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CHAPTER ONE
The night before landfall, Amadeo Lagorio dreamed of dying.
At first, it was like any of a hundred other dreams of the Alms District, reliving his memory of that terrible night. The fires, the screams, smoke billowing into the starry night sky. The feral howls and laughter of the Dustmen as the mercenaries slaughtered their way from house to house. The old priest glanced down, watching a trickle of hot blood wind its way between cobblestones to pool at his slippered feet.
Then he looked up and saw the axman. A killer with a hyena’s leering grin, hefting a gore-streaked blade.
Firelight glinted off the ax’s steel as it swung, cleaving Amadeo’s robes, slicing into his chest. He felt skin tear, ribs shatter, but there was no pain. Only a spreading icy chill as he fell. He landed on his back, staring up at the smoke and the moon. Winter in his veins.
An angel crouched over him. Her skin glowed like a burning diamond, her eyes downcast as her snow-white hair rippled in the wind. She put a hand on his chest, pressing her palm to his wound.
“Don’t save me,” he whispered.
A crystal tear dripped from the angel’s eye. It struck the cobblestones and shattered like glass. Amadeo took her wrist.
“Don’t save me.”
Sudden darkness. Amadeo woke in his cabin under a sweat-drenched blanket, timbers groaning in the shadows as the galleon rocked on a restless sea. No wound, no ax, no angel. Only the cold was real, carried on the salty tang of a night breeze.
He didn’t pray about his dream. He knew it wouldn’t lead to clarity. For whatever reason, the Gardener had seen fit to grant him these riddles and visions—they never came with an explanation. It was up to him to make use of what he’d been shown—or not—as best he could.
I should take it as a compliment, he thought wryly as he sat up and mopped his forehead with a corner of the blanket, that my Creator thinks so highly of my intellectual faculties. He tugged a cassock over his head and draped a wool cloak across his shoulders, opening the creaky cabin door and making his way up to the deck.
The Sabre sliced across the waves like a fine-bladed knife, manned through the night by a skeleton crew of Itrescan sailors in the tartans of their homeland. A dozen different patterns and colors paying tribute to their clans and united as one under the griffin flag that crackled from the mast. To port and starboard, Amadeo saw the Spear and the Rhiannon’s Kiss keeping pace.
Farther up-deck, a small circle of sailors crouched in a pale puddle of lantern light, rolling knucklebones and slapping tarnished coins on the sanded planks. Amadeo wasn’t surprised to see Dante Uccello with them, stroking his thin goatee and grinning as the dice tumbled. Dante scooped a few coins into his hand, looked up, and gave him a wave.
“Father! Come to test your luck?”
Amadeo chuckled despite himself. “Just taking a walk to clear my head.”
Dante pocketed his winnings, clapped the nearest sailor on the shoulder, and rose.
“I’ll walk with you, then. What’s cluttering your mind enough to keep you awake at this hour?”
“Bad dream,” Amadeo said, “and I could ask you the same thing.”
“It’s just your nerves acting up. We should sight land by first light. Then we follow the Verinian coast and, wind willing, we’ll reach Lerautia by sunset.”
“Bringing warships to the Holy City.”
Lips curled in a lopsided smile, Dante walked at Amadeo’s side as they strolled the deck.
“Would you return without them?”
“Never thought I’d return at all, to be honest. Too many bad memories.”
“Time to make some better ones, then.” Dante fell silent as a pair of Browncloaks, faces shadowed under their burlap hoods, sauntered past in the opposite direction. They paused just long enough to fix him with a hard-eyed stare before moving on.
“Not fans of yours?” Amadeo asked.
“Mm. Just before we set out from Itresca, a pack of them cornered and quizzed me. I’m quite certain they had my doom in mind if I didn’t give the right answers.”
“You’re joking,” Amadeo said. “You think they would have hurt you?”
Dante glanced back over his shoulder, his face somber.
“Do I look like I’m joking? I wouldn’t have put it past them to stick me with a shiv and shove me overboard. But judging from the squint of your eyes, you’re not surprised at all.”
