that one day it might break off and fly free. Everything I’ve done, I’ve done for this city. For its people. The very idea that he’d cause a massacre here…”
Lodovico shook his head. He turned back to Aita.
“He was a faithful hunting dog, but he’s turned rabid. And if I ever see him again, I’ll slit his throat from ear to ear. It’s the merciful thing to do.”
“A satisfactory answer,” she told him.



CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
Mari and Nessa rode side by side on the driver’s perch of their wagon, guiding the horses down a broad dirt road. Sunlight filtered through the gnarled black limbs of trees thirty feet tall, and every gust of crisp afternoon air sent a fresh litter of bright orange leaves across their path.
A stray leaf landed in Mari’s ragged blond hair and stayed there. Holding the reins loosely, Nessa glanced sidelong at her companion. Mari didn’t move to brush the leaf away. She didn’t move at all.
She hadn’t spoken since they left the cabin.
“Careful, someone’s liable to confuse you with a tree.” Nessa plucked the leaf from Mari’s hair and tossed it aside. “There, that’s better.”
Mari mumbled something.
“Hmm? What’s that?” Nessa asked.
“I should have been there.”
“Werner,” Nessa said, “died in an ambush. He never had a fighting chance. They wouldn’t have given you one either. If you’d been there, you both would have died, and me right after you.”
Mari blinked bloodshot eyes. There weren’t any tears left in her. She had wailed until her throat went raw, and now nothing remained but a gray void in her chest, under a leather breastplate still spattered with dried blood.
“Werner…he changed my life. He saved me. He taught me everything I know.”
“I highly doubt that. No disrespect to the man, but you don’t give yourself nearly enough credit. And no one—now listen to me, Mari, this is important—no one in this life can save anyone else, and no one will. You have to save yourself.”
“I killed those men.” Mari sounded like she didn’t believe it, like it was all a story and she was trying to convince herself it was true. “I butchered them.”
“Yes.” Nessa glanced back. The ax, streaked with dried gore, lay in the wagon bed behind them. Carefully placed right where Mari would see it every time she turned around. A clump of black hair still clung to the edge of the blade. “You did well. Those men were pigs, less than pigs, and they deserved to die. You know that, don’t you?”
“I murdered them.”
“Yes. And if we’d gone to the authorities, they’d have walked free. You honored Werner’s memory. You honored him by bringing justice to his killers, justice only you could deliver. If that’s not the behavior of a true knight, I don’t know what is.”
Mari shook her head, slow. “I broke the law. I deserve to be punished.”
Nessa reined in the horses. They trotted to the side of the road, just along the tree line, and the wagon came to a stop. She turned on the perch, shifting her knees to face Mari, looking her in the eyes.
“You are a knight aspirant, bringing law to a lawless land. You have that authority. You have that right.”
“How?” Mari blinked at her. “Who gives me that right?”
Nessa chuckled and stretched out her hand. She swept it across the trees, cupping her fingers as if to grasp the sky.
“This. Nature. Nature, in all its savage and cruel glory. Stop thinking of them as men. They were beasts.”
“Then what does that make me?”
“A warden of the wood, of course. They defiled these wild lands with their filth. You purified them. Exactly as a knight should. But now you’re running away from a sensation you should be embracing. You’re making yourself feel guilty, forcing yourself to wallow in regret because you’re afraid to face the truth.”
Mari whispered her response in a voice heavy with dread.
“What’s the truth?”
“That when you were killing those men,” Nessa said, “you enjoyed it.”
“No.” She waved her hands, shaking her head, sliding away from Nessa on the perch. “No, that’s not—”
Nessa reached out and touched two fingers to Mari’s shoulder. Mari fell silent, petrified, like a deer facing a hunter’s arrow.
“Mari,” Nessa said softly, “never lie to me.”
Mari couldn’t speak. Her lips twitched, her throat clenching and unclenching as she tried to swallow.
“You were acting as a knight should,” Nessa said. “Those men needed to die, and killing them doubtlessly saved many, many innocent lives. You did nothing wrong. So why shouldn’t you take pleasure in your work? Do you think pleasure is evil?”
“N-no,” Mari stammered. “No, it…it isn’t.”
“Then let go. You have permission. Say it.”
“All right,” she said in a very small voice. “All…all right. I did. Can, can we please go now—”
Nessa frowned. “No. Say it. Say it out loud and speak the truth of your heart. I want to hear it. In your own words.”
Mari looked back. She stared at the bloody ax. She took a deep, halting breath.
“I…enjoyed…killing those men. It felt…it felt good. My blood pounded and my stomach got all warm, and…” Her voice trailed off as she looked down toward her lap.
“Good.” Nessa smiled, gently rubbing Mari’s shoulder. “Very good. And it’s natural to feel what you felt. Nothing bad. Nothing shameful. Now come, let’s—”
She stopped abruptly, ears perked as the sound of hoofbeats echoed from up the road. Two riders, maybe three, moving fast.
“Hold a moment,” Nessa said, keeping a hand tight on the reins. “Could be trouble. We’ll let them pass us.”
A pair of riders in light leathers and high riding boots, their shoulders decorated with the braided golden cord of an Imperial scout, thundered past. They leaned low in their saddles, eyes forward, kicking up a dust storm of dirt and dead leaves in their wake.
Mari had almost started to relax when the lead rider pulled back on the reins, wheeling his horse around. Her muscles clenched.
“Let me do the talking,” Nessa murmured. The riders pulled short alongside the wagon. Their steeds stomped the dirt with iron-shod hooves and snorted as the scouts swung down from their saddles.
“You two,” said the closest, a balding soldier with a belly that strained the laces of his breastplate. “Off the cart. Now.”
His partner couldn’t have been more than seventeen, freckled and wide-eyed. Mari couldn’t guess what had gotten him assigned to a tour of duty in Belle Terre—maybe just the luck of the draw—but he gaped at her as she slid down off the wagon’s perch right behind Nessa.
“She’s got weapons,” the youth said, pointing a shaky finger at the batons on Mari’s belt.
“For our protection,” Nessa said smoothly. “We’re academics from Verinia, come to Belle Terre on a research project.”
“Then you should know you ain’t allowed to carry any,” the older man said. “Let’s see your papers.”
He moved up on Nessa, looming over her and pushing his shoulders back, trying to cow her with his size. The younger soldier did the same to Mari, but on shaky legs and with eyes that couldn’t meet hers.
“I’m sorry,” Nessa said, flashing a charming smile. “What seems to be the trouble, sir?”
He pointed up the road and growled, “Trouble’s a cabin filled with dead Imperials five miles that way, same direction you’re coming from.”
The younger man squinted at Mari’s armor, studying the splotches and stains, nearly black on faded brown leather. “Is that…is that blood?”
“Oh, yes,” Nessa said, her smile growing wider. “We killed them. Slaughtered them, really. The ax is still in the cart. Would you like to see it?”
The older man went for his sword just as Nessa lunged at him with the tiny knife she’d been concealing in her hand. She punched the tip through his left eyeball, burying it to the hilt. He clutched his face, staggering back and screaming. The boy was faster. He drew his blade as the batons cleared Mari’s belt. She caught his steel between her sticks, twisted hard and tore the weapon from his grip, then lunged out with a kick that shattered his kneecap under the heel of her boot.
“See?” Nessa said cheerfully, fetching the ax from the cart and holding it high. “This was the murder weapon. What’s that? You want to take a closer look? Why, I’m happy to oblige.”
The older man shook his head, pain-maddened and half blind, and tugged the knife from his eye socket. Fluids guttered down his cheek as he waved the knife wildly, trying to defend himself.
The first swing of the ax took his arm half off at the shoulder, splintering bone and tearing red, glistening muscle. Nessa wrenched it free, her blood-spattered face beaming, her voice conversational as she took another swing and chopped into his thigh.
“And how’s the investigation going? Do these wounds look like the ones on the other victims? Sir, you’re going to have to calm down. I can’t understand a thing while you’re shrieking like that, and it’s very important that we study the evidence.”
The boy was down in the dirt, one leg twisted and worthless, scrambling for his fallen sword. Mari kicked the blade out of his reach then stomped on his outstretched hand. Bones cracked under her boot, drawing a howl of pain.
“So what do you think?” Nessa asked, standing over the older man as he collapsed to the roadside. “Is understanding the experience of those men helpful to you? Because I do so want to be helpful.”
“Please,” the boy begged Mari, cradling his broken hand against his chest.
“Shut up,” she growled, torn between covering him and watching Nessa.
“This has been a refreshing conversation,” Nessa said. She raised the ax high above her head for one final blow. “But I’m afraid my companion and I simply must be off. What’s that? You need to see our identification? Yes, yes, of course. Here you go.”
The ax whistled down, burying itself deep into the soldier’s skull. His body twitched, letting out a rattling sound from deep in his throat, then lay still.
Nessa turned, looked between Mari and the younger soldier, and waggled her fingers at him.
“Mari, you didn’t have to wait for me. Go ahead. Kill him.”
Mari blinked. “He’s unarmed.”
“So?”
“He can’t—Nessa, he can’t even walk. He’s defenseless.”
“Please,” the boy stammered, trying to pull himself away on his elbows. He squirmed in the dirt, his useless leg flopping to one side.
Nessa tossed the ax into the underbrush, glanced at her bloody hands, and strode toward her.
“Mari. Other patrols ride this road. His friends will find him. They’ll rescue him. Then they’ll catch up with us.”
“I won’t—” he said, shaking his head. “I won’t tell anyone. I promise! Just let me go.”
The scent of blood clung to Nessa’s body like an exotic perfume as she circled Mari, leaning close to murmur into her ear.
“I killed that man in self-defense. He attacked me. You saw it.”
Mari nodded slowly. In her mind’s eye, she could see it that way. Yes. He was reaching for his sword. He would have killed her.
“But that doesn’t matter,” Nessa said. “They’ll call me a murderer. And they’ll separate us. They’ll take me away from you. And you’ll be all alone.”
“Please,” he begged. Tears smeared his freckled cheeks. “I won’t tell anyone. I’ll say it was an accident.”
“An accidental ax murder,” Nessa said, “that’s a rich one. You know he’s lying, Mari. He’ll talk. They’ll catch us. They’ll hang us without a trial. That’s what their kind calls ‘justice.’ He dies, or we die.”
“No,” he cried. “I didn’t even want to be here—”
“Nature, Mari. The wild commands it. Listen, even the birds have gone still from fear, smelling the beasts in their midst. You are a predator. So is he. Only one of you can survive to see tomorrow. He dies, or we die.”
“I don’t want to do this,” Mari whispered, but her fists tightened around the hilts of her fighting batons.
“If he lives, I will hang,” Nessa murmured. “You are a knight. Please. Protect me.”
He didn’t have time to scream. Mari stepped forward, shoved his hand out of the way, and brought one baton slamming down to crush his nose in a burst of blood and cartilage. She raised her weapon and swung it down with all her strength, again and again, until his face was a raw, red, caved-in ruin. She kept beating him long after he’d stopped breathing, until her arm finally gave out.
She stood over his corpse, staring down at her handiwork, her breath ragged.
Nessa lightly touched her shoulder. “Thank you.”
“It was him or us,” Mari said.
“That’s right. Now set their horses running and help me drag these bodies into the woods. We’ll cover them with leaves. We can camp a few hours up the road. According to the map, there’s a stream ahead, and we could both do with a bath.” She chuckled and pushed her blood-spattered glasses up on her nose. “We appear to have gotten ourselves a bit messy.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
“It’s a bit much,” Rhys said, waving his silver goblet to take in the feast hall. “I know.”
A cold draft whistled through the vast stone room, making the candlelight dance and sprouting gooseflesh on Dante’s arms. The king and his guests sat clustered at the far end of a forty-foot-long feasting table, still bearing the knots and whorls of the ancient tree its architect felled to make it. A pair of mounted stag heads hung over the biggest hearth Dante had ever seen, and the fire within was humbled by comparison.
Right now, Dante imagined, Mari Renault is deep in prayer, contemplating ascetic virtue.
“I’m sure it’s quite lively when the room is full,” Dante said.
“And I’m sure some of us aren’t accustomed to dining in civilized company,” Cardinal Vaughn said from across the table. “Much less in the presence of royalty.”
Dante held up a finger. “Not true. I was most recently the honored guest of Veruca Barrett, mayor of Winter’s Reach.”
“What were her dinners like?” Rhys asked.
“Oh, quite lively. When bored, she’d occasionally pick two guests at random and order them to copulate on the dining table for everyone’s viewing enjoyment. Or, if sufficiently intoxicated, she’d start a brawl with whoever was close enough to punch. I was, unfortunately, most often seated directly to her left.”
“Disgusting,” Bishop Yates said, sitting next to his superior. “And people allowed that to go on?”
“When Veruca Barrett invites you to sup, it’s generally ill-advised to refuse her hospitality.”
Servants came around with platters piled high, laying out a feast for the four men. Trays bore joints of chicken dressed with fresh spinach, salads topped with glistening poultry liver, fresh oysters on a bed of greens, and a pot of sweetened mustard. Wine, thick and dark and red as heart blood, splashed into waiting goblets. Rhys reached across the table, scooping up an oyster with his fingers and slurping it from the shell, and his guests did the same.
“So what’s this about?” Vaughn said with his mouth full, chewing like a cow. “And why hasn’t the Serafini girl been sent back to the Holy City in chains yet?”
“I sent the messenger away this morning,” Rhys said casually. “We’ll not be obliging her brother’s request.”
Yates’s jaw dropped. “He’s the pope. You have to oblige him.”
“Now what have I told you, at least a hundred times, about the words ‘have to’?”
“Information has come to light,” Dante said, “regarding the legitimacy of Carlo Serafini’s reign.”
Vaughn glared across the table at him. “Hold your tongue. You speak of the Holy Father.”
“I shall not, and I do not.” Dante hoisted his goblet and swallowed down his wine. “For there is no Holy Father to speak of, unless you want to discuss the recently buried one. Your beloved Carlo is a fraud.”
Yates slapped his palm against the table. “Your majesty! This man is a blasphemer and a heretic. You have to silence him at once.”
“One more time,” Rhys said, holding another oyster halfway to his puffy lips and narrowing his eyes to slits. “Say ‘have to’ just one more time and see what happens.”
“You gentlemen have been deceived,” Dante explained. “We all were. The truth of the matter is Carlo is a bastard. He’s also illegitimate.”
Vaughn pushed his chair back. “That’s it. I won’t sit here and tolerate this.”
“Cardinal.” Rhys held out his goblet to one side. A servant quickly stepped up, filling it from a silvered decanter. “I am your king. You leave the table when I grant you permission and not one second sooner.”
“You forget your place,” Vaughn said, jabbing his finger at him as he rose. “Your kingship comes through the authority of the Church and the Gardener alone!”
Rhys snapped his fingers, looking almost bored. The guards at the feast-hall doors stood at attention. Rhys slouched sideways in his chair, leaning on one arm, to address them.
“If he tries to leave, cut him down where he stands.” Rhys straightened up and glanced over at Vaughn. “I know my place. Do you?”
Vaughn sat back down.
Dante reached for a chicken leg, smearing it with spinach. “Jests aside, it’s true. We have indisputable evidence that Carlo is invalid to rule. We’ll show it to you after we dine, but we thought it best to sound out your feelings on the matter.”
Vaughn and Yates looked sidelong at each other, hesitant.
“He speaks truth?” Yates finally asked, looking to the king.
Rhys hefted his goblet. “Every word. Carlo’s on his way out. He just doesn’t know it yet.”
“If true,” Vaughn said, his gaze drifting across the table, “a replacement would have to be elected from the College of Cardinals. Cardinal Accorsi was the kingmaker last time around, but he went all-out to support Carlo.”
Yates’s head bobbed as he spoke. “If Carlo falls, Accorsi’s credibility will be ruined.”
“Couldn’t happen to a nicer fellow,” Dante murmured into his wine goblet.
“I…yes,” Vaughn said. “Yes, now it becomes clear. For once, Your Highness, I understand your machinations. A sudden power vacuum means an opportunity for Itresca to lead the way. If our new pope is Itrescan, it puts you in a position of strength when it comes to dealing with the Holy Empire.”
“You’re a quick one,” Rhys said.
Vaughn leaned back in his chair, spreading his hands with a happy sigh.
“And you want me to be that pope. You’re going to commit your resources to supporting me, all the way to the Holy Father’s throne. This is such an honor! I humbly accept.”
“Actually,” Dante said, “we’re thinking of going with Carlo’s sister instead.”
Caught in mid-swallow, Yates lurched forward and spat a mouthful of wine back into his goblet. He cupped his fist to his lips, coughing.
Vaughn scowled. “Don’t even joke about that.”
“Oh, he’s serious.” Rhys nodded at Dante. “Livia’s the only real heir. She’s got her old man’s blood and a good part of his wit.”
“She’s a woman,” Vaughn said.
“Yes,” Rhys replied. “I noticed her tits, you see, so I’m not at all shocked by that dramatic revelation.”
“You’re influential men,” Dante said. “Your support—your endorsement—would go a long way toward swaying the rest of the Itrescan clergy. May we have it, please?”
“Insults piled upon blasphemies,” Vaughn snarled at him. “The very idea of a woman sitting upon the papal throne…if you weren’t a damned heretic, you’d have some measure of the madness you’re proposing. Never.”
Rhys clapped his hands, summoning the next course. Servants swiftly brought around bowls of soup, plump wild mushrooms and rice simmering in a white cream broth. Dante wagged his spoon at Vaughn.
“Far be it from me to question the magical and whimsical rules of your social club, but she is Benignus’s daughter. Shouldn’t that count for something?”
“No.” Yates slurped loudly from his spoon and shook his head, swallowing. “The cardinal is correct. Canon law is clear. Livia cannot be ordained. That fact alone renders her bloodline meaningless.”
“But laws change to favor those in power,” Dante said. “We have that power now. We can rewrite the rules as we please.”
“It’s not about power; it’s about faith. This is the Gardener’s will. A woman’s role is to nurture and support man, as the sun to the soil, not supplant him.”
Dante arched an eyebrow. “Asked him yourself, did you?”
“It’s doctrine,” Yates said. “The cardinal can explain it better than I can.”
Rhys snorted. “Oh, I don’t know about that.”
Vaughn sat stock-still, spoon half raised to his open mouth, eyes wide. He twitched. A faint gurgling sound escaped his throat as the spoon slipped from his hands, splashing hot soup across his lap and clattering to the flagstones.
“Sir?” Yates shoved his chair back, jumping to his feet.
Vaughn crashed to the floor as his body seized up, muscles going rigid as iron. He thrashed on the ground, his head beating against the stone, and a burbling white foam leaked from his nostrils and the corner of his mouth. He gave one mighty kick, legs bucking together, then fell still.
Yates crouched beside him, pressing his hand to the fallen man’s neck as he looked over his shoulder at the king. “He’s…he’s dead.”
“How unfortunate,” Dante said. “But that’s the trouble about using wild mushrooms in a broth. Every once in a while, if you’re not very, very careful, you get a poisonous one.”
Rhys scooped up a spoonful of soup and slurped it down. “Fortunate that the three of us are just fine, isn’t it…Cardinal Yates?”
“You should sit back down and join us,” Dante added. “Your soup’s getting cold.”
Yates rose on trembling legs, almost pulling himself into his chair. He stared at his bowl in timid silence as the corpse of his superior cooled on the floor.
“Your Highness.” Dante looked to Rhys. “I could be wrong, but I think our friend here is taking some time to reevaluate his stance on Livia Serafini. Maybe his recent surprise promotion, and the influence he’ll enjoy at her side, is improving his perspective.”
Rhys grunted into his wine goblet. “That so? I hope you’re right. Be a damn shame if he was as stubborn as his predecessor.”
Yates sucked his lips between his teeth and bit down. He reached for his cup, nearly dropped it from his trembling hand, and quickly set it back down again.
“Upon reflection,” Yates stammered, “My objection may have been…premature. I think Livia Serafini would make an excellent pope.”
“And you can’t wait to tell everyone you think so,” Rhys said, eyeing him grimly.
“So excited,” Yates said. “So…very excited.”
Rhys broke into a grin, leaned over, and slapped Yates’s shoulder. “Hah! See? You’re back in your king’s good graces, just like that. This has been a very good dinner, very productive. We have to do this more often.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

We regret that we must refuse…

Carlo paced the green-veined marble floor of his throne room, ranting under his breath, throwing punches at the air. He’d screamed until his guards cleared the hall, leaving him alone behind the tall brass doors.