Amadeo’s shoulders sagged. “The Browncloaks are out of control, Dante. It’s not a holy order, it’s a…”
He trailed off, looking for words. “Livia’s personal cult,” Dante said, filling the silence. “Except I’m not sure she’s got a hand on their leash, either. It’s not all bad. There are times when a pack of devout fanatics can come in quite handy.”
“Such as?”
Dante stopped at the railing. He flung a hand out over the waves and wind, pointing to the starry horizon.
“Livia’s brother isn’t going down without a fight, and neither are the men pulling his puppet strings. Going by what you and Livia told me about the night you fled the city, I’m guessing Lodovico Marchetti has at least a hundred killers guarding the papal manse. Guarding Carlo. They’ll have to be dealt with.”
“That’s what the soldiers Rhys loaned us are for,” Amadeo said. “Isn’t it?”
“I’m sure they’ll do their jobs well, keeping peace in the streets and smoothing the rocky road of regime change. But when it comes to the business of raw butchery, Father, nobody does the job like a zealot. They’ll wash the palace floors in blood if they have to, anything to tear Carlo off that throne and put Livia on it.”
“You seem disturbingly comfortable with that idea.”
Dante tilted his head back, taking in a lungful of sea air.
“Right now,” he murmured, “Mari Renault is bringing food to the hungry.”
“Who?”
Dante looked at Amadeo, his smile almost bashful. “A madwoman I knew once. Fancied herself some kind of storybook knight. I have a…a pet theory that all of my deeds are mitigated by all of hers. She balances the scales for me.”
“That’s not how morality works,” Amadeo said. “At all.”
“Feh. With all due respect, if I wanted to talk about morality, a priest is the last person I’d consult. I know, you think me perverse. But that girl, for all her lunacy, made an impression—”
He fell silent as another patrol passed them by. One of the Browncloaks paused, glancing over at Amadeo. Freda. The freckled girl was too short for her cloak, the hem dragging along the frigid deck.
“Evening, Father,” she said with a dimpled smile.
“Freda.” He bit the inside of his cheek until the girl was gone, then shook his head. “I feel sick to my stomach, Dante.”
Dante leaned over the rail, closed his eyes, and took another deep breath of the salty night air.
“You’re merely seasick. It will pass.”
“It’s not the sea,” Amadeo said. “It’s the dread of land.”
“And that too will pass.” Dante gently patted Amadeo on the back. “Once Livia’s properly enthroned, mistress of all creation, you and I will have all we’ve ever wanted.”
Amadeo didn’t answer right away. He put a tired hand on the ship’s rail, looked down to the sapphire-black water, and sighed at the sea.
“I already had it,” he said. “Once. Before Benignus died and the whole world went mad.”
Dante chuckled, pushing himself away from the railing. “The world is a wheel, my friend. It’ll shift right out from under your feet and send you tumbling. Only one way to beat it.”
Amadeo glanced at him. “Oh? What’s that?”
“Keep running.”
*     *     *
Dawn’s first light streamed through the porthole, finding Livia in a tangle of blankets. She sat up on the stiff, cold cot and pressed the heels of her hands to her eyes, feeling an icepick scrape the inside of her skull. She swallowed back a wave of nausea as she stumbled over to her trunk, fumbling at the brass catches. Inside, spun-glass vials nestled in neat rows on a bed of black velvet. Too few, now, more than half of them empty.
I’ll need to mix more of the Owl’s elixir as soon as we arrive in Lerautia, she thought, picking up a vial and tugging out the cork with shaky fingers. Otherwise…
She didn’t want to think about “otherwise.” The scent of fresh-cut grass and ripe green apples touched her nostrils as she raised the vial to her lips. She downed the concoction and winced. The aroma was pleasing, but it tasted as if she’d crammed a fistful of dirty ashes into her mouth. Livia thought back to her last talk with the Owl and remembered the witch’s admonition: “This tonic will only preserve your life. It will not halt the spreading sickness inside your body.”