…refuse the Holy Father’s request…

Scattered around his slippers, crumpled scraps of the letter his messenger—no his emissary, his holy emissary—had returned with.

…request for the return of Livia Serafini.

No explanation, no excuse, no obedience. The open skylights in the vaulted ceiling sent down sunlight in ornate, calligraphic swirls, feeding the flowerbeds that flanked the papal throne. The light flickered in Carlo’s eyes as he stormed back and forth, washing him in sun and shadow with every step.
There was only one reason they’d refuse. Only one reason Itresca would dare harbor his traitorous sister.
They believe her, he thought and swallowed hard as hot bile rose up in his throat.
She knew about his partnership with Lodovico Marchetti, though how much he could only guess. She knew about the Dustmen. And most damnably of all, she’d seen, firsthand, the massacre in the Alms District. Whatever she’d told them, whatever filth she’d planted in Rhys Jernigan’s ear, it was enough to make Itresca’s king refuse a direct decree from the Holy Father.
Carlo snatched up a silver goblet from the arm of his throne and hurled it across the room. It hit the floor, bounced, and spilled a tepid mouthful of wine, then rolled to a feeble stop.
He balled up his fists and screamed at the skylights, “I am the most powerful man in the world!”
The hall fell silent. The sky was not moved.
He slouched into his throne, propped his chin against his hand, and stared at nothing.
The throne room doors rattled and chunked open. Lodovico Marchetti poked his head in, hesitant.
“Your Grace? I received your urgent summons. Is…this a bad time?”
Carlo jumped from his throne, snapping his fingers, waving Lodovico inside. “No. No, I need you. Close that door.”
Lodovico obliged him, giving Carlo a wary stare.
“The first crusaders haven’t reached the desert yet, yes?” Carlo spoke so fast he tripped over his own words. “Send runners. Send runners to every column, every field commander. New orders. We’re changing the crusade’s target.”
“No,” Lodovico said, “we aren’t.”
Carlo grabbed his lapels, pulling him close.
“We are attacking Itresca!” Carlo raved. “They’re heretics! Outlaws! The lot of them. I want Itresca burned to the ground and its fields salted. I want it made into an warning for future—”
Lodovico calmly tugged Carlo’s hands away and shoved him back a step. “Carlo. Breathe. Deeply. What’s wrong?”
Carlo crouched down to gather up a pair of torn scraps, waving them in Lodovico’s face.
“Livia. She’s corrupted them. That witch.”
“Carlo. Carlo.” He held up one hand. “If I take care of Livia, if I promise you she’ll be eliminated, will you please stick to our agreement?”
Carlo blinked. “You can do that?”
“I can. Keep the crusade on target. Do as we agreed. I will handle your sister.”
It would be nice, Lodovico thought as he left Carlo to his madness, if I actually had a means of fulfilling that promise. Simon could have done it—would have done it for me, once—but he’s either dead or soon to be dead.
He had one more option. His final remedy, for his worst-case scenario. Not a choice he enjoyed contemplating. But with Carlo capable of sabotaging his entire plan on a drunken whim, what choice did he have?
*     *     *
Brackish swamp water swirled around Lodovico’s feet, and the clammy chill in the air dampened his heavy footman’s cloak. The sun had forsaken him on his journey. He traveled by starlight now, mud sucking at his boots with every step.
Twisted trees rose up around him, black and ropy silhouettes that looked like shapeless monsters, frozen in the midst of some ecstatic dance. Every now and then, at the corners of his eyes, the silhouettes seemed to move. Just an inch. Just a twitch.
Lodovico carefully cradled the bundle in his arms, wrapped in blue linens. He turned his ears, concentrating on the sounds of the swamp at night. Bluebottles droned and the waters churned as plump snakes slithered by.
Now he saw the shadowed figures all around him. They slipped down from hanging boughs and stepped out from behind tree trunks, keeping a silent watch. Their arms and legs were too long for their bodies.
“I seek the Sisterhood of the Noose,” he called out. His voice came out softer, meeker, than he meant it to.
“And the Sisterhood greets you,” hissed the voice at his back. He spun, water splashing under his boots.
The three sisters standing behind him hadn’t made a sound as they approached. He thought they must be the same ones who had visited his office, but behind the heavy veils and layered robes, it was impossible to tell.
“I need your services,” Lodovico told them.
“You wouldn’t be here if you didn’t,” said the sister in the middle.
“Not the target we discussed, though. Her name is Livia Serafini, daughter of Pope Benignus. She’s a refugee, hiding in Itresca. She might be a personal guest of the king. Is that a problem?”
“Challenges,” she said in a rasping whisper, “are not the same thing as problems. Did you bring our payment?”
Lodovico froze. He looked down at the bundle in his arms.
“Is there no other coin you’ll accept?” he asked.
“Not from you. Every client is set a unique price, just for them. This one is yours.”
He swallowed, hard.
“And if I refuse?”
The woman waved a gloved hand, inhumanly long fingers curling. “Then leave in peace, and do not return. Stay or go, we do not care. But if we are to discuss business further…payment must be rendered in full.”
Keeping the bundle cradled in one arm, Lodovico peeled back the linens, showing the apple-cheeked face of the infant slumbering inside.
“A girl child,” the sister said.
“As you instructed.”
“The source?”
“A foundling house,” Lodovico said, “with a distressingly unscrupulous housemother. The child will not be missed.”
She nodded to the sister on her left, who approached Lodovico. Her footsteps made no ripple in the ankle-deep water, nor the slightest sound. She held out her arms in silent expectation.
He hesitated a moment longer before handing the baby over to her. He looked to their leader as the second sister stepped back with the child in her arms.
“What will you do with her?”
“The girl child? You don’t care.”
“Of course I do,” Lodovico said.
Her veil rippled as she let out a hissing laugh. “No. You don’t. If you cared about her fate, you would never have stolen her from her crib, and you would never have brought her here. What you desire is a salve for your conscience. Some comforting reassurance that the child will not be harmed.”
“We have no such balm to give,” the sister on her right said. “We are in the business of murder. Comfort is not a service we provide.”
“Even killers can have consciences,” Lodovico said.
“Not,” the first woman said, “if they want to be any good at it. You are not the same man we spoke to before. There are cracks in your crusade. Your strength…wavers.”
Lodovico tried to shrug it off, but his gaze dropped to the water at their feet.
“The massacre at the Ducal Arch. It…threw me off a step. I never intended for my own people to be harmed. I never wanted that. I’m doing this, all of this, for Mirenze.”
The sister with the baby, still slumbering in her too-long arms, let out a faint snicker. “Quit now. You made grand plans, but you don’t have the strength to see them through.”
“Pathetic dreamer. You’ll fail and you’ll fall, betrayed by your own weakness,” said the sister on the right.
“I am not weak,” Lodovico’s gaze snapped upward. He pushed back his shoulders.
“Then prove it,” said their leader. “Cut out your heart and replace it with a stone, for that is the only way you’ll see your dream realized. Here. You’re worried about this child? This sweet, innocent babe you stole for us? You can have her back. Just say the word. We’ll let you take her and go.”
“What will you do with her?” Lodovico asked. “If I don’t.”
“Something,” she said slowly, musing, “unspeakable. Save her, if you truly care for her. Or let us keep the child as your payment, and we will silence Livia Serafini for you. Decide, Signore Marchetti. Decide, and show us who you truly are.”
If Livia survives, Lodovico thought, Carlo will commandeer the entire crusade for his insane whims. And without the war in the Caliphate, my plan is ruined.
One innocent life, to secure Mirenze’s shining future. To change the world. To prove my father was right. Just one innocent life, that’s all it will cost.
“Take the child,” he said, “and kill Livia Serafini.”
“You see, my sisters,” their leader said, “you were wrong about this one. He is kin to us.”
The three of them shared a deep-throated chuckle, stepping backward as one, the stagnant water parting under their feet. Lodovico watched silently until the shadows swallowed them whole and left him alone in the swamp.



CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE
“You want Simon Koertig,” the plump greengrocer said, gesturing toward her front porch. “That description matches him perfectly. Odd fellow, but friendly enough, and polite to a fault.”
“Thank you,” Felix said, talking over the butterflies in his stomach. “And have you seen him today, by any chance?”
“Not for a few days, no, but you might try him at home. He rents a room just a street away from here. Go left at the corner and look for number twenty-six. It’s the big boarding house with the salmon-tile roof.”
He said his thanks and went on the hunt. The knife in his pouch slapped against his hip with every brisk stride, reminding him it was there. As if he needed reminding.
Ten minutes later he stood at the end of a dour gray corridor lined with shabby doors. In the corner of the window to his right, a fat and furry spider spun a glistening web.
What now? Felix thought. Knock?
An image flashed through his mind. The door swinging wide. Simon’s shocked face. The knife in Felix’s hand plunging into his gut.
It appealed. Still, he pushed the thought aside. Killing Simon, closing the book on his murders, cutting the tie between him and his master…that was exactly what Lodovico Marchetti would want him to do.
It’s you and me now, Lodovico, he thought. And as much as I want to see Simon dead, I’m not going to kill him.
I’m going to use him to bring you down.
He knocked on the door.
No response. Felix tried the handle. It jiggled loosely, but the cheap lock held it shut.
He took three steps back, brushing the opposite wall, and charged. He slammed into the door with his shoulder, wood splintering, the door swinging wide and sending him stumbling into Simon’s lair.
He caught himself, knees bent, heart pounding as his senses screamed. He looked for movement, an attack, the slightest stir as the thud of the door rocking on its hinges echoed in his good ear. “Keep it down out there!” shouted a neighbor down the hall, but nobody poked his head in to investigate.
Slowly rising to his full height, Felix registered what he was seeing all around him.
Paper.
Every surface of Simon’s rented room, every wall and cupboard, was festooned with nailed-up sheets of parchment. Every page was filled with a madman’s scrawl, words flowing wildly, some too cramped to read and others written so frenetically that a single underlined phrase took up an entire sheet. Felix turned in place, taking it all in, his eyes catching snatches of Simon’s handiwork.
“…defenestration at two floors did not work, dragged him up to the roof and tried again. Target died, but was already gravely injured. Must try three floors to start with…”

“…used recipe on stray dog. Dog died. Tried on beggar. Beggar lived but now blind. Must alter the…”

“…Alchemist of Death? Alchemy of Death? Alchemist of Death? Alchemy of Death?…”
He turned, and the breath caught in his throat as he saw the newer-looking pages tacked up around the door he’d just come through. The same frenzied scrawl, over and over again.

“Felix Rossini”


“Felix Rossini”


“Felix Rossini”


“RUINING my LIFE’S WORK”

A second, smaller room lay beyond an open archway. Nothing to see but a straw bed, a narrow dresser, and three more walls papered with Simon’s lunatic scribbles. Felix checked the dresser drawers—slowly, carefully, keeping his head back, in case the assassin had rigged some kind of trap.
Nothing sinister waited inside. A few changes of clothes, a stray coin or two—and in the bottom drawer, under folded linens, a pair of heavy, bound books. Felix pulled them out and flipped though the pages.
Ledgers. Copies of the Banco Marchetti’s ledgers for the past two years. Apparently the title of “accountant” wasn’t just a cover for Simon’s real job. Felix ran his finger down carefully lined columns, tracing the ebb and flow of his enemy’s fortune.
Nothing illegal, he thought, nothing blatant that I could use against Lodovico, anyway. But still…anything I could want to know about his business is right here. Associates, contracts, dates. It has to be useful, somehow.
He clutched the books to his chest, poking his head out the door. The coast was clear. He slipped out with his purloined treasure, thinking hard about how he could turn the information into a weapon.
Not much longer now, he thought. Basilio’s threat was neutralized; he couldn’t hurt Renata without hurting his own wallet, the one price he wouldn’t pay. Now Felix just had to take care of Simon and Lodovico.
He pictured Renata’s face, imagined the touch of his fingertips against her cheek.
Wherever you are, Renata, he thought, just stay safe and warm.
*     *     *
Days passed among the Seven-Fingered Men. Renata and Hedy continued their role as Marco’s personal cooks, much to the grumbling of his followers, and every night brought a fresh hell as Renata dosed herself with Hedy’s poison.
“Don’t think this is working,” she wheezed as she convulsed on the ground inside their tent. As she struggled to keep from crying out, her bare foot kicked at the air and her toes clenched.
Hedy sat with Renata’s head in her lap and brushed cold, sweat-drenched tresses from Renata’s eyes. “It is,” she whispered. “I’ve been timing your fits. The same dose is wearing off faster now. You’re recovering more quickly. You’re building an immunity.”
“It hurts.”
“Yes.” Hedy glanced at the tent flap. Through a slit in the skins, she caught firelight and raucous laughter from the bandits at the campfire. “It’s supposed to.”
“How much…how much longer?”
“At this rate?” Hedy furrowed her brow. “In another week or two, you’ll be able to shrug off a nonlethal dose. It won’t be pleasant, but it won’t slow you down.”
They didn’t have that long.
The next afternoon, after another long day of marching behind the wagons, One-Eye came for them. He unshackled them from the tentpole and led them up a steep hillside, where Marco and a couple of his lieutenants crouched at the top.
“Over there,” Marco said, pointing down into the valley ahead. “What do you see?”
Renata cupped her hand over her eyes and squinted. In the distance below, white plumes of smoke rose from humble chimneys. Fields stood fallow, harvested before the first snows, and she could make out a pair of bulbous clay structures that looked like granaries.
“A village?”
“That’s right. Middle of nowhere, all peaceful and sleepy-like.” He grinned at her, flashing his rotten teeth. “They won’t know what hit ’em.”
Renata blinked. “You’re going to raid an entire village?”
“Tomorrow, at sunrise. Case you hadn’t noticed, merchant caravans are slim pickings in these parts, and the wagons are getting low. Farmers down there gotta be stocked up for the winter. Might not be much plunder, but that food will keep our bellies full for a month. Besides, my boys are getting restless. They need a little fun.”
“What about the people who live there?”
Marco snorted. “Like I said, my boys need a little fun. Think about it this way: if we just took their food and left, they’d starve to death when the snows come. We’re bein’ nice, sparing ’em that cruel fate.”
“Those people didn’t do anything to you,” Hedy snapped.
That got a snicker or two from Marco’s men. “They didn’t do anything to you!” One-Eye squealed in a high-pitched imitation of her voice. “You terrible, terrible monsters!”
Marco shook his head, half smiling. He turned toward her.
“Here’s a fact of life you shoulda learned by now, little girl: nothing’s fair. You’re either strong enough to take what you want, or you’re a chicken waitin’ to get plucked. Some people, like me and my boys, are born to win. Some people, like you, are born to be victims. That’s just how it is. Stop whining and learn to live with it.”
“You say that now,” Hedy told him. “It’s easy to be a bully when you’re strong, but there’s always someone stronger out there. I bet if the tables were turned, and you were the one on your knees, you’d beg for mercy.”
Marco’s smile faded. He shot a glare at Renata.
“I don’t like your apprentice’s voice,” he said. “Shut the squeaky little bitch up, or I’ll do it for you.”
“Why did you bring us up here?” Renata demanded, trying to change the subject.
“’Cause I ain’t keeping you alive for your cooking skills. Need you to do some magic. Do whatever you gotta do to make sure none of my boys get hurt on the raid. Some kinda…protection spell. You can do that, right? And before you answer, understand this: if the next words outta your mouth aren’t ‘yes, sir, I can,’ there’s gonna be consequences.”
Renata looked out toward the village.
Of course she couldn’t. And from what she understood, neither could Hedy. They could fake it and hope sheer luck kept any of Marco’s bandits from harm, but that was a dangerous risk to take. If his men actually believed they were protected by witchcraft, they’d be more reckless, more likely to take stupid chances.
And then there were the villagers to think about. How many people lived in that tiny hamlet? Forty? Eighty? A hundred? How many would suffer and die at the hands of Marco’s gang while she and Hedy stood by and watched?
None, she thought, making up her mind. Not one of them, not while I’m still breathing.
“Yes, sir,” she hissed, “I can.”
Marco clapped his hands and waved One-Eye over. “Now that’s what I like to hear. Take ’em back to my tent, so they can get started on my dinner.”
As they trudged back, their chains rattling, Renata leaned over and whispered in Hedy’s ear. “We do it tonight.”
Her eyes went wide. “You aren’t ready!”
“It’s tonight,” Renata whispered. “It’s tonight or never.”