No herbal potion could stop the splinter of raw Shadow, the infection worming its way into her veins and her soul. That battle was hers to fight alone.
The nausea and the headache slowly ebbed away, the tonic doing its work. A gentle knock at her cabin door startled her from her thoughts. Freda stood in the corridor, looking tired from the voyage but still eager-eyed.
“Mistress,” Freda said, “the captain says we’re about to sight land. Would you…maybe come up and say a few words? Everyone would really appreciate it, I think.”
“I’m still Livia to you, Freda.”
“But Kailani says—”
Livia held up a finger. “This is what I say. You’re my friend, not my servant. Call me Livia.”
Freda shifted her weight from foot to foot, cringing a little. “Okay…um, Livia. So, could you? Come up and talk?”
Livia bit back a sigh. The last thing she wanted right now was a crowd of eyes on her, eager for words of wisdom she wasn’t sure she had. It’s part of the job, she told herself and nodded.
“I’ll be up in a few minutes.”
With heavy bags under her eyes and her hair a mess, the woman who looked out from Livia’s mirror didn’t much resemble a pope. Three days on a ship with little sleep and no way to wash up could make anybody look like a refugee. Still, she thought, we’re all in the same boat. Literally. King Jernigan’s soldiers and the Browncloaks wouldn’t be expecting glamour from her.
They’d be expecting a general rallying the troops to war. Leading the conquest that would unite their fractured Church once and for all.
She draped herself in green linen, pinned up her raven hair as best she could manage, and emerged into the hazy light of dawn. Crowds gathered on deck, swirls of colored tartan and brown burlap rising from the berths below to meet the sun. And as a cold glow touched the horizon, a line of rippling aquamarine, they saw it: the coast of Verinia, dead ahead.
Voices fell silent as Livia walked among the sailors, the soldiers, and her self-appointed guardians, all eyes turning her way. She took a deep breath.
“Soon,” she said, “we will reach Lerautia. The Holy City is in pain. It cries out for a liberator. It cries out for us. Each and every one of you has been chosen for this noble—”
“Ahoy!” shouted a sailor up in the rigging, a spyglass pressed to one wide eye. “Black and gold! Imperial troops on the beach!”
Livia blinked, turning to the rail, squinting to spot movement on the distant coast. As the galleon moved closer, cutting the waves, she could make out the wind-snap of flags and the glint of steel.
And war machines.
“Imperial troops,” she echoed, looking to Dante. “They should all be tied up with the crusade. Why would they be here?”
Her answer came in the whistling slam of a trebuchet, the catapult’s mighty arm whipping down, flinging a burning ball of pitch across the morning sky.



CHAPTER TWO
The first mate clanged a copper bell, the peal ringing out as flagmen climbed the rigging and signaled back and forth between the three ships. Livia stood in the heart of a stampede, half the crew rushing to battle stations and the rest milling in a sudden panic, waiting to be told what to do. She shouldered through the crowd, making her way up to the captain’s wheel as the ball of pitch splashed down in the water twenty feet shy of the ship’s bow. It sizzled as it bobbed and sank. Up on the beach, the trebuchet’s arm was already groaning back, its crew working fast to reload.
The captain, a whiskered Itrescan with a sunburned face, passed her a spyglass. She took it without a word and trained the blurry lens on the beach ahead. A company of Imperial soldiers stood ready on the bone-colored sand—archers and footmen under black and gold banners—with a pair of mammoth crossbow-like ballistae cranked back and ready to launch a hail of death as soon as the ships came within range.
And if you sail in a straight line from Lychwold to Verinia, Livia thought, this is exactly where you end up. They were waiting for us.
“Evasive maneuvers,” Livia said, forcing down her panic and steeling herself. “Get us away from here, any way you can.”
“I can’t,” the captain said, both hands on the ship’s wheel. “The plan was to turn and follow the coastline. You see those ship killers on the shore? We turn and show ’em the Sabre’s broadside now, we might as well scuttle her ourselves.”