CHAPTER FORTY
A thin trickle of sweat ran down Hassan’s neck and under his leathers, tickling his back. It was a cold morning, cold enough that he’d seen his own breath in the air when he first arrived, but he’d been crouching in a thicket for nearly three hours and the wait was getting to him. He rubbed a dirty hand across the back of his neck, smearing it with grit.
“Been a while since we had a job like this,” said the man to his side. An Oerran like Hassan and part of his original gang. Only a few of them remained, replaced over the years with local mercenaries and cutthroats who had caught Basilio’s eye.
Hassan spread branches with his fingertips and peered down the hill at the trade road below. They were far enough from Mirenze that the city’s towers were a pale tan blot on the horizon, and no one had come this way in hours.
“Bit different from back home,” he replied, voice distracted as his keen eyes squinted into the distance. He spotted movement on the road, slow and steady, but so far away it could have been a column of ants.
“Easier pickings,” his old friend said, slinging a well-worn bow from his shoulder. Its limbs were carved from elk antler, with a grip wrapped in faded red leather. “These Mirenzei. Soft hands and unburnt feet. At least Caliphate merchants knew how to put up a good fight.”
“Don’t get overconfident. Remember who we’re robbing. Lodovico Marchetti’s not like most Mirenzei.”
Hassan had brought eighteen men from the city, camped with him in the thicket or down by the road, spread out among the sparse tree cover. Everyone had a job to do, from the marksmen tasked with killing the lead horses and any guards riding escort, to the newbloods—most of them the kind of scum who’d kill their own mothers for a bent copper—tasked with leading the charge once the caravan was brought to a dead stop.
Easy. Done it a hundred times. So why wouldn’t his shoulders unclench?
The movement in the distance grew closer. Now he could make it out: no question, it was their target. Two teams of draft horses, each lumbering along with two lashed-together wagons in their wake. Four carts, Hassan thought, idly doing the math, hundreds of spears bundled on each one. If they’re only shipping the spearheads, could be enough to outfit an army. In my youth I’d have crossed the desert with no water for a chance at a prize like this one.
They’d covered the wagons, lashing heavy leather tarpaulins over the tops and sides. “Wrapped ’em like a present, just for us,” snickered the man at Hassan’s side. He didn’t share in the levity. As the caravan approached their hiding place, and the underbrush filled with the whispers of arrows sliding from quivers and nocking into bows, he realized what was wrong.
No guards, he thought, no escort. The lion’s share of the Banco Marchetti’s wealth is tied up in those wagons, just waiting to be snatched away, and Lodovico sent it unprotected.
Something was wrong. Very, very wrong. If he’d been leading his old band of raiders, he’d have stayed hidden in the dunes and let those wagons pass in peace. No bandit ever survived by taking foolish risks, and a target that screamed come rob me, I’m helpless could only be a trap. Those were the old days, though. Now he worked for Basilio Grimaldi, and Basilio wouldn’t take “it felt wrong so I called off the raid” for an answer. He’d be lucky if he left the man’s office with all of his fingers still attached.
Resigned, he put his fingers to his lips and blew two short, sharp whistles.
A hornet whirlwind of arrows hissed in response, streaking from the overlook. They peppered the lead team of horses, the harnessed beasts stomping, frenzied, crashing down onto their forelegs and trying to shake the arrows loose as they died. Another pair of shots impaled the lead driver to his perch. Bloodthirsty war cries split the air as the advance line burst from cover, charging for the wagons with blades and clubs raised high.
The man at his side shouldered his bow and drew a stout, curving sword from a sheath on his hip. Hassan grinned and clapped his back.
“Get to it,” he said. “I’ll be right behind you.”
His smile faded as he crouched back into the thicket and settled in to watch.
The first line of raiders reached the wagons just as the tarpaulins whipped away. The sideboards, built with a concealed hinge on the inside, fell to the road like a ship’s boarding ramp.
Hassan’s men found themselves staring at a firing squad. They had just enough time for the shock to register before a line of crossbowmen, twelve on each wagon, six to a side, spat steel death in their faces. Hassan watched a bolt punch through one raider’s throat, knocking him off his feet. Another fell to the dirt, squirming, a shaft impaling his guts and jutting out through the small of his back.
The crossbowmen dropped their weapons and drew their blades as one, moving with rehearsed coordination. Hassan’s men were butchers at best; Lodovico’s mercenaries had skill, teamwork, and precision. The counter-ambush swiftly became a massacre, one raider after another cut down in a typhoon of razor-edged steel.
Hassan had already left.
Creeping back through the thicket, he turned and sprinted as soon as he’d gotten enough distance from the carnage. Screams and clanging metal echoed at his back, but he didn’t need to watch: the ending was a foregone conclusion.
*     *     *
Basilio drummed his fingers on his desk. He stared out the window. He looked at Hassan. He went back to staring out the window.
“A decoy caravan,” he repeated for the fourth time, as if Hassan might give him a different answer.
“Waiting for us, yes.”
“He knew.”
Hassan leaned back in his chair, stretching his long legs. “My men watching the blacksmith confirmed the shipment was rolling. The real caravan must have taken a different route out of the city.”
Basilio’s fingers froze in mid-drum, hovering an inch over the polished mahogany.
“And that’s all he had to do.”
Hassan shook his head, frowning. “Meaning what?”
“Lodovico knew we were coming,” Basilio said, “and he knew where the ambush was set. All he had to do was change the caravan’s route at the last minute. Instead, he arranged an entire decoy caravan and an ambush of his own, just to slaughter my men. What did he get out of that? There’s no profit in it.”
“In my homeland, we’d say he just shared his water with you.”
“Meaning?”
Hassan shrugged. “He spat in your face.”
Basilio pushed back his chair. He stood slowly and walked to the window with his hands clasped behind his back.
“He does enjoy sending messages, doesn’t he? Perhaps it’s time we sent one of our own.”
“I can kill him now?” Hassan perked up.
“The first thing we need to do is find a pair of loose lips. Someone in this house betrayed us. Someone carried our plans, in detail, to Lodovico Marchetti’s doorstep. You know how I feel about betrayal.”
“I have a theory,” Hassan said.
“Oh?”
“You aren’t going to like it.”
Basilio turned to face him.
“Never mince words with me, Hassan. You know better. Give me the facts, and let me decide how I feel about them.”
“Aita,” he said, letting the name drop like a brick at Basilio’s feet.
Basilio’s lips pursed into a tight, bloodless line.
“That,” he said, “is not amusing.”
“I’m not much for jokes,” Hassan replied. “I’ve caught her sneaking around the house at all hours, never more than a stone’s throw from your office door. She was furious at you for making her marry that Rossini boy. More furious than you know, I think. Forget that she’s your daughter for a moment. Can you honestly say it’s impossible that she betrayed you?”
Basilio dropped back into his chair, his gaze fixed somewhere a thousand miles past Hassan’s left shoulder.
“Aita,” he said.
“It would have been easy enough for her to spy on us. Easier still to whisper empty promises into Lodovico’s ear.”
“I knew she was angry,” Basilio said. “She’s like her mother, a very headstrong young woman—”
“You mean stubborn and spiteful. I’ve seen camels with more pleasant dispositions. If she wanted to lash out at you—and she did—what better way than to let your enemy do the job for her?”
“Aita,” Basilio repeated a third time. This time more firmly. The idea sinking in.
Hassan sat in silence, giving him time to work it out. Basilio steepled his fingers and stared up at the ceiling. After a few minutes’ thought, he let out a heavy sigh.
“Take her,” Basilio said. “Take her and get the truth out of her.”
“By such means as…” Hassan said expectantly, the question trailing off.
Basilio locked eyes with him.
“No permanent damage,” he replied. “No scarring her face. Nothing that will hurt her chances of giving me a grandson. Beyond that, do whatever you need to do.”
“And when I’ve wrung her dry?”
“If, on the chance she’s innocent…” Basilio shook his head. “I’ll make it up to her somehow. I’ll buy her a horse. She likes horses, doesn’t she?”
“I wouldn’t know,” Hassan said.
“When she was a little girl, I think she loved horses. I seem to remember that. That was a long time ago, though, and…it’s like I just came home one day and this strange, cold thing had taken my daughter’s place. When do they stop being little, Hassan?”
“When they sell you out to your rival and get eighteen of your men slaughtered.”
“Right, right.” Basilio rapped his knuckles on the desk. “If she’s innocent, I’ll make it up to her. If she’s guilty, though—if you are absolutely, one hundred percent certain she did this—send for me at once.”
“And then?”
“I have no tolerance for traitors,” Basilio replied. “Especially when it comes to my own flesh and blood. I’ll kill her myself.”



CHAPTER FORTY-ONE
Renata and Hedy set about their work in grim silence. They’d gone over the plan a dozen times, knew every detail by heart—they’d just expected, and needed, more time to pull it off.
Odds are we die tonight, Renata thought grimly, watching Marco saunter across the bandit camp, but at least I’ll give that bastard a scar to remember me by.
One of the bandits had taken down a stag on the day’s march, and Marco wasted no time claiming the choicest cuts for himself. Between the two of them, it didn’t take long for Renata and her “apprentice” to dress and butcher the beast, sectioning off a slab of venison steak guaranteed to make Marco’s mouth water.
Instead of searing the steak over a fire, though, they made a stew.
While Hedy cubed the steak and browned it over the campfire in a black iron skillet, Renata sorted through the best of their meager supplies. Onions, a couple of garlic cloves, some potatoes and carrots, fresh stream water, and a handful of flour to thicken the mixture—it all went into the pot. They added the meat, filling the air with a savory aroma that made Renata’s stomach growl.
Then Hedy added her “spices” to the pot, stirring the deadly powder through and through. Not a lethal dose. Just enough to cripple. “You sure about this?” she asked, looking across the fire at Renata.
“No.” She smiled softly. “I’m scared to death. But we have to do it. We have to try, for those villagers’ sake. It’s okay if you’re scared too, you know.”
The girl stared into the pot, her voice almost placid.
“I’m not scared. Well, not too much. Master Fox taught me a trick for that. Want to know how it works?”
“A trick?” Renata asked.
“You just think about someone you hate.” Hedy’s gaze drifted across the clearing, pausing over every bandit she could see. “And you think about how much you want them to die. And the more you hate them, the less scared you’ll feel.”
“Hedy…” Renata tilted her head back, eyeing her. “When we’re done here, if we survive this…you should come with me.”
“Come with you? Where?”
“Kettle Sands. Felix, my fiancé, is going to meet me there once he takes care of some problems back home. We’re buying an inn, and there’ll be plenty of work if you want it. You could…you could stay with us. If you wanted.”
“Kettle Sands.” Hedy stirred the pot, watching the stew bubble. “Middle of nowhere. Why there?”
“It’ll be peaceful and quiet. And warm most of the year, and there’s a beach. Me and Felix, we need a fresh start. Seems a better place than most to give it a try.”
Hedy smiled lopsidedly and shook her head, still stirring.
“That sounds very nice. I hope it’s everything you want it to be. And I’m very thankful for the offer. But…that’s not for me. I know where I belong, because I know who I am.”
Renata looked at her, uncertain.
“You’re Hedy.”
Hedy chuckled, but there wasn’t a trace of mirth in her eyes as she looked up from the stewpot. Just an icy, single-minded focus.
“No,” she said. “I’m the Mouse. And tonight, I’ll prove it.”
Each taking one handle, they lugged the stewpot into Marco’s tent and cleared the table. He rubbed his meaty hands together in anticipation.
“Now that smells like a feast,” he said, rising to join them.
“Only the best for you,” Renata replied. She set out two carved wooden bowls and a pair of spoons and ladled out a heaping helping of the stew. She sat beside Marco, with Hedy on his other side.
He squinted. “Only two bowls?”
“I’ve got a tummy ache,” Hedy said. “We made it extra spicy, the way you like it, but I can’t eat it.”
“S’what you get for smarting off,” he grumbled, then looked to Renata. “All right, witch, prove it’s safe.”
She stared down at her bowl, picking up her spoon with a faint sigh of resignation. Now or never, she thought and swallowed down a mouthful of the poisoned stew. He waited, watching her like a hawk, until she’d had three more spoonfuls.
He couldn’t hold off any longer. He dug into his bowl with gusto, licking his fat lips and grunted approval as Renata poured him another ladleful.
Now it’s just a matter of time, Renata thought, watching the bandit chief’s face, and we’ll  see who it affects firs—
The sudden cramps hit her like a fist to the gut, making her eyes water. She clenched her hands under the table, squeezed her toes, trying desperately not to give it away. Marco caught the grimace on her face.
“What’s wrong with you? Both of you’d better not be getting sick. Ain’t takin’ any excuses tomorrow morning.”
A moment later, he found out exactly what was wrong with her. The big man twitched, sweat breaking out on his forehead, and put both hands to his stomach.
“You poisoned—you poisoned us both, you crazy bitch—”
He opened his mouth to yell for help. Renata threw herself onto him, pushing her hand against his mouth, using her weight to haul him off the bench and down to the skins lining the tent’s floor. If he screamed, if he did anything to draw attention, they were as good as dead.
Marco rolled and threw a punch, smashing his fist into Renata’s left eye. Her vision blurred, but she clung to him, flailing, forcing her fingers into his mouth. He bit down hard enough to break the skin, and she strangled back a yelp. All the while the poison rode her spine like a horseman trying to break a wild stallion, digging spurs into her hips and kicking hard.
She yanked her hand away but now he couldn’t get anything out but a wheezing, whistling moan, his throat convulsing. His eyes rolled back in his head and he swung again, his open hand clawing for Renata’s eyes. She fought him off, barely, both of them rolling across the tent.
Hedy leaped onto his stomach, driving her knee into his gut. As he opened his mouth in a silent scream, she grabbed the ladle from the stewpot—aiming the handle toward his parted lips like the tip of a spear—and rammed it straight down his throat.
“Eat it,” Hedy hissed. “It’s your dinner. Eat all of it.”
She shoved down with all her might, every push forcing the foot-long ladle another inch or two down his bulging throat. Marco’s head thrashed, his shoulders bucking as he struggled to breathe, but she held the iron tool in a merciless grip.
Then he fell still.
Marco’s glassy eyes stared up at the ceiling. The cup of the ladle stuck out between his broken teeth, dribbling a few last drops of lukewarm stew onto his chin.
Hedy shoved herself off his corpse and rolled to the floor beside Renata, gasping for breath. Renata trembled, fighting to stay quiet as the last of the poison ran its course and left faint trails of fire in her veins.
Hedy squeezed her hand.
“You know,” she whispered, “what we have to do next.”
Renata knew. She rummaged through Marco’s belt purse, finding the key to their shackles, but she didn’t unlock them. Instead, she hid the key in her shoe and led Hedy out of the tent.
“He’s in a good mood,” she told One-Eye as he approached them. “We’re supposed to cook dinner for all of you.”
The hungry smile on One-Eye’s face sent a wave of relief washing over her. Night after night, Marco’s men had been subjected to the most sultry, mouthwatering smells Renata and Hedy could cook up, then been denied even the tiniest scraps from their boss’s table. And Marco had eaten the witches’ food for over a week and he was perfectly fine, wasn’t he?
They cooked up another batch of stew in the biggest pot they could find, ladling it out into bowls, dented mugs, whatever the bandits could scrounge up.
A couple of the men were even polite enough to say, “Thank you.” Hedy gave them a pleasant smile.
As her ladle scraped the bottom of the pot, Renata looked to Hedy and whispered, “All right, let’s slip away while we can.”
Hedy shook her head. “Not yet. I need something from Marco’s tent.”
Renata was crouched by the wagons, unlocking her chains and shedding her manacles onto the dirt, when the bodies began to fall. Bandits dropped where they stood, bowls tumbling from spasming hands, froth spewing from their lips as their bodies convulsed hard enough to tear muscle and fracture bone. Renata stood in a circle of the dead and dying, the breath catching in her throat.

We did it. We…murdered them. All of them.

We murdered them.
She felt elated and horrified all at once as the consequences of her handiwork played out around her, the air split with desperate wheezing groans and the sounds of men choking to death on their own vomit. Everywhere she looked, she saw bulging eyes and grasping hands and the horror of men who knew they were about to die and couldn’t do anything to stop it.
The flaps of Marco’s tent whipped aside, and Hedy strode out to join her. Eyes triumphant behind her mask of bone.
To Renata’s left, a man struggled to get words out through a burning throat as he squirmed in the dirt. One-Eye. He looked between Renata and Hedy, eyes fixed on the girl’s mask, realization dawning on his face as the last seconds of his life slipped away.
“Never,” Hedy told him, “insult a witch.”
Renata tugged at her arm. “Come on. Hedy, come on, we have to go.”
“What? Don’t you want to watch? We earned this.”
“This?” Renata waved a hand at the corpses. “This was murder. We had to do it, it was self-defense, but it’s not something to be proud of.”
Hedy strolled among the bodies, admiring the dead like a patron at an art exhibit.
“I disagree. I’ve never felt more proud in my entire life. And you should, too.”
She reached up and took off her mask. Underneath, she was still the same cheerful, heart-faced youth, flashing Renata a gleaming smile.
“C’mon. That village isn’t too far, if we take a couple of horses, and they might have an inn. I’d like a real bed to sleep in tonight, wouldn’t you?”