“Then turn us around. We’ll go back to Itresca and return with more troops.”
“We’re not riding a horse, Your Holiness. Wind’s against us. By the time we get all three ships turned around, we’ll be dead in the water. They barely missed with the first shot, and that was guesswork. They won’t miss again.”
Livia took a deep breath, shoulders back, and fixed her glare upon the shoreline.
“Then we make our landfall here,” she said. “We attack.”
The captain’s eyes went wide. “M’lady?”
“We attack. Now. Full speed to the shore.” She waved over the closest Browncloaks. “Spread the word. Everyone make ready for an assault on the beach. I want Rhys’s troops in the vanguard; they’re more experienced. We go in behind them.”
Dante stood at her shoulder. “We?” he said. “Livia, you need to stay out of the fight. You’re too important. We can’t risk losing you.”
The trebuchet’s arm slammed down. Another fat ball of pitch scorched through the air, hitting the masts of the Spear and thundering into the sister ship’s forecastle. Timbers cracked, blazing canvas billowing down as screaming men flung themselves overboard.
“You hear that?” Livia demanded. “That’s the sound of our options running out. Everybody fights. Everybody.”
Signalmen gave the orders, colored flags waving from ship to ship, and the Sabre and the Rhiannon’s Kiss closed in on land as the Spear foundered and burned in the water. Livia watched, grim and silent, as the Spear’s mainmast collapsed with a groan and the fire spread. Ropes rattled on pulleys, steel-eyed soldiers and Browncloaks piling into the landing boats. Livia found Freda in the crowd, jogging alongside her as they made their way to the closest skiff.
“I need a sword,” Livia said.
“Stay behind us,” Freda told her. “We’re your sword.”
Livia grabbed the freckled girl by the shoulder, hauling her around to look her in the eye.
“Freda, am I your leader?”
She blinked. “Well, yes, of course.”
“And if I allowed you to stand in harm’s way—if I ordered you into danger—and I didn’t stand right beside you, I wouldn’t be worthy of the title. Now do as I say and bring me a weapon.”
The next ball of pitch blasted the Spear midships, timbers shrieking as the hull caved in. Sailors and soldiers floundered in the icy water, some of them desperately dog-paddling and clinging to scraps of kindling, some of them burning alive. The dying ship left a trail of wreckage and corpses.
The two surviving galleons dropped anchor, as close to shore as they could reach before the shallows. Livia jostled onto a narrow bench in a landing boat, surrounded by a sea of brown burlap and naked steel as her followers packed in shoulder to shoulder. Skiffs dropped one by one, splashing into the restless water, rowers paddling hard and fast toward the beach.
A ball of pitch arced overhead, burning like the sun, leaving a yellow blur in Livia’s upturned eyes. The galleon lurched as the tarry missile crashed into the rear deck, rupturing the planks and raining black death onto the berths below. Sailors ran in a mad panic, chopping at the boat lines and cutting the skiffs loose as fast as they could, evacuating the Sabre as it slowly listed to one side. Taking on water and a one-way trip to a sunken grave.
Livia squeezed her eyes shut. The pulleys squealed and suddenly she was airborne, her landing boat plummeting from its moorings. It plunged into the water with a splash, the frigid spray slapping her face as her stomach lurched.
They were behind the vanguard, skiffs full of tartan-clad marines from the Rhiannon’s Kiss well ahead of them and cutting through the waves on their way to the white-sand beach. On shore, Imperial archers scrambled to form a ragged firing line; apparently their commander had anticipated everything but a head-on counterattack. The twin ballistae rocked on their sandy anchors as they fired, sending massive spears screaming through the air. One hit the Rhiannon’s Kiss full on, blasting a chunk of hull and showering the water with sawdust and jagged timbers. The other, hastily re-aimed at the closest landing boat, hit its mark and plowed through the packed skiff like the fist of an angry god, turning wood to splinters and men to bloody paste.