CHAPTER FORTY-TWO
By night, the open, barred window of Livia’s tower cell caught every gust of frigid wind. Come morning the stone floor would be slick with condensation, soaking through her clothes when she sat down. Her muscles ached and her teeth chattered, and for three nights the best she’d been able to do was slip in and out of an occasional sleep born of raw exhaustion. The rest of the time she lay awake, curled into a tight ball with her back to the window, and counted off the seconds until dawn.
The people kept her spirits up. The vigil in the courtyard outside Crowcrook Tower grew by the day, watched over by nervous-looking guardsmen on horseback. Tonight she could feel the tension from her perch high above the crowds, the entire gathering just one stray shove or a thrown rock from boiling over into a riot. As dusk fell over the city, though, the mood grew quietly peaceful. Candles ignited, a hundred pinpoints of flickering light held high toward her window. A familiar song rose up to greet her.

In cold, in dark, in toil and blight


I may fear, yet shall not flee


I shall not be silent, will not hide my light


For thy shielding hand is on me.

Livia remembered. “Hymn to Saint Elise, Lady of Deliverance.” The same song the survivors of the Alms District massacre sang the night they made landfall in Itresca. She remembered what Amadeo had told her.

“You know they’re not singing to Saint Elise, don’t you?”

She bowed her head in prayer, letting their voices wash over her like the wind. She couldn’t feel the cold anymore.
The door to her cell rattled and creaked open. Dante stood in the doorway, flanked by a pair of stone-faced guards.
“It’s time,” he said.
Down a winding stairway, a freckled young woman in a tan linen dress waited with the handle of a woven basket looped over one arm. Dante waved her over.
“Livia, this is Cifrydd. She’ll be handling your cosmetics.”
As Cifrydd opened her basket, revealing a clutter of vials, jars, and thick horsehair brushes, Livia waved her hand. “No, no, I don’t wear cosmetics.”
“You do now,” Dante said. “Cifrydd, just a bit of powder and something to heighten her cheekbones. Don’t do anything about the bags under her eyes. She should look tired but defiant. Pin her hair up, but leave a few strands loose.”
Cifrydd gave Livia an appraising look. “I can work with this.”
As Livia submitted, grudgingly, to Cifrydd’s fussy ministrations, Dante paced around her in a slow circle. Judging her from every angle.
“Rhys is waiting to give a speech, and he’ll have Bishop—excuse me, Cardinal Yates with him. They know what to do.”
“And me?” Livia asked. “What do I do?”
“Do what comes naturally. There are certain arts, Livia, that I cannot teach. Judging from your performance during the Feast of Saint Wessel—”
“It wasn’t a performance,” she said. “It was a sermon.”
“Judging from your performance, I don’t think you need to be taught. Just go with your heart.”
“My heart says I don’t need cosmetics,” she told him.
“Your heart is earnest, but sadly undereducated.”
“I want people to judge me by the quality of my words,” she said, glowering as Cifrydd’s brush whisked over her cheekbones, “not the fairness of my face.”
Dante clasped his hands together. “And it would be wonderful if we lived in a world where that actually happened, wouldn’t it? But this is the world that random chance has sentenced us to, and reality doesn’t care to entertain your high-minded dreams. Please, Livia, trust me. I know what’s best for you.”
Cifrydd stepped back, giving her handiwork a critical eye.
“Better,” was all she said, packing up her basket. Dante gestured to the guards who had brought Livia down. One held out a pair of open manacles, connected by a stout chain.
“What’s that for?” Livia said, pinning her arms to her sides. “I’m supposed to be released.”
“Trust me,” Dante purred. “You’ll understand in a moment.”
The tall double doors to the Crowcrook swung open with the grating hum of metal grinding on stone. Flanked by the guards, her manacled hands held before her and the chain drooping low, Livia stepped out into the courtyard.
A hush greeted her. Hundreds of voices fell silent and still. A sea of candles flickered against the dark, mirroring the vivid stars above.
The crowd parted. In the heart of the courtyard, the hangman’s gibbet was gone. Only the wooden platform remained, surrounded by a cordon of soldiers. Rhys stood serenely upon the platform, wearing his crown and draped in ermine finery, with Yates at his side. Yates looked like he’d rather be anywhere else in the world.
The guardsmen escorted Livia up the short flight of steps to the platform. They stood her in the center of the planks. Below her feet, she could make out the square outline of a trapdoor. All that’s missing is the noose around my throat, she thought, then pushed the image away.
From nowhere, Miss Owl’s sardonic voice swam back to her, a memory from their conversation in the reflection of her bloodied washbasin. “But witches burn.”
One of her escorts stepped down from the platform. The other brandished a black iron key.
Dante was right. Now that the time had come, she knew exactly what to do.
Pinned under the weight of hundreds of upturned faces, Livia quietly extended her hands. The guard unlocked the shackles and pulled them away.
She took one long, sweeping gaze across the courtyard and slowly raised her arms to the sky to display her unbound wrists. Her fingers splayed, as if to grasp for the stars.
As a child, Livia once stood on the bank below a mighty waterfall. She remembered looking up at the endless torrent of water, kissing her face with frigid mist as it hammered down onto the rocks, rumbling like an endless peal of thunder. There was something primal about that sound, something that thrilled her even as it terrified her to the core. And now, as the courtyard erupted with stomping feet and pounding hands and wordless cries of delight, she felt that sensation all over again.
She froze there a moment, basking in their joy, feeling the torrent of sound buffet her from every side. Drinking it in, like a blooming rose in the summer sun.
Then she lowered her arms, and the din ebbed back to silence.
“I will have no man say,” Rhys proclaimed, his deep voice projecting across the courtyard with practiced grace, “that I am not a just king. I heard your outcry over this woman’s fate. And my heart was moved. I investigated the matter personally and interceded with Cardinal Vaughn. What I discovered…chilled me to the core.”
He gestured for Yates to step forward. The churchman took a deep breath, fingers twitching at his sides, his body a knot of nervous tension.
“We have discovered evidence,” Yates called out, “that Pope Carlo Serafini is an impostor.”
Shocked murmurs rippled through the crowd, hundreds of widened eyes fixed upon Yates. He fiddled with his green stola, his gaze downcast to one side as he searched for words.
“This is a grave accusation—the gravest—and I would not dare give it voice if I hadn’t seen the evidence with my own eyes. Livia Serafini is Pope Benignus’s only true heir. Worse, we found proof that Cardinal Vaughn was aware of this and arrested Livia as a gift to Carlo. He intended to use our Church—the one true, holy Church—to lay false charges and murder this innocent woman.”
Yates cringed as the murmurs turned into scattered boos and shouted epithets.
“Cardinal Vaughn…fled in the night,” Yates said, shooting a timid look at Rhys. The king nodded solemnly at him. “We believe he is running to Lerautia, to escape justice and to continue supporting Carlo’s…terrible lie.”
“The Empire might thrive on lies,” Rhys intoned, “and we all know that Verinia will say whatever they must to keep control over the Church and their so-called Holy City. But we are Itrescan, true children of the Gardener, one and all. And we will not be anyone’s pawns.”
“The Itrescan arm of the Church is calling a conclave,” Yates added. “We have renounced our ties with Verinia, at least so long as they promote their false pope. We will decide, amongst the senior clergy, how to reorganize and who to appoint as—”
A shout rang out from the heart of the throng. Even disguised with a thick local accent, Livia recognized Dante’s voice at once.
“Livia! Give us Livia!”
Another cry, from the opposite side of the courtyard, echoed her name. Immediately a third voice from another direction shouted, “She’s Benignus’s heir! Livia!”
Were they actors, hired by Dante and seeded throughout the gathering? Was their passion real? She couldn’t tell. As the murmur of the crowd became a commotion, though, she watched the transformation. Another person shouted her name. Then another. The excitement spread like a magic spell, the spectators feeding on each other’s emotions and multiplying them.
A crowd isn’t made of people, she realized. It’s one person. It’s one person with hundreds of beating hearts.
Her name became a chant, a fervent mantra punctuated by a forest of fists punching at the night sky. A drumbeat call to battle that rose in pitch with every massed shout, freezing her where she stood.
Rhys leaned over and murmured in her ear, “Say something pithy before they riot, would you kindly?”
Her heart pounding, she raised her arms once more. As she lowered them, the crowd fell into a hush.
“What has happened,” she said slowly, “is a tragedy. Our Church is for all people, in every land. It was never meant to be sundered like this. But there is a disease at its core, an insult to its holy mission and we—Itresca—we are charged with purging that disease.”
She walked the platform. She swept her gaze across the upturned faces, picking at random, locking eyes for a heartbeat before moving on to the next.
“Our next pope must, above all things, be a healer. Someone unencumbered by Church politics and without love for material wealth. Someone who will work tirelessly to seal this breach and unite all the Gardener’s children once more…under the watchful eye of this great nation.”
Scattered shouts went up, calling her name. She waited for them to simmer down, favoring the crowd with a faint, sad smile.
“It is not for me to say who that person should be. I will leave that to my betters to decide. All I know is, one way or another, I intend to devote the rest of my life to rebuilding this Church. This Church that my father loved so dearly.”
She clasped her hands to her heart, bowing her head.
“And if I am called, then by the Gardener’s grace, I will serve.”
As the courtyard erupted, cheering and foot-stomping louder than before, Rhys waved for the guardsmen. “I said to calm them down,” he muttered as they hustled off the platform, “but still, that wasn’t half bad.”
*     *     *
Back in Rhys’s throne hall, visitors awaited their return. The king drew up short, with Livia at his side, flanked by a team of wary guardsmen.
“Now what,” he breathed tiredly, “is this all about?”
There were twelve in all, some men and some women, mostly refugees with a handful of native Itrescans in the mix, and they stood in a semicircle before Rhys’s throne. Each one wore a simple hooded cloak of wool dyed muddy brown.
Livia recognized the style at once. Back in the Holy City, stealing away from her father’s estate in the small hours of the night, she’d worn a cloak just like theirs on her missions of charity in the Alms District. She’d never revealed her name, so the locals called her the Lady in Brown.
One woman approached them, pulling back her hood. She was an Enoli islander with blue-black skin and piercing brown eyes, her short hair done in tight, braided knots. Three puckered scar lines marred her left cheek, as if she’d been raked by a wildcat.
“We saw you preach,” she said, then shot a glance at the guardsmen. “And we saw you taken.”
Livia looked in her eyes. “I remember you, from the refugee fleet. You helmed one of the boats.”
“My husband’s boat.” She took a deep breath. “He didn’t make it. Neither did my son.”
“I’m…I’m so sorry,” Livia said.
And if you’d never met me, she thought, they’d be alive today.
“My name is Kailani.” She gestured to the semicircle of hooded figures at her back. “But I am just one of many. We are in agreement: you led us out of the fire. You were blessed by Saint Elise, sent to heal our Church and liberate us from the tyrant Carlo. What happened to you—the interruption of your holy service, your arrest—can never be allowed to happen again.”
“It won’t. Everything’s going to be all right,” Livia told her, trying to sound reassuring.
“Yes, it will be all right. Because we’re here now. We are your Browncloaks, my lady. And we will defend you with our lives.”
Rhys arched an eyebrow. “Livia is my guest. She has guards.”
“Guards that don’t answer to her,” Kailani said. “This woman is our next pope. She deserves a proper honor guard.”
“Kailani,” Livia said, “truly, I’m flattered, but I’m not worried—”
Kailani held up one hand, cutting her off.
“My lady, everyone you see before you has lost someone precious to them. Some of us…some of us have lost everything. Everyone needs a cause to fight for. Something to believe in. Someone to believe in.”
Kailani rested her hand on Livia’s shoulder and bowed her head.
“Send us away if you will, but that is the one command we must refuse. We are your Browncloaks, Livia Serafini, and we fight for you.”



CHAPTER FORTY-THREE
As the sun descended over Mirenze, stretching long fingers of shadow across the city streets, a silent messenger brought Basilio the letter he’d been dreading. He tipped the man with a couple of spare coins and waved him away, retreating to his office to unfold Hassan’s note.
“She’s guilty,” was all it said.
His daughter. His own flesh and blood. She’d sold him out to Lodovico Marchetti, gotten his men killed, and cost him his prize.
A gauntleted fist squeezed Basilio’s heart. He fell into his chair, clutching his chest, taking deep breaths until the pain subsided. The physical pain, anyway.
His grief gave way to a slow roiling anger in the pit of his stomach. He’d fed her. Clothed her. Educated her. Never denied her a want or a whim. And this was how she repaid her father’s love?
“What a waste,” he said aloud, crumpling Hassan’s letter in his fist. He threw it to the rug and stomped out into the hall. Ultimately, there was only one thing left to do.
Punish her.
He took his coach to the little cottage near the docks, built with reinforced walls and a double-thick cellar door. It had been the final destination for more than one of his enemies, who’d learned the terrible consequences of their decisions down in that blood-soaked basement. Hassan made sure to stretch the lesson out over the long last few hours of their lives.
As always, two of his bodyguards rode along with him. Normally jovial, Basilio’s grim face cowed them into silence. When they moved to get out alongside him, he waved them off.
“Go back to the estate. I’ll be fine.”
“Sir?” one asked, uncertain.
“Private business,” Basilio snapped. He clambered out of the coach, slamming the door behind him.
Hassan met him in the unfurnished parlor. The floors were bare wood, the dusty walls unpainted. The cottage had one purpose and one purpose only, and it lay down a short flight of steps to a double-padlocked door. Hassan didn’t say a word. He didn’t need to. He merely led the way.
Candles burned in the cellar, casting long shadows across flagstones stained the color of burgundy wine and metal contraptions that rusted silently in the dark, bristling with spikes and razors. On a table, a bucket of water sat beside a line of grisly tools: knives, needles, a pair of pliers, and a steel vice. Basilio’s eyes went straight to the heart of the room, to its only other occupant.
Aita sat slumped in a chair, her wrists and ankles bound to the wood with blood-soaked strips of linen. Her fine dress was torn, her hair matted and stringy, her skin drenched in sweat. She slowly raised her head, as if even that simple act demanded an unbearable effort, revealing the bruises and razor cuts that mutilated her once-beautiful face.
“Told you not to mar her looks,” Basilio said, trying to sound harder than he felt inside. No weakness, he told himself. She’s not your daughter, not anymore. She’s a traitor. Your men will judge you by how you handle this. Keep control. Absolute control.
“I did that after she confessed everything,” Hassan said with a faint smirk. “I hope you don’t mind. Just couldn’t resist.”
“Not at all. Won’t matter now, anyway.”
Aita’s head slumped again. She inhaled, a faint, rattling wheeze, struggling just to breathe.
“Well.” Basilio put his hands on his hips as Hassan moved to shut the door behind them. “Here we are.”
She didn’t reply.
“I gave you everything—everything! And you stabbed me in the back. Why, Aita? What could you gain from this? You would have been the mother of my grandson. You would have raised my successor. What more in life could you possibly want?”
Still no reply. Her shoulders shook, as if she was silently weeping.
“But you made a mistake.” Basilio loomed over her. “The same mistake so many others have made before you, and you’ll suffer the same fate. You underestimated me. You thought yourself better than me. And now, Aita? Now you will know my wrath.”
Her shoulders shook again, but it wasn’t from crying.
She giggled.
“You,” she said breezily, “are so full of yourself. It’s embarrassing. It’s genuinely embarrassing. Do you really lecture all of your victims like this?”
Basilio blinked, taking a confused step back. “What?”
She looked up, grinning, and her bonds fell away. The bloodied linens, not tied but only lightly twisted in the back, dropped to the floor as she stood tall before him. She took a sponge from the bucket of water, mopping at her “wounds.” The cosmetics smeared and turned her face into a muddy, ghoulish mask.
“All must fear the great Basilio,” she chuckled. “He’s the master of the underworld! The dread power in the shadows! And he’s far, far too smart to ever walk right into an ambush, isn’t he, Hassan?”
Basilio spun at the sound of the locks clicking shut. Hassan folded his arms and smiled.
“Of course,” Hassan said. “He’d never let himself be manipulated by his emotions. He’d never be off-balance or reckless.”
“Y-you.” Basilio’s head swiveled as he turned sideways, trying to keep them both in sight. “The two of you—”
“I told the truth,” Hassan said. “I really did suspect Aita immediately.”
Aita leaned back against the table. “He did. And he was smart enough to come to me first. I made him a better offer. We knew you wouldn’t want to kill me in front of your foot soldiers—too much chance you might, I don’t know, shed a single manly tear and betray your weakness? Which gave us the perfect opportunity to get you alone. In a room where all the sound is sealed in, no less.”
“But why?” he cried.
Aita shook her head, her smile vanishing.
“You just don’t get it, do you? When I was a girl, I idolized you. I wanted to grow up to be just like you. I learned from you, Father. I learned more than you can imagine. And what did you do? You shut me out. You refused me my rightful share. Don’t you understand? I never wanted it all. I just wanted my due. I only wanted you to share. Father and daughter, united, ruling Mirenze and beyond with an iron fist. It would have been beautiful. But in your eyes, I was nothing but a womb.”
“Aita.” He held out his hand to her, beckoning. She stared at it until he put it down. “You were never even supposed to know my real business. I tried to keep you sheltered from it all. You were innocent, like your mother.”
Her voice was soft. Tinged with sadness.
“But I am not my mother,” she said. “I am my father’s daughter.”
Basilio’s head snapped toward Hassan. “Whatever she’s paying you, I’ll triple it.”
Hassan let out a deep, rumbling chuckle. “With what money? We’ve already cleaned out your accounts. Even the ones you didn’t think I knew about.”
“All you had to do was respect me,” Aita said. “All you had to do was share. Now, I’m taking it all.”
Basilio ran for the door. Hassan caught him with ease, wrenching the older man around and forcing him down on his knees. He kept Basilio’s arms locked behind his back in a bone-breaking grip, holding him still.
Aita looked over the table lined with torture tools and picked up a fine-bladed knife.
“Now how should I do this?” she mused, approaching Basilio with a leisurely stroll. “I mean, you only kill your father once. Not like I’ll get a second chance.”
“Depends,” Hassan said. “Fast, or slow?”
On the edge of his downfall, Basilio’s fear seemed to dissolve. He let out a soft laugh, shaking his head as he looked up into his daughter’s eyes. His voice was strangely calm.
“Aita,” he said, “have you ever killed a man?”
“Not with my own hands, no. You’ll be my first.”
“It is more difficult than you think. Much more difficult. My first time, I—”
His eyes went wide as Aita punched the dagger into the side of his throat. She ripped it free, sawing through cartilage and flesh, blood pouring from his savaged throat and spitting from his lips.
“Actually,” Aita said, stepping back and studying the gore-streaked blade, “I found it curiously refreshing.”
Hassan let go of his arms. Basilio’s lifeless body slumped to the floor.
“So how did I do for my first time?” she asked.
Hassan shrugged. “I’m surprised. You made it quick. I expected you’d want him to suffer.”
Aita laid the knife back on the table and dipped her hands in the bucket of water.
“I’m not a sadist, Hassan. I’m a businesswoman.” She glanced down at her father’s corpse. “Besides. In the end, it was the best I could do for him. Wanted to honor him, I guess. In my way.”
“And now?”
Aita took a long look around the room, as if appraising a piece of real estate, and let out a wistful sigh.
“The night is still young. Let me get cleaned up and properly dressed. Then we can go take care of my beloved husband.”



CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR
In her stateroom in Rhys’s keep, the flagstone floors draped with thick woven rugs and a fire already kindled in the hearth, Livia locked the door behind her and let out a sigh of relief. Alone at last, and not in a prison cell. She couldn’t relax yet, though, not until she knelt down beside the canopied bed and slid her arm beneath the overstuffed mattress.
There. The edges of Squirrel’s spellbook brushed against her eager fingertips. It hadn’t been discovered during her ordeal in the prison tower.
She tugged the book free, climbed onto the bed, and lay on her stomach, riffling through the pages to find the place she’d left off. It wasn’t until ten minutes later, tracing her fingers along Squirrel’s crude etching of an occult sigil, that she thought to ask herself why.
I just wanted to make sure it was still there, she thought, that it was safe.
Yet she’d dived straight back into its blasphemous pages. Every time she’d perused the book before, it had been for a good cause. To try to save her father’s life; to try to unravel Carlo’s plans; to try to escape silently and safely when her brother imprisoned her in her rooms.
And every time, she thought, it led to some fresh disaster.
The fire beckoned from the hearth, casting a warming glow across her face. Burn the book. That was all she had to do. Cast it into the flames and be freed of it forever. No more danger, no more fear of discovery, no more risk of contaminating her soul with its foul secrets.
She closed the cover.
And lay perfectly still, holding the book tight.
A knock sounded at the door. She rolled out of bed, landing in a crouch with the book in hand, and looked to the fire. She held her breath. Another knock. She gritted her teeth as she shoved the book back into its hiding place under the mattress.
A nervous-looking footman waited outside her chamber, with six of her self-appointed protectors looming ominously over his shoulders. “Er, our lordship would enjoy the pleasure of your company at supper, if…that’s all right?”
She shooed the Browncloaks back. “Perfectly so. I was just feeling a bit peckish, actually.”
Her guardians flanked her and covered the rear, moving as a pack down a long and broad spiral staircase. Great oak doors led into an open courtyard, where torches burned back the darkness and cast pale orange light across cultivated gardens.
“The queen’s pride and joy,” the footman said to Livia, gesturing to a bed of fall roses. “You really should see it under the light of day.”
There were other things that couldn’t be seen in the dark. The torches snuffed out one by one around the garden walls, plunging the courtyard into murky starlight. Livia heard leathery slithering and quick pit-pat footfalls on the flowerbeds.
A noose of knotted rope soared from the shadows, slipping over the footman’s head and yanking taut. A strangled cry escaped his throat as the rope hauled him off his feet, dragging his kicking body into the darkness. To Livia’s left, a Browncloak went down the same way, face turning purple as he dug his heels into the nearest flowerbed and tugged against the noose.
Figures flitted in from all around, veiled and robed and not running so much as gliding, their feet barely touching the earth as they threw themselves onto Livia’s guardians. Some had garrotes, short lengths of strangling rope held tight between handles of bleached bone. Others laid into the Browncloaks with fists and feet, moving impossibly fast, joints bending in ways no human body could bear.
Kailani was the only defender who had time to draw a weapon, a long-handled knife whipping from her belt as she shoved Livia toward the nearest doors. “Run!” she bellowed.
Livia didn’t make it two feet. One of the attackers hit her from the side with bone-jarring force, tackling her into a flowerbed. While she squirmed helplessly in the loam, she reached up with one flailing hand and tore the assassin’s veil away.
How does it see? Livia thought, frantic. The face beneath the veil leered down at her with empty, black eye sockets, its jaw yawning wide to flash a mouthful of jagged fangs.
“Livia,” it hissed. Then fingers with too many joints closed tight around her throat and squeezed like an iron vice.
Her air choking away, red blotches blossoming in her vision, Livia felt herself tumbling into darkness.
I’m dying, she thought.
The cries of the Browncloaks around her, being slaughtered by her assassins, rose over the blood roaring in her ears. Innocents, murdered for the crime of getting too close to her. Just like in the Alms District.

No.

Images from Squirrel’s spellbook whipped through her mind. Glyphs and patterns and chants from two dozen spells flickering in her dying vision. Shaping and reshaping. Her final thoughts propelled her along a lightning bolt of raw intuition, the geometries of witchcraft unfolding like the petals of a rose.
Livia had one last breath. And with it, she wheezed out a single word. A word with no consonants and no vowels. A word that couldn’t be spoken with a human mouth. And yet, she spoke it.
Her assassin, for a heartbeat, seemed to be made of ink. A black blot drawn upon the skin of the universe with a mad god’s pen. Then the ink drew away toward the shadows, twisting into a liquid tornado that blew away into the dark. And then it was gone.
Livia’s head pounded. Her vision blurred. Slowly, painfully, she shoved herself up, sitting in a bed of crushed flowers.
The killers had vanished. The Browncloaks, some more injured than others, groaned as they helped one another up. Kailani, sitting five feet away, stared at Livia with wide, horrified eyes.
Witchcraft, Livia thought, fear surging up along with the bile in her throat. They saw it all. They know. They know that I—
Kailani dropped to one knee at Livia’s feet.
“It’s a miracle,” she breathed. “Those creatures, tormentors from the Barren Fields attacked, and you…you banished them with a single holy word.”
The other Browncloaks pulled back their hoods, looking up at Livia with reverent eyes, and knelt before her.
“It—it wasn’t me,” Livia tried to explain, forcing the words out through her raw, bruised throat.
“It’s more than a blessing,” Kailani breathed. “You are Saint Elise. Returned to save us all.”
*     *     *
In a forest dark, in a tomb of stone, one luminous green eye opened wide.
Ancient fingers lifted up, withered hands catching the light of a single pale candle. The fingers twisted, casting shadows on the walls in writhing patterns. The shadows remained as the hands moved away. And the shadows listened as they clung to the wall, attentive and alive.
“Find,” the Dire Mother wheezed, “who did that.”
The little finger-shadows ran away, off to do their creator’s bidding.
*     *     *
In the backwoods, beside a burbling stream, Nessa watched Mari sleep.
Then came the roaring in her ears, the wrenching snap of wild magic that nearly forced her into a fetal ball. It passed, mercifully, as suddenly as it had come.
L.S., she thought. You poor, doomed girl. You should have given my book back. You should have invited me into your home.
You might have survived meeting me.
This was a new problem. If she’d felt it, the Dire had felt it too. And half the witches in the coven alongside her. She needed to find the mystery woman and take back Squirrel’s book before her rivals closed in.
She glanced down. Mari’s shoulders trembled as her chest rose and fell, lost in a fitful nightmare.
It will wait one more day, she thought. My work here is not yet done.
*     *     *
In a sleeping city, in a moonlit back alley, Fox gripped his head in sudden pain.
He could feel the world shifting, the walls of reality torn and rebuilt in a heartbeat. Then the sensation was gone.
L.S. The woman with Squirrel’s book. The cattle who would help him destroy the Owl. But she isn’t cattle, is she? he thought, leaning against a dank stone wall until his pulse stopped pounding. She’s a talent. A natural talent. And she has no idea what she’s just done.
He turned in place, using the stars to reckon where the tearing sensation had come from. No, not from the Holy City. Wrong direction. East? Itresca, if he knew his geography.
And then he thought back to the story he’d heard from a wandering bard that day. Some easily ignored prattle about Pope Carlo’s sister fleeing the Holy City, fleeing toward…
“Livia Serafini,” he said aloud. A ragged old tomcat, perched in a broken window, flashed glowing eyes his way.
Fox turned and strode in the direction he’d come from. Toward the docks. He needed to charter a ship to Itresca.
*     *     *
In the frozen north, in a high mansion on an icy hill in the city of Winter’s Reach, Veruca Barrett dreamed of the past.

“It is called the Misery,” the woman in the bone mask said. A mask shaped like a muskrat’s face.


Veruca sat on her basalt throne, smoothing her brass-buttoned vest, and crossed her legs.


“Catchy name,” she said. “But what’s it doing in my city?”


“It’s been here since before the uprising. It was…an experiment. Conducted on behalf of a wealthy patron.”


Veruca slouched. All her visitors wore masks. She counted a slim Fox, a bloated Toad, a giant of a man in a polar-bear mask—and the young woman who stood at the Muskrat’s side, eyes wide, listening without saying a word. That one wore the mask of a horned owl.


“This was an Imperial prison colony,” Veruca said. “You’re telling me the Holy Empire hired a coven of witches?”


The Muskrat spread her bony hands. She wore robes the color of a midnight sky, and silver bangles dripped from each slender wrist.


“I’m not telling you anything. Only that the Misery sleeps in the mine, and sleep it must. Forever.”


“We thought we’d eradicated every scrap of knowledge about the alum mine,” Fox explained. “You were…surprisingly tenacious in your research.”


“Yeah, well.” Veruca rubbed her thumb and forefinger together. “Alum. The Church pretty much has a monopoly on the stuff. You know how much money that mine will bring in once I open it up again?”


The Muskrat shook her head slowly. “Normally we would take the path of least resistance here. Namely, your death. But you’ve managed to bring this forsaken city under control, amazingly enough.”


Veruca studied her fingernails. “I am amazing, yes. Also, notice how I’m clearly not afraid of you? You should contemplate that before you sling threats around.”


“My colleagues and I may need a safe haven in the near future. Keeping you in power makes that possible. No, you cannot reopen the alum mines. As compensation, one of our number will stay behind, as your…court advisor.”


The man in the bear mask crossed his arms, flexing tattoos of ornate blue knots, and growled. The Muskrat shot him a look.


Veruca sat up straight, her interest piqued. “My own witch?”


“Your very own, to serve you as you please, so long as you obey our wishes and forget that the alum mine even exists.”


Veruca stood. Her boots clicked on the cold flagstone as she approached the clustered visitors. She stuck out her hand.


“You’ve got yourselves a deal.”


“Good,” the Muskrat said. She grabbed hold of Veruca’s hand with shocking force. A crackling sensation lanced up her wrist and arm, headed straight for the mayor’s spine. “I should point out that the clause about forgetting the mine exists was quite literal, though. Now…relax. This will hurt less if you don’t fight me.”

Veruca’s eyes shot open.
She lay under heavy furs in a tangle of warm, naked bodies. Head heavy with the aftermath of three bottles of wine, she could barely remember how she got there.
She remembered her dream, though. And she knew, somehow, it wasn’t a flight of drunken fantasy.
How had Bear come into her service? She strained to remember, but she couldn’t. Her brain just…slid around the edges of the question, a thought too slippery to grab.
But the dream told her exactly how it had happened. And exactly why her earliest days in power were so hazy in her memory.
Fuck with my head? Rage simmered in her gut. Play me for a fool? Whatever that thing you hid away in the mine really is, I hope you didn’t need it…because I own it now.

As for my “court advisor,” he’s got a nasty little surprise coming his way.

*     *     *
And down in the darkness, in a chamber of frozen stone, the Misery shuddered in its endless nightmare. Touched by Livia’s magic from half a world away, and close to waking.



CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE
Hedy shot up in bed, clutching the scratchy sheets and gasping for breath in the darkness.
Renata jolted awake, startled, fumbling to light the candle between their beds. The village in the valley didn’t have an inn, but they’d found an elderly farmer—awake with insomnia, and the owner of a vacant bedroom ever since he’d married off both of his daughters—who was happy to put a roof over their heads for the night.
“Hedy,” Renata said, “what’s wrong? Can you breathe?”
Hedy waved one hand, shaking her head, and gulped down a swallow of air. She hiccupped.
“Something…something bad. Something really bad.”
Renata pulled aside the linens and padded over to sit on the side of Hedy’s bed.
“It’s all right. We’re safe now.”
“Not us. It’s not us. It’s…” She sighed. “There are things I can’t explain to you. I took oaths, but…all right. Witchcraft is a…a discipline, and an art. There are rules. Ways to do things, and ways not to do things. When we weave a spell, we draw power from the Shadow In-Between. So we have to be very careful—”
Renata looked blankly at her. “The shadow in between what?”
“In between everything. But you have to know how to do it right. If you don’t, if you haven’t been properly trained, you can…open doors that shouldn’t be opened. Tear things that shouldn’t be torn. You can get specks of raw Shadow inside of you. And they don’t come out. They fester. And grow.”
Hedy stared at their distorted reflections in the farmhouse window. The glow from the oil lamp turned the glass into a ghostly mirror.
“Somebody,” Hedy said, “somewhere…just made a very big mistake. They called on a power they couldn’t possibly understand. And if they’re very, very lucky, they’re already dead.”
Renata sat quietly and let the girl catch her breath. Then she reached out, gently touching Hedy’s shoulder.
“Hedy…I wish you’d come with me tomorrow.”
Hedy sighed. Her shoulders slumped.
“You still think you’re talking to sweet, kind-hearted Hedy. Didn’t you learn tonight?” She shook her head. “The Mouse is who I am, Renata. Hedy is the mask I wear.”
“I don’t believe that.”
Hedy stared down at her hands.
“Well. Maybe it is, maybe it isn’t. It doesn’t…it doesn’t matter anyway. I have a calling. A purpose.” She looked back up at Renata and gave her a tired smile. “You go to Kettle Sands, and your Felix, and live your life together. And someday I’ll come visit your little inn. We’ll sit down and catch up on old times, and you’ll see I’m doing all right. I promise. Okay?”
Renata squeezed her arm. “You’d better.”
Then she pulled her into a hug, surprised by how fiercely Hedy clung to her. Her thoughts drifted to Felix and his promise to kill Basilio Grimaldi.
Do whatever you have to, she thought, but come to me. Soon.
*     *     *
“Felix,” the terse note read, “we need to talk. Come to my estate at once. Basilio.”
As he walked through the quiet, marble halls of the Grimaldi estate, Felix tried to keep his emotions in check. He hadn’t spoken to his father-in-law since the explosion at the Ducal Arch. He had no doubt Basilio had spent every minute since trying to find a loophole in Felix’s trap.
I’ve got enough trouble dealing with Simon and Lodovico Marchetti, Felix thought. You, Signore Grimaldi, are staying right on my hook where you belong.
Strange. No servants, beyond the tall, grim-faced Oerran at the door who let him in and pointed the way. No guards. Basilio’s home felt like a mausoleum, spotless and cold and hollow.
He knocked on the door to Basilio’s office. It swung open under his knuckles.
“Signore?”
No answer. A cool breeze washed through the room, and Felix wrinkled his nose at a strange, coppery stench. Basilio’s high-backed chair had been turned to face the open window. Brow furrowed, Felix walked around the desk—and froze.
Basilio couldn’t have been dead for long, slumped in his chair. His glazed eyes stared at Felix, his torn throat gaping and scarlet. Felix shook his head, trying to process what he was seeing.
The assassins who attacked him on the street, he thought, or any of a hundred other people who wanted the bastard dead. One of his enemies finally got lucky. It was bound to happen eventually.
His thoughts leaped to Aita. If she was here and the killers found her…he had to find her. Help her, if he could. They were allies, not friends—an alliance that meant nothing now that her father was dead—but he wasn’t going to stand by and let her get hurt.
A shrill scream jerked his head toward the open window. Aita. Out on the lawns, pointing right at him as he stood over Basilio’s corpse.
And she was surrounded by a small platoon of armed men, draped in the gold and black livery of Mirenze’s city militia.
“I saw him do it,” she cried. “He killed my father!”
As Aita clung to one of the guardsmen, breaking down in heaving sobs, the others drew their rapiers.
Felix took a step back, stumbling against Basilio’s chair, and held up his open hands. “No, it’s…this isn’t what it looks like—”
Half of them charged toward the front door of the mansion, the rest heading straight for the open window. Felix, seized in a blind panic, turned and broke into a dead run.
Pounding boots and short, sharp shouts echoed through the mansion, sounding like they came from all around him. Lost in an unfamiliar house, the only direction Felix could manage was away. He darted through a cavernous ballroom, so cold he could see a gasp of breath on the air, and down a twisting warren of back passages.
*     *     *
“He will be found,” Governor Baumbach said for the third time. He was a chubby Murgardt with a round, curiously flat face and a nose that blossomed with a spiderweb of red veins.
“I have absolute faith in the city militia,” Aita responded, sitting diagonal from him on a plush powder-blue divan. A small lacquered table stood between them, set with a porcelain tea service.
She had draped herself in black, her face shadowed behind a delicate mourner’s veil.
“I’m just so…so very sorry. Your father was a good man. A great man. And a dear friend of mine.”
Aita bowed her head.
“He was. But his ledgers…were in disarray. The family barrister tells me our assets could be tied up for weeks before my inheritance is settled. Months, even. Months without a coin to feed myself, much less keep the bill collectors from the door. The law expects a lady to be well cared for by her husband when she loses her father, Governor, and by her family when she becomes a widow. What of a tragedy like mine, when I lose both husband and father in one day? Am I to be turned out into the streets? Made to beg?”
Baumbach poured two cups of tea. The faint scent of ginger filled his ivory-walled sitting room.
“No,” he said. “No, I won’t allow it. I’d be dishonoring Basilio’s memory if you wanted for anything. Aita, do you have any idea why Felix would do this horrible thing?”
She reached for a teacup, picking it up delicately.
“I’ve heard rumors. Nothing I can comment on with any certainty, but…you know his family died in the explosion at the arch, yes?”
Baumbach lowered his eyes. “A tragic day for us all.”
“Some say that Felix’s father, Albinus”—she paused, lowering her voice—“they say he was some sort of criminal. It’s possible that he sought this merger with my father’s business in order to facilitate some sort of…illegal scheme.”
“And you think Felix was involved?”
Aita lifted her veil an inch, taking a dainty sip from her teacup.
“He was always kind to me, but you know what they say: like father, like son. Perhaps he tried to coerce my father into going along with his plan. I imagine Father refused, things turned violent, and…well. Here we are.”
“He will be found,” Baumbach said again. “I’ll see Felix hang for this. I promise you.”
“I have every faith. But again, the reason I’m here: can you help ensure my needs are met?”
Baumbach gave a vague shrug. “I looked over the paperwork you sent over concerning the Banco G-R. You’re right, there are some extremely odd clauses, and the timing of the registration just doesn’t line up. It seems very suspicious. Now, this third company director, this ‘Renata Nicchi’—”
“My oldest and dearest friend,” Aita said quickly. “Except she vanished, a week ago. I think…Governor, I think Felix may have murdered her, too.”
Baumbach took that in, nodding gravely.
“As the Imperial administrator of Mirenze,” he said, “I’m empowered with a good deal of judicial authority. I think, given the…obscene nature of this tragedy, that I’m comfortable issuing a formal writ on the matter. Until such time as Felix Rossini is brought to justice and we can untangle this mess in the courts, I am granting you full authority over the Banco G-R and its accounts and operations. I would suggest you hire an educated gentleman to supervise it for you. If you need a recommendation—”
“That’s quite all right.” Aita sipped her tea. “I have just the man in mind.”
“Again, my deepest condolences. Felix will be found.”
Aita smiled under her veil.
“I have absolute faith.”