Livia’s heart hammered against her chest as a hail of arrows whistled overhead, peppering the water. She fought to breathe, to hold steady, to keep any hint of fear from showing in her eyes. There were too many people looking her way for that. Too many people who needed to know they weren’t going into the maelstrom alone. At her side, a faint whimper escaped Freda’s throat. She was petrified, eyes fixed on the shore, her bottom lip pinched white between her teeth.
Livia rested her fingers on the girl’s clenched hands and spoke softly. “Freda. The Gardener is on our side. We can’t lose.”
Freda met her gaze, and her fear softened.
Please, Livia prayed, let me be telling the truth.
The Itrescan marines leaped from their boats in the shallows. They waded through hip-deep water to storm the beach while Imperial infantry raced to meet them with gladius and shield, their lines clashing at the water’s edge. Sprays of blood glittered in the sun like fistfuls of garnets as torn bodies splashed down and built a seawall of corpses. The next ranks clambered over the bodies of the fallen, bellowing their battle cries and carrying on with the slaughter.
Then it was Livia’s turn. Her boat’s keel bumped the sand, jolting to a stop, and her Browncloaks jumped down into the surf to join the fight. Fear turned her muscles to stone, but she struggled through it, forcing herself to follow them over the side, feeling the icy water pool around her thighs and soak her green robes as she waded toward the beach. Someone had loaned her a sword and a belt that didn’t quite fit. She felt ridiculous drawing the blade and holding it high. Who do I think I am? her swirling thoughts demanded. What do I think I’m doing? But the gesture drew a full-throated cheer from the men and women around her. A cheer that spread like wildfire along the coastline, louder than the rattling boom of the trebuchet or the clash of steel on steel.
The Browncloaks thundered down on the beach, swarming around the Itrescan vanguard and carving into the Imperial flanks. What they lacked in training they made up for with fervor and mad-eyed zeal, bowling over the archers’ ranks and dragging their enemies to the blood-soaked sand. Hacking them limb from limb as the Imperials screamed for mercy. Livia strode through the chaos as the battle raged around her, cold grace in the eye of the storm, brandishing her borrowed sword like a beacon to spur her followers on.
*     *     *
The sun crested over the rolling green hills of Verinia, bringing the cold, clear light of an autumn morning. Shining down on silent, scarlet sands, where cherry foam washed over the teeming bodies of the dead, shoving them toward the shore. And beyond the corpse sargasso, the ravaged and flame-scorched ruins of Livia’s fleet slowly sank toward an icy grave. Charred masts jutted up from the water like the straining fingers of a drowning man.
Amadeo knelt in the bloody sand, clasping a soldier’s hand. He was barely more than a boy. His chest was a ragged waste, cleaved open by an Imperial blade and laying bare his shattered ribs, and it was only by some sick miracle that he still drew breath. Amadeo stroked his trembling hand, listening to his rattling breath as his chest rose and dropped, meeting the animal panic in the boy’s eyes.
There were ritual words to say, a rote prayer for the dying, but the soldier didn’t need that. Instead, Amadeo just sat with him. Eventually the boy managed enough breath to gasp out a single question.
“Did we win?”
Amadeo looked out over the beach. The survivors staggered in tiny clumps, voices hushed, medics scurrying to tend to the wounded and ease the dying. They’d left Itresca with three ships’ worth of veteran soldiers. What they had left would barely fill a single galley.
“Yes,” Amadeo told him, forcing a smile. “We won.”
The boy tried to smile back, his lips contorting in a rictus. “Good,” he said. Then he died.
Amadeo released his limp hand, letting it drop to the sand, and rose. He walked through the carnage, feeling adrift, wondering if he was dreaming again. All the things you show me, he thought with a sudden flash of anger at the sky, all the pointless visions, all the stupid riddles, and you couldn’t warn me about THIS?
A pack of Browncloaks conversed in a tight huddle, their voices carrying on a gust of cold wind.
“Did you see? The sword caught the sunlight. It glowed, just like Saint Elise’s did.”
“Just like Saint Elise at the Battle of the Red Gates.”
Amadeo gritted his teeth and walked on by.
He found Livia at the water’s edge, Dante at her side. Her face etched in sorrow. She threw her arms around Amadeo and he held her tight, letting her cling to him as long as she needed to. They parted, wordlessly, and her eyes had gone hard. Her mask firmly back in place.
Dante put his hands on his hips, shaking his head at the battlefield. “Apparently,” he said, “we underestimated your brother’s reach.”
“This isn’t Carlo’s work,” Livia said. “The Empire was committed to their crusade. Emperor Theodosius’s sole and single-minded dream was to conquer the heathen east. And yet.”
Dante looked over at a fallen black and gold banner, the Imperial eagle slashed down the middle. “And yet. Sometimes emperors die. And sometimes they’re undermined. Someone had a vested interest in making sure your homecoming was cut tragically short, signora.”
“We have to turn back,” Amadeo said. “If they sent troops to stop us, we have to assume the Holy City won’t stand unguarded. We came prepared to battle a band of mercenaries, not the Imperial army.”
“Turn back?” Dante pointed a finger at the wreckage in the waves. “With what ships?”
“Then we find another ship. Or we head south, to Carcanna, and slip into hiding.”
Livia frowned. “No. No hiding. No running. We do the one thing they won’t be expecting. We advance.”
“Livia, we don’t have the troops. It can’t be done.”
Livia stepped toward the water. Foam rippled over her slippered feet.
“The people who died here today,” she said. “They died to ensure my return. To see Carlo’s downfall and the mending of this Church. Run? Hide? I’d be spitting in their faces if I did that. Betraying them and all they fought for.”
She turned, her eyes burning with cold fury.
“We are taking the Holy City. We are taking the papal throne. And Emperor Theodosius, or whoever has stolen his crown, will crawl at my feet and beg forgiveness for raising arms against his true and rightful pope. No. Nobody is going to stop me, Amadeo. We’re taking Lerautia.”
Amadeo threw up his arms. “How?”
“We’ll figure it out on the way.” She cast a hard glance across the battlefield. “Rally the troops. It’s time to leave.”



CHAPTER THREE
From his suite in the papal manse, Carlo Serafini could look down upon the inner gardens. He’d sit in a chair by the window, cradling a goblet of red wine and watching the hours pass by. The sun slowly crawling across the sky, and the shadows shifting below. A tree of black iron stood at the heart of the garden, its gnarled limbs and razor-sharp leaves spreading out over the flower beds.
His father had always hated that tree.
“I promised I wouldn’t tear it down,” he’d told Carlo more than once, “but when I’m gone? Rip it out by its roots. My father wanted to make a statement about the Church, to show its strength, its unyielding nature, how its limbs can’t be bowed or broken.
“My father forgot, though. He forgot that a tree made of iron can’t bear fruit.”
“One more,” Carlo murmured, tossing back another swig of wine. “One more promise I didn’t bother keeping.”
He ran the back of his hand over his mouth, feeling three days of rough stubble on his cheeks. His ermine robes were stained, looking more like a beggar’s rags than papal vestments, and he couldn’t remember the last time he’d bathed. Not that it mattered. His only visitors now were the soldiers who guarded his door and brought him his meals and his drink. Keeping him sealed away from the world while a usurper ruled in his name.
He needed more wine.
He shoved himself up from the chair and shambled across his suite, past the unmade bed, to the decanter by the door. His captors were generous about keeping it filled. A small mercy, letting him live out his last days in an alcoholic fog. Tiny flecks of brown danced on the surface of the crimson wine, shavings of some exotic herb.
There was nothing left for him now but to drink and reflect on his failures. Pope. He’d become pope. He couldn’t even remember why he’d wanted to in the first place. Cardinal Accorsi was right: he’d never been anything but a puppet, dancing on Lodovico Marchetti’s strings and then Accorsi’s. Everything he’d done on his own, everything he’d ever tried to accomplish, had been a failure.
My great legacy, he thought. Carlo, the worthless drunkard.