CHAPTER FORTY-SIX
Nessa and Mari walked along the riverbank, side by side. A sudden wind scattered orange leaves in their path and rippled across the swift black waters.
“Are you excited?” Mari asked. The mud sucked at her boots, but it couldn’t keep the nervous bounce from her step.
Nessa chuckled and lifted her chin. “Of course. I’ll get the answers I need for my research. But you…oh, I’m so happy for you. This is your day, Mari. Your special day.”
The end of their journey waited at a bend in the river. A ruined chapel of ivory stone, battered and flame-scorched and forgotten. The fallen husk of a tower lay on its side, sinking into the black mud. Mari stopped short, the breath catching in her throat.
“Are…are they still here?”
Nessa nodded. “According to my sources, they’ve never stopped using these old chapterhouses. Last place the Imperials will think to look for them.”
The chapel doors swung wide, and two of the knights of the Autumn Lance strode forth to greet them.
They were everything Mari had ever imagined. Tall and proud in suits of coppery parade armor, polished to a mirror sheen, and full-face helms emblazoned with the crest of the royal house. They wore sashes and cloaks of orange and scarlet and elegant swords with swirling silver guards around their red leather-wrapped hilts. Regal. Strong. Bastions of authority and power.
They were perfect.
“Why,” one said, his voice muffled under his helm, “are you here?”
Nessa gave Mari a smile and a nod. Mari cleared her throat, taking a tiny step forward.
“I’m…I’m Mari, um, Mari Renault, and this is Nessa. We’re, um, I mean—”
“Ask them,” Nessa whispered, nudging Mari’s shoulder.
Mari took a deep breath and clasped her hands together.
“I want to join you,” she blurted.
“Join us?” the other knight asked, her voice slightly higher than her companion. “You?”
“Yes.” Mari’s head bobbed. “I want to be a knight. Look, here—”
She fumbled in her pouch, bringing out her tarnished brooch. The knights wore identical ones, theirs gleaming and pristine at the shoulders of their cloaks.
“I’ve carried this with me as a beggar’s moon. I don’t wear it, I know I don’t have that right—I mean, yet—but I pray over it every day, and it reminds me to do the right things. I mean, I try to be noble, and tell the truth, and fight to protect—”
“Enough,” the first knight said. “You are gravely mistaken. You cannot join us.”
Mari’s face fell. “What…what do you mean?”
“Our squires are groomed from birth,” the second knight explained. “By the time they’re old enough to pick up a blade, they’ve already spent years in ceaseless training. You’re too old. You’d have to spend a decade unlearning before you could even grasp the simplest of lessons.”
“But I have experience! Out in the real world! I know things. I can do things.”
“Recite the core litany of our creed,” the first knight said. “All four hundred and eighty-seven lines.”
Mari cringed. “I…I don’t know what that is.”
“Recite the mantra of steel,” his companion ordered her. “Five words. Simple enough for a child.”
“I don’t know.” Mari shook her head. “But I can learn. I’ll study, I promise! Werner, my teacher, he said I could be a real knight if I tried hard enough, if I was good—”
“Werner?” the male knight snapped. “That’s a Murgardt name. Your teacher was an Imperial? The enemy?”
“He’s not,” Mari said, holding up her hands. “I mean, he was, but now he’s…I mean, he was a good man!”
“Mari,” the female knight said, her voice softer now. “Whether by ignorance or cruelty, this man played a terrible trick on you. You cannot join us. You never could have. You never even had a chance. I am sorry, but the answer is no.”
They turned to leave.
“I can fight,” Mari shouted, her voice edged with raw desperation. “I—I know how to fight. I’m good at fighting.”
The knights paused. They looked back at her.
“Don’t embarrass yourself,” the male knight said.
“Test me,” Mari begged. “Please. Let me prove it.”
Behind his full-faced helm, the male knight’s eyes flicked towards Nessa. Standing just behind Mari, out of her sight, Nessa gave him a firm nod of acknowledgement. As if to say, “proceed.”
His sword sang as it slid from the scabbard, the steel gleaming in the sunlight.
“Very well. Show me your form.”
Mari drew her batons. A snort of derision echoed from under his helm.
“A knight doesn’t go to battle with sticks.” He nodded at his companion. “Lend her your blade.”
“I…I don’t use swords,” Mari said, hesitant as the other knight unsheathed her weapon and held it out to her.
“You said you knew how to fight. The sword is a knightly weapon. Stop wasting my time.”
Mari took the blade. She frowned as it wavered in her hand, and she turned her wrist curiously from side to side.
“The weight is wrong,” Mari said, “and the balance is off. Something’s wrong with this sword. It looks fine, but—”
“You’re insulting my family sword?” the second knight demanded, “My father’s sword?”
“And if you don’t regularly train with a blade,” the first knight said, “how could you possibly know the proper weight? Our weapons are made by the finest smith in all of Belle Terre.”
“Sorry,” Mari said quickly. “Sorry, no, I just…all right. I’ll show you.”
She dropped into a fighting stance, knees bent, limber and ready with the blade held firmly before her. Both knights let out a mocking chuckle.
What’s wrong with my stance? she thought. I’ve always done it this way. Why are they laughing at me—
The first knight stepped in with a slow, almost lazy swing of his blade. She parried the blow, nearly fumbling the unwieldy weapon. She staggered back as he tested her with another pair of strikes, faster now, from the left and then the right.
Can’t get a grip on this damn sword, she thought, barely fending him off. What am I doing wrong?
She darted in close, trying to get inside his reach. The second she did, she realized her mistake. The move, drilled into her by endless hours of practice with her fighting batons, was meant to give her an advantage with a pair of short weapons. With nearly four feet of steel in her shaky hand, it was useless.
Worse than useless. He saw her coming, turned his shoulder, and drove his fist into her stomach. As the air burst from her lungs, Mari staggered back. Then the flat of his blade smashed across the back of her skull.
The next thing she saw was the ground. Dazed, out of breath, her head and stomach on fire, she landed face-first in the mud at his feet.
“As I thought,” he said. “Worthless in every conceivable way. We’re done here.”
“No,” Mari wheezed. She pushed herself to her feet. She picked up the blade.
He came at her again, not holding back anymore, forcing her to fend off a torrent of blows. Steel clanged again and again, ringing out across the clearing, while she parried his attacks and searched for an opening. Then, as she drove off a low sweeping swing, the unbalanced sword slipped from her sweaty grip. Before she could recover, reaching for the fallen weapon, the flat of his blade lashed across her kidneys.
She fell to her hands and knees. He took a quick running step and drove his steel-plated boot into her gut with a vicious kick. She collapsed, groaning, curling into a ball and wrapping her arms around her stomach.
“Do you think I’m testing your spirit?” he demanded, circling her. “I’m not. I’m trying to teach you a valuable lesson. Stay down.”
Eyes blurry with tears, Mari forced herself to take a deep, shuddering breath and push through the pain.
She shoved herself to her feet. She picked up the blade.
“I don’t quit,” she rasped in a low, near-broken whisper, as much to herself as to him. “I don’t quit.”
He swung. A last-second feint that pulled her off-balance. Then he lunged in and threw a roundhouse punch, smashing his gauntlet into her face. Blood streamed from her nose, her already-blurry vision ghosting, and she slipped down to one knee. He darted around her. His boot slammed into her spine and sent her crashing back to the ground.
She couldn’t.
She would have gotten back up ten more times if she could have. A hundred more times. A million. Anything to prove herself. But as she bled there, head spinning and stomach lurching and her lungs choking, her back and her skull and her gut all screaming in pain, she just couldn’t. She pushed against the ground as hard as she could, but all of her strength was gone.
She heard the knight sheathe his sword. His companion picked the borrowed blade up from where it had fallen, wiping it down with a cloth.
He crouched beside her. He grabbed her hair in an iron grip and yanked her head up. Droplets of blood drizzled down Mari’s puffy lip and spattered the black loam.
“Get this through your head,” he growled. “We don’t want you. Nobody wants you, and nobody ever will.”
He shoved her face into the mud and walked away.
*     *     *
Mari sat, silent and still, at the edge of the riverbank.
She’d been sitting there for an hour. Cross-legged, holding her brooch in her lap. Running her fingers across the face of the moon.
Nessa approached from behind, twigs crackling under her feet. Mari didn’t turn around.
“I’m sorry,” Nessa said.
Mari didn’t answer. She rocked a little, from side to side, like a reed in the breeze.
“They were wrong,” Nessa said. “And I was wrong for thinking as highly of them as I did.”
“They were knights,” Mari whispered, her voice hollow. Shattered. “Real knights.”
“They were fools.” Nessa put her hands on her hips. “Do I have to be angry for you, Mari?”
“They were crusaders. Servants of the Lady of Five Hundred Names.”
“Oh, and did the goddess do anything worth a damn back there? Did she lift one tiny divine finger to help her faithful daughter?”
Nessa leaned in and yanked the brooch out of Mari’s hands. Startled Mari turned to face her.
“How much time?” Nessa demanded, waving the brooch in Mari’s face. “How much time did you spend praying over this, hoping over it, dreaming over it? How much of your life have you devoted to this moment? To this moment?”
Mari let out a humorless little chuckle.
“I guess…too much,” she said, “since I never had a chance.”
Nessa tossed the brooch back into her lap. “And if the goddess cared for you as you care for her, if she was worth any of your devotion, would this have just happened?”
“I thought,” Mari said, confused, “I thought you believed—”
“The goddess abandoned you. The Autumn Lance rejected you. Are you going to take that from them? From anybody?”
Mari tightened her hand around the brooch.
“You’re better than that,” Nessa hissed. “They reject you? Then reject them. You are good enough to be a real knight! Show them your strength!”
Anger welled up in Mari’s chest, pushing out the grief, the pain. A surge of fury that pulled her arm back, gripping the brooch hard enough to whiten her skin. With a frustrated cry, she hurled it away.
The brooch landed in the river. It bobbed for a moment, then sank, slipping under the icy black waters.
Mari froze, realizing what she’d done. Her arm stretched out, fingers trembling as they grasped empty air. From behind her, Nessa’s hands closed over her shoulders. They squeezed gently.
“Come along,” Nessa whispered in her ear. “We have one more stop to make.”



CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN
The conclave of the Itrescan Church was an orchestrated pantomime. Behind closed doors, Yates and Rhys met with the clergymen they’d handpicked for the job—ones who had the perfect balance of political savvy and greed—and made the plan clear. Those who supported Livia were guaranteed a cardinalhood. Those who vocally opposed her, instead of politely stepping out of the way, could expect a very unpleasant future.
It didn’t take long to bring everybody into line.
Down in the king’s strategy room, Rhys and Livia looked over a sprawling map of Itresca.
“And here,” Rhys said, sliding a marble weight in the shape of an obelisk across the parchment, “is where we’ll eventually construct your cathedral. Once the Empire starts coughing up their generous tribute, of course.”
“You’ve done so much for me,” Livia said. “I am truly grateful.”
“Yes, well.” He gave her a sidelong glance. “There is one thing.”
She turned to face him. “One thing?”
“What’s your stance on…inquisitions?”
Livia gaped at him. “Shameful and unnecessary, as my father always taught. Our purpose is to bring people to the faith by logical argument and compassionate action. An inquisition betrays the dire lack of both.”
Rhys sighed. He rapped his knuckles on the map, drawing her gaze to the northeastern highlands.
“House Argall, my wife’s family, holds these lands. Wasn’t always so. Used to be Jernigan land. We had a bit of a brushfire war about two hundred years ago, and they stole it out from under us.”
“I don’t see what that has to do with anything,” Livia said.
“Are you familiar with the Tertulliates?”
She thought for a moment, rubbing her chin, and nodded.
“Church doctrine holds that the saints pray to the Gardener on our behalf, and he answers those prayers. The Tertulliates argue that saints are empowered to answer prayers themselves, but can only do so in accordance with the Gardener’s will. When you get into the texts…it’s a heresy by definition, any deviation from doctrine is, but it’s like arguing the proper way to tie your bootlaces. Nothing that would put someone’s soul in jeopardy.”
“The Argall clan,” Rhys said, “they’re Tertulliates.”
Livia’s eyes widened.
“You want me to declare an Order of Inquisition,” she said. “A heretic’s land and property, under law, belong to the Church.”
“And you’ll sell it back to me for a song.” He gave her an easy smile. “Look, all they have to do is recant their sins and they go free, right? Nobody’s going to get hurt. Nobody has to die. It’s simple. It’s clean.”
“You can’t know that. What if they’d rather be put to the question? What if they’d rather die before giving up their principles?”
Rhys snorted. He glanced down at the map. “Then they’re imbeciles. Come near my balls with a hot poker, I’ll tell you anything you want to hear. If they don’t have the sense of self-preservation to do the same, I can’t muster too much pity.”
“What about the queen?”
He looked at her, perplexed. “What about her?”
“There are no exemptions. If she holds to her family’s beliefs, she’ll be arrested as well.”
“Hmm,” he said. “I suppose she will.”
Livia stepped away from him, circling the table. She shuddered with revulsion.
“This is monstrous. No. I won’t do it.”
“That’s a shame,” Rhys said. “You would have made a good pope.”
She blinked. “Would have?”
“The power and influence Yates and I built for you? We can yank it all away.” He snapped his fingers. “Like that. As for you, well…accidents do happen. Understand this, Livia. You can save my people’s souls and flood the world with the Gardener’s love and all that rubbish, but at the end of the day? You work for me. The Itrescan Church is nothing but an instrument of my kingdom’s policies. You will do as I ask.”
“I…” She cast her gaze to the floor. “…I need to think about it.”
“Don’t take too long,” Rhys told her. “And come back with the answer I want to hear.”
*     *     *
“No,” Amadeo said. He paced the refugee camp’s supply tent, shaking his head furiously. “Livia, why would you even ask my counsel? You know the answer. What he wants is wrong. Abusing the power of the Church to steal a family’s lands? More than wrong, it’s…evil.”
Livia winced, rubbing her temples. Her headache had ebbed back at full force after her meeting with the king.
“And what’s the alternative?”
“He could be bluffing,” Amadeo offered.
“He’s not. Trust me.”
“We should leave,” Amadeo said. “You and I. Just hire a ship and leave. We can stay ahead of Carlo. Just…disappear. Change our names, take up jobs in some sleepy village. He’ll never—”
“And be nothing?” Livia’s voice was sharp as she threw up her hands, leaning toward him. “I stand to become pope, Amadeo. I should throw that away? Become a washerwoman or a shepherd in some village? Die anonymous and forgotten? And I should be happy with that? Would you be?”
“I would be happy,” he said slowly, his words calculated, “with not dragging the Church into further corruption.”
“Carlo did that. And he won’t be stopped unless we stop him. To do that, I have to take the throne. To do that, I have to give Rhys what he wants.”
“So,” he said, “the end justifies the means, is that it?”
Livia folded her arms, staring him down.
“Sometimes,” she replied, “maybe it does. When the stakes are this high. When the cost is that small.”
“Is it? Livia, have you spoken with the queen at all?”
She shrugged. “Barely. Why?”
“I had a lovely chat with her the other day, and I think you would benefit from doing the same. Go to her. Ask how she feels about her family’s ‘heresy.’”
*     *     *
Livia stood beside Queen Eirwen’s throne. Rhys’s great chair sat vacant, the king off meeting with his advisors, and the usual gaggle of courtiers had retreated to a reasonable distance.
“I had a feeling we’d be having this talk eventually,” the apple-cheeked woman said, smiling indulgently at Livia. “Yes, it’s true. My family does adhere to that tradition, as do I. You know, your father never had a cross word to say about us, at least not that I heard.”
“No,” Livia said, “that’s right. I only ask because, well, I’m concerned.”
“Concerned?”
Livia wrung her hands, fumbling for an excuse.
“It is a minor heresy, but a heresy still. I’d be remiss if I didn’t talk to you to find out firsthand how devoted your family is to the Tertulliatic creed.”
“Most of them?” Eirwen chuckled. “In name only. I doubt they could even tell you what it means. For that matter, I doubt they could tell you the last time they’d been to mass. It’s a family tradition, nothing more, held for so long they’ve forgotten why.”
“So,” Livia said, thinking it out, “if they were offered some small…incentive to renounce their belief and come back into alignment with the Church—”
Eirwen glanced to both sides, leaning on the arm of her throne with a conspiratorial smile. “I don’t want to speak ill of my cousins, but you could hand most of them a couple of coins and a fresh-plucked chicken and they’d profess any creed you ask.”
Livia let out a sigh of relief. It didn’t make Rhys’s proposal any less immoral, but if she agreed to his demand—if she did—at least none of the Argalls would be physically hurt.
“That’s them,” Eirwen added nonchalantly. “As for me, it’s a matter of family honor.”
“Family honor?”
Eirwen leaned back in her throne. “My father, rest his soul, was landed gentry, but what he wanted, more than anything, was to leave that all behind and take up the greens. He was passionate about the Church, about its history and doctrines. Spent years devouring every text he could get his hands on and translating old scripture.”
“But he was a Tertulliate.”
“And the family creed troubled him,” Eirwen explained. “He delved into our history, looking for a way to reconcile our traditions with the Church. And you know what he found?”
“What’s that?”
“An obscure bit of history. Evidence—circumstantial, shallow, but provoking nonetheless—to suggest that the Church originally agreed with us. The current stance on the roles of the saints was a later rewrite. In other words, Livia, you’re the heretic.” She winked. “But don’t worry, my dear, it’s only a minor heresy.”
“Then why does the Church doctrine say—”
“That was his question. My father did everything he could to spread his research, but it fell on deaf ears. He died in a state of heresy, though he knew in his heart he was truer to the Gardener’s creed than those who judged him. So you see, Livia, that’s why I’m a Tertulliate. Because my father was right. To renounce that would betray his memory, his work, and everything he stood for.”
Livia bit her bottom lip. She dreaded the answer to her next question, but she had to ask it.
“So there’s nothing that would convince you to recant? Nothing at all?”
Eirwen shook her head, still smiling.
“In honesty, my dear, I would die first.”
*     *     *
“So that’s the situation,” Livia said. She sat at a small, round table beside the window in Dante’s private chambers. The slit in the stone looked down over green, rolling fields outside Lychwold, a gentle incline leading down to dark and misty waters.
Dante paced the room, hands clasped behind his back, deep in thought.
“You’re sure she’s serious?” he asked. “Most people who say they’d die for their convictions swiftly change their tune when the knives come out. Words are cheap.”
“I looked in her eyes, Dante. I believe her. That’s the long and the short of it. If I give Rhys what he wants, Eirwen will be arrested by the Inquisition. She will be tortured until she recants, and she will die.”
“And if you don’t do as he asks, well.” He waved a hand in the air. “All of this goes away. We lose everything.”
“How can he do this? How can Rhys be so callous?”
“He’s a good king,” Dante said.
Livia reached for a decanter on the table, pouring a splash of berry-red wine into a pewter goblet. She didn’t drink often, but she needed something for the pounding in her skull. It felt like a dagger jabbing just under her left eyelid.
“A good king,” she echoed flatly.
Dante walked over and pulled out the other chair, sitting across from her.
“Livia, are you familiar with the histories of ancient Khem? In Peroditus’s Chronicle of Sand, he refers to their rulers as ‘the honest kings.’ Do you know why?”
She shook her head and swallowed down some wine.
“They were always depicted holding a shepherd’s crook and a coiled whip.” He crossed his arms over his chest, curling his hands. “Like this. Can you guess why?”
Livia furrowed her brow.
“Well,” she said, “a good king is the protector of his people. A guide and a leader. The crook is symbolic of steering them in the right direction, like a shepherd with his flock. And the whip, that’s to drive off their enemies and keep them safe.”
Dante laughed. He poured himself a goblet of wine.
“You’re delightful, you know that?”
“Are you mocking me?” Livia asked.
“Just enthralled by your naiveté. Livia, the purpose of any successful ruler is clear and singular: to perpetuate their rule. Once you hold the reins of power, it’s upon you to keep hold of them by any means necessary. The crook isn’t to guide your people; it’s to control them by means of force. Military force, economic force, and so on. The whip, in the other hand, represents the punishments that can be brought to bear upon dissenters. Imprisonment, torture, pain, and death. Or just the threat of it. Fear, in and of itself, is a powerful weapon. And that is why Peroditus called them the ‘honest kings’: because they told their subjects, in every piece of art, exactly who they were.”
“Weapons,” Livia said, “should be used against the enemies of your people, not your people themselves.”
“When you wear a crown, all men are your enemies. And you must endeavor to keep your subjects from ever discovering the great and terrible truth that hides in the heart of every ruler, every king, and every pope.”
Livia frowned. “What’s that?”
Dante reached out, lightly clinking his goblet against hers.
“That the people don’t need them.”
“A ruler should care about more than clinging to a throne,” Livia fumed. “Government should help people. It should make the people’s lives better, not worse.”
“And if you have time for such high-minded ideals at the end of the day, after fighting off an army of rivals who have no such altruistic intent, more power to you. But Livia, understand this: unless you want to be the shortest-lived pope in all of history, you must learn how this game is played. And quickly. Time is not on your side.”
“I’m not here to play games,” she said. “I’m here to serve my Church and my people.”
Dante crossed his arms and curled his hands, taking up the pantomime once more.
“The crook and the whip. These are the instruments of control, Livia, and there has never been a successful ruler who didn’t make ample use of both. Learn to do the same, before they’re used against you.”



CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT
The crusade moved, but slowly.
Cosimo Segreti called himself the son of a duke, though his family’s “duchy” was nothing but a backwater village in the belly of Verinia, too far from Imperial roads to draw tax collectors or the notice of anyone important. When the call to crusade rang out, he was one of the first to sew the silhouette of the iron tree onto the chest of his tunic and take up arms for the cause. It was the right, devout, and faithful thing to do.
Besides, he was bored. He’d grown up hearing stories of the plunder from the last war with the Caliphate, of young men returning home draped with jewels and pearls looted from the desert. Now was his chance for adventure and glory, maybe the only chance he’d ever get.
So he took his brother’s horse and his father’s lance and led a ragtag column of men toward the borderlands. They were peasants, farmers mostly, who had thrown everything they owned into sacks and taken up the tree. Some did it for the faith; some did it for the chance at improving their lot with a fistful of Caliphate gold. Cosimo didn’t care about their motives, so long as they fought bravely when the time came, while he commanded from the rear.
Mercy, but they’re slow, he thought.
They could only move as fast as their slowest man, and with the exception of Cosimo, every crusader was on foot and carrying his life on his back. Fifteen miles of progress was a good day. Eight was more typical. And as they passed through each new village, picking up more followers and adventure-seekers to grow their ranks, the pace only became more sluggish.
As they reached the Carcannan border, one more land to cross before the desert, Cosimo’s sense of tedium turned to slowly growing worry.
They’d been promised supply caravans. Food and weapons for the peasant levy. As he met up with other columns and joined forces on the road, their wedge of the crusade growing by the day, none of the promised support had appeared.
Are we in the wrong place? he wondered, cupping his hand over his brow to scan the horizon as his horse clopped along. Are they behind us? Ahead of us?
Most of his men had nothing to face off against the heathens with, nothing but bare fists and harsh language. Scattered fights over the rapidly dwindling rations had already started to break out around the nightly cook fires. No casualties yet, but it was only a matter of time before the hungriest crusaders grew desperate.
Cosimo knew he’d have to figure out a solution, and soon. He hated the idea of looting a farm or two for a little extra food—Carcanna was an Imperial client-state and an ally—but it was starting to look like the only option.
Though in our sad condition, he thought bitterly, we could be driven off by farmers with pitchforks.

They promised us a weapons caravan. Said it was all being handled, not to worry. Damn it all, where are our spears?

*     *     *
Ophelie Leclerc crouched in a muddy thicket before a tray of varnished wood. Small bones nestled in her pale, cupped hands, fresh ivory streaked with stains the color of strawberries. Off to her left, in the clearing proper, the glow of the bonfire and the triumphant howls of drunken dancers were a distant distraction.
She rattled the bones and tossed them onto the tray. They rolled and scattered, like a constellation of stars. Stars made of human finger joints. She studied the pattern, holding her hand over the tray and tracing lines only she could see.
Turning tide, she thought, momentum.
Branches snapped at her back. Judicael bent down and embraced her from behind, his slender arms wrapping around the sleeves of her wolfskin robe.
“And what do the bones say, my love?” he asked, leaning his chin on her shoulder.
She turned her head, baring her teeth and growling at him. He laughed. She jerked her neck and bit at his cheek, hard enough to leave a ruby welt.
“They say that when the moonseer goes into the wood for contemplation, you don’t interrupt her.”
He growled back, playful, and bit her neck. She groaned and shut her eyes.
“There are other things we could do in the woods,” he murmured.
“Mm. You’ve got your blood up. I think we can do something about—”
One of the rebels, a disheveled youth barely out of his teens, crashed through the underbrush.
“Sir! M’lady!”
Judicael rolled his eyes, patting his wife’s shoulder as he rose.
“Timing isn’t your forte, is it, son? C’mon, out with it.”
Panting, he pointed behind him. “Up the road, about a mile out. Caught ourselves a wagon train. Imperials.”
“Excellent! Bring it in. Prisoners, too? Always good for morale.”
“That’s the thing, sir.” The rebel shook his head. “The master of the caravan? He wants us to bring them in. He says he’s looking to meet you.”
Judicael looked at Ophelie. Ophelie looked down at the bones.
“Do it,” she said.
Wagon after loaded wagon curled around the edge of the campsite, the longest merchant caravan Judicael had seen in years. Wealth like that didn’t come to Belle Terre, not anymore. He turned his attention to their visitor, a blond Murgardt in huntsman’s leathers. Like the rest of his team arrayed at his back, he looked far too confident for his own good.
“You wanted to meet me, hmm?” Judicael asked him. “That’s not something I hear often, not from your countrymen.”
The visitor inclined his head. Just an inch.
“We’re the Dustmen,” he said. “We have no country. My name is Kappel, but you can call me what you please.”
“I’ll call you a dead man if I don’t hear an explanation in short order. You should know that coming here is suicide, but you don’t look suicidal to me. So what’s this about?”
“You have a friend in Mirenze,” Kappel said. “A supporter of your cause. A strong believer in the rights of sovereign nations, and an enemy of Imperial aggression.”
He led Judicael to the closest wagon and hauled down the tarpaulin. Judicael’s eyes widened.
Spears. Flawless steel heads, lethally sharp, on sanded and perfectly balanced shafts. Better weapons than his rebels could steal or scrounge in a year.
Hundreds of them.
“A gift,” Kappel said, gesturing to the wagons. “To show his affection and support.”
Judicael reached in and pulled out one of the spears. He turned it in his hand, tested the tip of his finger on the head—inhaling between his teeth as it drew a droplet of blood—and grinned.
“And what does our ‘friend’ suggest we do with this unexpected gift, I wonder?”
“I imagine a charismatic man like yourself could raise a good-sized levy from the nearby towns,” Kappel pretended to speculate. “Arm them, train them up quickly—spears are good weapons for that. Then there’s Fort Blackwood, not too far to the east. I hear, thanks to the troop recall, they’re down to quarter strength.”
Judicael studied the spear. “I’ve heard that too.”
“Well…” Kappel shrugged. “I can’t speak for your friend in Mirenze, but if it was me? I’d go slaughter them all.”
“You and your friends here,” Judicael said, gesturing to the crew, “are about to make history.”
“Really? How’s that?”
Judicael put back the spear and clasped Kappel’s shoulders.
“You’ll be the first foreigners to ever find this camp and walk away with your lives and your skins intact. Please, go tell my ‘friend’ how grateful we all are for his gift. And should he need anything—”
“We’ll be in touch,” Kappel told him.



CHAPTER FORTY-NINE
“Is it true?” Zoe asked. In the alley behind the Hen and Caber, under the light of the moon, the pox scars on the barmaid’s heavily rouged cheeks were almost invisible.
“Come on,” Felix told her. “You know me better than that.”
“The things they’re saying about you.” She grabbed his hand. Squeezed. “You have to get out of Mirenze.”
“I know. Renata’s going to meet me in Kettle Sands. I told her—”
He paused. I told her to meet me there once she heard Basilio was dead. Not exactly a testament to my innocence.
“—to meet me there,” he finished. “But there are guards at every gate, and I don’t have enough coin to hire passage on a ship.”
Zoe rubbed her chin, appraising him. “Can’t help with the coin, but you’re just about my brother’s size. I can get you some workman’s clothes and a hooded cloak. We’ve got an ale shipment coming in first thing in the morning, and the merchant owes me a favor or three. You can pose as a day hand and slip out on his cart.”
“I can’t thank you enough.”
She waved a hand at him. “Please. Renata’s practically my sister. I’m not letting her man hang for murder while she’s mooning for you in Kettle Sands. Just promise you’ll send word once you’re both safe and away, so I can read the happy ending.”
She hustled him through the smoky, crowded tavern and up the back stairs to her tiny room on the second floor. It wasn’t much to speak of, just a bare straw-stuffed mattress and a knife-scarred table by a window overlooking the alley.
Zoe came back up a few minutes later with a charred cut of meat on a small tin plate. “Here,” she said, “I imagine you haven’t eaten. Just sit quiet up here and wait. We’ll sort this all out come sunrise.”
His stomach growling, Felix sat alone in her room and sawed at the meat with a nearly blunt knife. He had time to think. Time to catch his breath.
It was all right.
Renata would get the news of Basilio’s death eventually and make her way to their new home. He’d meet her there, once he slipped out of Mirenze. Who’d go that far to track them down? They’d change their names, make up a new past, and blend in. A new life. A clean break.
He’d lost the family business. So what? He’d only cared for his family’s sake, and they were gone now. True, he didn’t have the coin to buy that tavern in Kettle Sands, but if Felix had one talent, it was making money. He’d figure something out. Take whatever work he could at first, just to put a roof over their heads, and sort things out from there.
“A fresh start,” he said to the empty room. He liked the sound of that.
He bit a chunk of meat from the tip of his knife, burnt gristle crunching between his teeth. It tasted like ashes, but his stomach was too empty to argue as he swallowed it down.
The door squeaked as it swung open. Felix glanced up, expecting Zoe.
A tall Oerran man shut the door behind him.
Felix set the knife down on the table.
“You’re the servant at Basilio’s estate,” Felix said. “The one who let me inside and pointed the way to his corpse.”
The man touched his curled fist to his chest in salute. “They call me Hassan the Barber, and I am no man’s servant. Pleasure to meet you, Felix.”
“Let me guess. You’re with Aita. You killed him and set me up. That was her plan all along, wasn’t it? To use me, then throw me to the wolves?”
Hassan shrugged. “Aita is the wolf. And I couldn’t say it was always the plan. She’s a very…tactical woman. An opportunist. She changes her approach from moment to moment to make the most of her resources. And I’m sorry to say she found a much more useful ally to throw in with.”
Felix shut his eyes for a moment.
“Lodovico Marchetti.”
“Afraid so,” Hassan said, strolling toward him. “Removing you was a precondition of their new partnership.”
“Why? What the hell did I ever do to him? Why does he keep trying to kill me?”
“As far as I understand, it was simply business at first. Then he was afraid you’d come after him seeking revenge. It’s not personal, Felix. You’re just…in the way.”
“Well, take a message to Aita for me. Tell her I’m leaving Mirenze for good. She wins. Congratulations. Just…ask her to take care of my family’s staff. I don’t care about the house, but I promised I’d keep them employed. She’s got to be able to find jobs for them somewhere.”
Hassan shook his head. He pulled out the chair across from Felix, wood squealing on wood, and sat down.
“I’m afraid that’s not possible. They’re all dead.”
Felix froze. Hassan smiled at him, almost gleeful, an unspoken dare in his eyes.
“Dead,” Felix whispered.
“Massacred. Then someone burned your family estate to the ground. I understand they’re still counting the bodies. Happened just a few hours ago.”
“Why? Those people—they were innocent! They had nothing to do with this! Why would you hurt them?”
Hassan touched his fingers to his chest. “Me? Oh, no, you misunderstand. It wasn’t me, and I have no idea who did it. Could have been any number of people, which is the point you seem to be missing.”
“Enlighten me,” Felix said through gritted teeth.
“As far as the world knows, you murdered Basilio Grimaldi, the Puppet Master of Mirenze. A man with a thousand allies. A thousand people who owed him loyalty and respect. People who desperately want to earn Aita’s favor, now that she’s taken her father’s throne. And every one of those people knows your name. You think Aita and Lodovico are your enemies? Felix…you have a thousand enemies now. Your only safe haven is a cold and shallow grave.”
“Tell Aita,” Felix said slowly, his heart pounding against his ribs, “that I’m leaving. I don’t care about revenge. I don’t care about any of this. I’m leaving, and she’ll never hear from me again.”
“Come now,” Hassan said, almost fatherly as he rested his palms flat on the table. “You know that’s not good enough. As long as you live, there’s a chance—a slim thread of a chance, but still a chance—that you could prove your innocence. No loose ends.”
“So you’re here to kill me, is that it?”
Hassan shrugged. “You should thank me. Most of the men hunting you would make you suffer before you died, for days. Or weeks. Or months. Aita’s ordered me to make it quick. She doesn’t hate you. I think she was actually quite fond of you, as fond as she’s capable of being. She just needs you to die. So before we do this, would you like to pray? I can give you a minute or two. I’m not in a hurry.”
Felix let out a short, sputtering laugh, a sound on the edge of panic.
“You think I’m just going to let you kill me?”
“I think you’re too afraid to do anything else. I made my first kill when I was twelve years old, Felix. I’ve spent my entire life learning to study a man. To read his future in the droplets of sweat on his brow, the hitch in his breath. And do you know what I see in you?”
“Tell me.”
“Softness. Weakness. I don’t say that as an insult. You’re just…like most men, really. You’re smart. I’ll give you that. Clever and quick. But you don’t have a stomach for violence.”
“Do you know,” Felix asked him, “how I lost my ear?”
Hassan showed his teeth. “Of course. It was the first fight you’d ever been in, and you lost. Not exactly a convincing argument.”
“But I learned from it,” Felix said.
“Not enough. Violence isn’t something you learn, Felix; it’s something you are. When it comes down to that single, defining moment—kill or be killed—most men freeze. They freeze and they die. So yes. I’m here to kill you. And I will, because I’ve killed men exactly like you a hundred times before. That’s just how it is.”
“Maybe I’ll surprise you.”
“And how exactly,” Hassan said, his voice dripping with condescension, “would you do that?”
Felix swept up the knife and plunged it down through the back of Hassan’s right hand, impaling it through the table.
As Hassan let out a high-pitched shriek, Felix grabbed his plate and smashed it across Hassan’s face. Then he shot to his feet, seizing the edge of the table with both hands and flipping it over.
Hassan tumbled to the floor as the knife ripped free, leaving a jagged gushing wound in his hand. Felix turned, snatched up his chair, and swung it like a club. The chair cracked against Hassan’s skull, falling to pieces. Hassan roared, pain-maddened, and charged into Felix shoulder-first. He slammed him against the wall, both hands curled around the knife, trying to drive it into Felix’s stomach.
Felix caught his hands. Struggling against Hassan’s strength as the blade inched closer and closer to his belly, he curled his fingers and dug them into the knife wound. Small bones cracked and bloody skin peeled back as he gouged at the back of Hassan’s hand. The knife fell free, clattering to the floor, and both men dove for it.
Hassan was faster, but Felix threw an elbow, smashing his nose, buying him a second to fumble at the blood-slick handle. Then he thrust it up with both hands as hard as he could.
Hassan froze. Wide-eyed, he trembled. A trickle of blood ran from his gaping mouth.
The hilt of the knife jutted from his sternum.
Felix scrambled backward on his hands, pushing his back to the bed, staring at what he’d done. Hassan twitched once more, let out a faint gurgle, and died.
Felix didn’t know how he felt. Too many emotions hit him at once, a thunderstorm in his guts. Horror and shame and relief and elation all knotting together, and he leaned to one side and vomited, muscles cramping, until nothing was left but a faint trickle of bile. His chest kept convulsing, as if it could pump all the poison from his heart.
It wasn’t over. Aita wouldn’t let him go. Couldn’t, now. She would send more killers, and they’d hunt him—and Renata—to the ends of the world. Then there were all of Basilio’s old allies, the ones who stood to earn her favor if they delivered Felix’s head on a silver platter.
One man against an army of shadows.
Zoe stood in the doorway, mouth agape, a scream trapped in her throat.
“I’m sorry.” He groaned as he pushed himself to his feet, wobbling. “I have to go. It’s not safe here, and I can’t put you in danger.”
“But how will you get out of town?”
Felix looked at Hassan’s corpse and shook his head.
“I won’t. There’s work to be done. And I can’t leave Mirenze until it’s over.”
*     *     *
Aita strolled through the shadowed ballroom in her father’s estate—Mine, she thought with a faint sense of contentment—and cradled her violin. She played slow, lilting strains, still feeling twinges from the wound she’d suffered in the explosion at the Ducal Arch. Just a faint scar remained on her arm, but the doctors had warned it might pain her for a while.
That was all right. The music was worth it.
One of her servants stood in the ballroom doorway, a box in his hands. He cleared his throat. She lowered the violin’s bow and glanced his way.
“I’m sorry, Signora, but a package was just delivered for you.”
More sympathy gifts from well-wishers, she thought, already bored by the notion. “Very well, set it in my office.”
“It’s, er, not just for you.”
Aita frowned. She took the box—about a foot long on each side—and tucked her violin under one arm as she carried it down the hall.
“For Signora Aita Rossini,” the label read, “and for Signore Lodovico Marchetti.”
She set it down on her father’s old desk, kindled an oil lamp to see by, and tore open the lid. She stood there, silent and motionless. She stayed that way for a very long time.
Hassan’s severed head stared up at her. An iron nail impaled his forehead, fixing a tiny handwritten note just above his glassy, open eyes. It bore just two words.
“You’re next.”