He lifted the decanter in a shaky hand, poising it over his empty goblet.

Do I have to be?

He stared at the wine. Drinking wine wasn’t something he even questioned, any more than one might question drinking a glass of water. He’d lived in a constant haze for so long he’d forgotten what it felt like to go without it.
More to the point, he didn’t want to go without it. The idea of facing the world without a drink in his hand was alien, terrifying. When he drank, the hard edges of life turned soft, the cold of autumn became cozy and warm. The wine was his safe place, his escape from…everything.
And where has that gotten me? he asked himself. I had the whole world in the palm of my hand, and I lost it. No. I didn’t lose it. I threw it away.
He set down the decanter.
“I don’t want this,” he said to the empty room, his voice hitching. “I don’t want to be like this anymore.”
I can stop tonight, he thought. One quick drink, for now, to steady my nerves.
He reached for the decanter. Stopped himself. Made himself walk away. He walked straight back again. He balled his hands into fists and paced the floor of his prison, arguing himself into a drink, then arguing himself out of it, over and over again.
He thought of Livia. His own sister, who he’d been tricked into believing a traitor. He’d betrayed her. He’d ordered her death, all on the strength of a lie.
And all she ever wanted, he thought, all she ever asked of me, was that I try to be a better man.
Carlo left the decanter where it was and went to sit by the window. He owed his sister an apology. She might not be willing to listen, and he wouldn’t blame her if she didn’t, but he’d give it to her anyway.
And he’d be sober when he did it.
*     *     *
In the gardens below, Marcello Accorsi strolled serenely along the manicured paths with Cardinal Herzog at his side, both men dressed in the green and gold-trimmed vestments of their office. Gold rings dripped from Herzog’s outstretched fingers as he gestured at a pair of passing knights.
“I don’t understand it, Marcello. Soldiers in the papal manse, soldiers in the streets? Why has the Empire taken a sudden interest in the Holy City? And why aren’t these men in the east, fighting the heathens?”
“Precautions,” Marcello said amiably. “After all, Carlo’s quite ill. Who knows what might happen in the next few weeks?”
“It’s turbulence. Upsetting the calm we’ve worked to build here.”
“Turbulence is another word for opportunity, my friend.”
As they left the gardens, passing under an alabaster arch and down a long hallway lined with oil portraits, Herzog squinted at him.
“I think someone knows ‘what might happen,’” Herzog said in a low voice, “and I’m speaking to him right now.”
A tiny smile reached Marcello’s thin lips.
“Carlo’s been a good investment, but let’s face it, you can’t trust a drunkard. I think it’s time to solidify our hold here. Now, should something happen to our beloved pope, De Luca and Cavalcante are both in my corner—and they’ve each got another ten cardinals under their sway who will vote whichever way they do. Once I’m absolutely certain I have majority support from the College of Cardinals, I’ll make my final move.”
“And from me,” Herzog said quickly, squeezing Marcello’s arm. “You know you have my support, so long as my generous affection is repaid in kind.”
“Oh, I know. In fact, that’s why I wanted to meet with you. To share a most valuable secret.”
Marcello opened a side door, stone steps leading downward to a vaulted tunnel. Torches crackled in the gloom, guiding the way with splashes of smoky yellow light.
“Ah, my dearest friend, generous to a fault.” Herzog gave him a toothy smile but squinted into the tunnel. “This isn’t the usual way to the assembly hall.”
“Away from prying ears. The news hasn’t spread this far from the Imperial borders yet, but…now brace yourself for this, but there’s been a coup. Emperor Theodosius has been removed from the throne. A military council is safeguarding the Empire while they search for his replacement.”
Herzog stopped short, eyes wide. His expression flickered from shock to anxiety to a slow-encroaching greed.
“His…replacement?”
“Now you understand why I wanted to have this talk in private. You’re his third cousin by blood. More than that, you’re a highly ranked churchman, a breath away from the papal throne. An experienced leader of men. You could make a claim for the crown. You’ve already got the popular support for it, and getting more, with the right friends, would be child’s play.”