CHAPTER FIFTY
There was nothing left inside Mari now.
Silent, empty, she sat in a chair in the dark and stared at the gray slats on the wall. She didn’t know how long she’d been there. She didn’t care. She didn’t know where she was. She didn’t care.
“Do you remember this house?” Nessa asked. Her voice drifted from the shadows, somewhere off to her side.
Mari didn’t answer.
“This is our last stop, Mari. The end of our journey.”
She still didn’t answer.
“It’s time you saw my real face,” the Owl told her and stepped out of the shadows.
She gazed at Mari though the eyes of her mask, her feathered cloak draping her shoulders and brushing the floorboards.
“Kettle Sands,” Mari whispered.
“Yes. She was my apprentice.”
“You’re here to kill me.” She nodded slightly, as if to herself. “You should have done it when I had something to live for. It would have hurt, then.”
“No.” Nessa reached up and took off her mask. Her voice was gentle. “You don’t understand. There was a time when I wanted revenge, yes, but…once I got to know you, and Werner, I knew that you were both innocent. Mari, all I wanted was to see your dream come true. And for you both to be happy. None of this was supposed to happen.”
“Doesn’t matter now.” Mari’s voice was faint. Broken.
“Mari…come to the bedroom? I’d like to read you a story.”
Mari rose, following her. Nessa gestured to the small, lumpy bed, and she sat on the edge as Nessa kindled a lamp. Nessa sat close at her side, holding a heavy book bound in black leather on her lap.
“My coven,” Nessa said as she opened the book, “is very old. And was, once upon a time, the greatest and most terrible in all the world. We’ve…lost sight of our goals, under the current leadership, but that’s a story for another night.”
She spread her arm, drawing her cloak out to cover Mari’s shoulders. She turned through faded parchment pages, fingers tracing lines of ornate calligraphy. A murky illustration depicted naked figures dancing around a roaring fire.
“We are the Pallid Masque. We do not fear the darkness, for we are the darkness. We do not fear the wilderness, for we are wild. Nature trusts us with her secrets. And we are free, for freedom is a witch’s highest calling.”
She turned the page. Her fingers slid over a drawing of a hand like hers, over another open book. And in that book, another hand, over another book. An infinite mirror in black ink.
“But free as we are, we have traditions. Oaths. A history to honor and learn by. Many don’t understand the importance of these things, and that is why we falter today. But I am a traditionalist at heart. The only way we’ll find Wisdom’s Grave is by keeping to Wisdom’s lessons.”
Mari leaned against her, enthralled by the book. Some strange, new life in her eyes.
“Wisdom’s Grave?”
Nessa smiled. “Another story for another night.”
She turned the page. A man in jet-black armor stood on a rocky precipice with a sword on his hip. Tall, rugged, and proud, he wore a cloak clasped with a brooch at his shoulder, the metal etched with a jagged sigil. Just behind him, a shadowy, cloaked woman looked on.
“In days gone by, we would choose champions. Warriors of courage, of wit and skill. They were our defenders, our razor-honed steel, sworn to protect us and uphold our creed.” She paused. “We called them coven-knights.”
Against her, Mari’s shoulder tensed. Her lips parted, but she didn’t speak.
“Your dream is dead, Mari. I’m so sorry. I can’t imagine how much you’ve suffered. But…if that fire is down to its dying embers, perhaps I can kindle a new one in its hearth.”
Nessa turned a bit, looking her in the eyes.
“Mari, would you like to come with me?” Nessa’s hand lightly rested on Mari’s knee.
Mari’s mouth opened wider, speechless. Her heart pounding.
“Would you like to become my knight?” Nessa asked.
Mari threw herself to the floor. She wrapped her arms around Nessa’s leg, squeezing tight as tears of joy welled up in her eyes.
“Please,” she gushed on a gust of held breath. “Yes. Yes. My life for you. My life for you.”
Nessa playfully tousled Mari’s ragged hair and leaned down to purr into her ear.
“Yes.”



CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE
Livia didn’t sleep the night before her coronation. She didn’t sleep much at all anymore.
Two hours before dawn, she summoned Kailani to her chambers and bade her to sit.
“You seem troubled,” Kailani said. “If you’re worried about another attack—”
“It’s not that,” Livia said, pacing. She put her curled hand to her mouth, biting her knuckles. “I have to ask you something. I have a difficult decision to make, and I need…I need you to do something for me.”
“Anything.”
“Don’t say that,” Livia told her. “Don’t say that until you know what I want. Kailani, what I’m about to ask, you may find it…immoral.”
Kailani shook her head. “That’s impossible.”
“Oh, believe me, it’s very possible. You don’t know what kind of—”
“No.” Kailani cut her off. “It’s something you need done. You were sent by the Gardener, to be his hands. Therefore, whatever it is, by definition it cannot be immoral. It is moral because you command it.”
Livia froze mid-stride.
“No,” she breathed. “Oh, no, Kailani, don’t ever think that. I’m not…I’m not perfect. I’m just a person, like anyone else—”
“Livia.”
Kailani stood. She approached her slowly, the scars on her cheek twisting as her face tensed.
“My husband and my son, they died in the Alms District. You understand this, yes? I watched—I watched those men, Carlo’s men, cut my son down. They laughed when they did it. It was…play for them. Sport.”
“And I am so sorry—”
“I don’t want your apologies,” Kailani snapped, her voice tight. “I want you to understand. You are the incarnation of Saint Elise, here to lead us out of bondage. Here to set the world right.”
She moved closer, almost toe-to-toe, staring fervently into Livia’s eyes.
“Because if you aren’t, my family died for nothing.”
Livia took hold of Kailani’s shoulders.
“All right,” Livia said. “Listen carefully.”
*     *     *
The Lychwold Cathedral stood at the peak of a mighty hill, a fortress of white limestone built to catch the sunlight like a hot diamond. It glowed orange in the first rays of dawn, doors open to greet the day, but Livia wasn’t there.
She stood on the street a quarter mile away, dressed only in a plain white cotton shift, her bare feet painfully cold on the dew-damp cobblestones. Prepared to begin the rite of ascension, just as her father had done decades before her.
Citizens lined the street, leaning out of every window and alley, the entire city holding its breath. A light flashed from the distant cathedral window, a mirror tilted to catch the sun. Time to begin.
Livia walked up the silent street, shivering in the cold breeze, clutching a burlap sack in one hand and a tin watering can in the other. Every fifteen feet or so, a pot or a bucket filled with rich black loam marked her path. At each one she knelt, planted a seed from her sack, and patted it down, watering the dirt before moving on. Seed after seed, step after step, sowing new life in her wake.
At the cathedral doors, two attendants in white converged on her. One took the sack and watering can. The other, as she held her arms out to her sides, draped her in velvet robes the color of a primeval forest.
A priest’s greens.
She stepped into slippers dyed black as the soil and bowed her head as a deep green stola trimmed with golden thread slipped over her shoulders. Then the belt, cinched tight at her waist.
No pews in the vaulted cathedral. Standing room only. She stepped inside, chin held high, her expression grave as hundreds of eyes turned her way.
Her new College of Cardinals filled a quarter of the room, all preened and groomed and eager. Then there were the delegations from every corner of Itresca: city burgomasters in shimmering brocade, mercantile guildmasters with fat velvet sacks on their hips, the old hill families. House Reese, House Pugh, and House Argall in brown and red tartan. Argall’s lord, surrounded by his sons and two wives, wore a circlet of silver wire that matched his flowing hair. He cast a dour look up at the altar, where Rhys stood with his queen at his side.
Around the room, guardsmen stood watch. They’d traded their green and black livery for white, the black silhouette of the iron tree emblazoned on their chests.
Behind Livia, the cathedral doors swung shut.
Livia approached the altar. From one side, Dante and Amadeo looked on, the men sharing an uneasy peace. Then came Yates, bearing a porcelain decanter and a washbasin. He gestured her toward a chair beside the altar, a simple chair of smooth, sanded beech.
She sat, and Yates washed her hands, gently, bathing them in ice-cold water that splashed into the open basin. Then he knelt before her, removed her slippers, and washed her feet in silence. An attendant dried her feet with an ivory towel as he stepped back. He returned with the papal miter, a half-conical cap of green and gold.
“I greet you,” Yates whispered as he placed the miter upon her head, “Pope Livia Serafini.”
She rose from the chair, holding up her right hand to the assembly.
“I commissioned no ring of gold,” she announced, “to adorn this hand. No seal of office. My ring exists already. It exists in the outlaw ‘holy city’ of Lerautia, resting upon my half-brother’s traitorous finger.”
A murmur rippled through the crowd. She waited for it to subside.
“Let my bare hand be a symbol of the work yet to be done, and the promise I make to you all. For this Church will only be reunited, this schism healed, when I have reclaimed my father’s ring. In the Gardener’s name, it shall be done.”
“Let it be known,” Rhys’s voice boomed out, “that I, King Rhys Jernigan, son of Bedwyr, grandson of Iorwerth, ruler of Itresca, do bow my head in submission before our Holy Church and her high pontiff. I hereby recognize the authority of Pope Livia, our Holy Mother—as do we all.”
“As do we all,” echoed voices from every corner of the room, a soft and rasping chorus.
Rhys leaned close to Livia, nodding toward the altar.
“Nicely done,” he whispered. “Now…if you’d like to hang on to that fancy hat, time for your part of the bargain.”
A quill, an inkpot, and a slip of parchment waited between two white, burning candles. She only needed to read the first line to know what it was.

“Let this writ certify, by her hand, that Pope Livia Serafini hereby decrees an order of Holy Inquisition…”

She picked up the quill. Stroked the feather smooth with her other hand. She glanced to her side. Amadeo couldn’t—or wouldn’t—meet her gaze. He was pointedly looking at Queen Eirwen. Her victim-to-be.
Livia hesitated for a moment longer. Feeling like time had stopped, just for her. Wishing it could stop forever.
Then she dipped the quill and signed her name.
Rhys gestured to the guardsmen by the door. Eight of them waded through the crowd with rehearsed coordination, laying hands on the Argalls as the assembly erupted in shock. One of the Argall sons, a boy of maybe fifteen, drew a knife from his boot and lunged at a guardsman dragging his mother away. He speared the bigger man’s shoulder through his leathers and pulled back the blade for a second strike.
Two more guardsmen drew their swords, steel ringing across the cathedral hall, and cut him down where he stood. His body, twice impaled, collapsed to the floor, and a pool of blood spread across the white marble. His mother shrieked, reaching for him, yanked back by a pair of guards as a sword pommel racked across the back of her husband’s head and dropped him like a stone.
“What’s happening?” Eirwen wailed, echoing the panicked crowd. “Rhys, what are they doing?”
Two more guardsmen came for her, seizing her arms, hauling her toward a back passageway. She screamed her husband’s name, but Rhys didn’t look at her.
“Just tell them whatever they want to hear,” he muttered, eyes dead ahead. “You’ll be fine.”
Livia stared at the murdered boy on the cathedral floor. Her face a mask of ice.
*     *     *
Two guardsmen half walked, half dragged Eirwen down the back corridor, their bootsteps ringing off the stone. Another two followed in their wake. The only light came from torches guttering on the walls, washing the ancient rock in sickly yellow.
“Take your hands off me,” Eirwen cried, struggling. “I’m your queen!”
“We have our orders,” one told her.
She prayed silently, fighting back her panic. As they crossed a pair of alcoves covered by moldering tapestries, her answer arrived.
The guardsmen barely had a heartbeat to react as the tapestries whipped aside and Livia’s Browncloaks fell upon them. They’d stolen their weapons from the kitchens of Rhys’s keep. Chopping knives. Meat cleavers. Butcher’s tools for a butcher’s work. A guardsman’s scream cut short as a cleaver split his throat. Another collapsed under the weight of two Browncloaks, their knives rising and thrusting into his chest again and again, painting the walls in spurts of scarlet.
Kailani yanked back her hood and grabbed Eirwen’s hand.
“It is our lady’s will,” she told the queen, “that you live. Come! We have a boat waiting.”
They took her and ran, leaving the four dead guards in their wake.
*     *     *
As Rhys tried to calm the crowd, arms raised and his voice booming over the growing, confused din, Dante sauntered up to stand behind Livia’s left shoulder.
“Well done, Your Holiness,” he murmured into her ear. “I know you worry for the queen, but she was a necessary sacrifice. I think you’re starting to learn how this game is played.”
They’d dragged off the Argall boy’s corpse, but the blood remained. It filled her vision, a smear of glistening red on white. Livia stood untouched by the chaos, untouched by Dante’s words, untouched by it all. Her path decided.
“Perhaps I am,” Livia replied. “Perhaps I am.”



Afterword
Well, here we are. Halfway to the end of our journey. I can’t tell you where we’ll end up, but while the road may be hard, at least the company’s good.
Special thanks to my awesome team, without whom my stories would be greatly lessened: Kira Rubenthaler on editing, James T. Egan on cover design, and Maggie Faid on PR. And thank you for reading!
Want to get the advance scoop on new books and projects? Head over to http://www.craigschaeferbooks.com/mailing-list/ and hop onto my mailing list. Once-a-month newsletters, zero spam. Want to reach out? You can find me on Facebook at http://www.facebook.com/CraigSchaeferBooks, on Twitter as @craig_schaefer, or just drop me an email at craig@craigschaeferbooks.com. I always love hearing from my readers.
Oh, and if you enjoyed the book (and I certainly hope you did!) and you have a spare minute, could you please leave a quick review wherever you bought it? Reviews are a huge help for spreading word of mouth. And thanks again for reading; I’ll always do my best to make it worth your while.
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