Herzog’s lips parted in a froglike grin.
“You and me, Marcello. With me wearing the crown, and you the miter. The two most powerful men in the world, united until the end.”
Marcello chuckled. “Indeed. That could happen.”
The sound of jangling metal jolted Herzog from his fantasies of power. Up ahead, a pair of Imperial knights strode toward them with hands on their sword hilts. From behind, another two soldiers marched up and closed the gap.
“That could happen,” Marcello said, “but it’s not going to.”
Herzog took a step back, his shoulders bumping the dank tunnel wall. “Marcello, what—what is this?”
“My benefactor has a vision for the future of the Murgardt Empire.” Marcello gave a casual shrug. “One that doesn’t include you ruling it, I’m afraid. We thought it’d be best to remove you from the table before the game began.”
The soldiers up ahead parted ranks for Marcello to stroll on by, alone. Then they closed in on Herzog and drew their blades.
*     *     *
General Baum had commandeered Carlo’s old office. The decanters and bottles had been carted off, making room for maps and stacks of missives from the breathless messengers who darted in and out at all hours. The grizzled, broad-shouldered man frowned at the latest report from the western front.
The rebel Terrai were still winning, still waging their lightning war to recapture their old towns and villages, scraping their kingdom back together one bloody acre at a time. Not for long, Baum thought, feeling a sense of grim anticipation.
A knock at the open door got his attention. Marcello stood on the threshold.
“It’s done,” the cardinal said.
Baum waved him in, gesturing to a chair on the other side of the desk.
“Thank you for that. I know that asking you to betray Herzog’s friendship was a tall order.”
Marcello chuckled as he pulled the chair back. “Please. Herzog’s friendship and a couple of copper scudi would buy me a bowl of cold porridge. He would have planted a dagger in my back without thinking twice. So who is next in line for the throne?”
“We’re keeping things quiet while my men track down any likely claimants,” Baum said. “Arranging an accident here, a disappearance there. We’ve found a blood relation living in Carcanna. He’s six years old and about to become an orphan. Better yet, he’s a simpleton.”
“Allowing you to benevolently guide his rule from behind the throne.” Marcello steepled his fingers. “Elegantly done, General. Or should I go ahead and call you Emperor?”
Baum’s eyes narrowed, his lip curling in disdain.
“All that I do, Cardinal, I do for love of my country and my people. Our last two leaders went on reckless crusades, buying eastern treasure with Murgardt blood. Squandering soldiers’ lives for their personal glory. No more. It’s time the men doing the fighting had their say.”
“And it’s my great honor to assist in that laudable goal. Any word from the shore?”
“Not yet, but our spy in King Jernigan’s court confirmed that Livia Serafini set out with a war party days ago. That’s why I’m here, overseeing things, instead of fighting on the Terrai front where I belong. You can imagine my displeasure. Once we’ve confirmed Livia’s death, you can deal with Carlo?”
“I’ll be happy to.” Marcello inclined his head, just an inch, and gave Baum an indulgent smile. “I think you’ll find that I’m a very easy pope to get along with. You protect my interests, and I’ll watch out for yours.”
“That’s all I ask,” Baum grunted. He picked up a stack of fresh correspondence and sorted it into piles by priority. “We could all use a few years of peace and prosperity. Just a little blessed quiet.”
“Speaking of peace, what do you hear from the west? Are the Terrai still behaving like unruly children?”
“For now. Only for now. They have no idea that the crusade is over. As we speak, an invasion force is moving to meet them on the border. I’ll be joining the battle myself as soon as a couple of loose ends are cut clean here.”
“Livia being one of them,” Marcello said. “And the other?”
Baum looked like he’d swallowed curdled milk. “Lodovico Marchetti. I want him. He’s the only person alive who can prove Emperor Theodosius didn’t cause the massacre in al-Tali.”
“Only by incriminating himself. Hard to imagine him doing that.”
“I can’t afford the risk. Then there’s the matter of the weapons shipment. Taking the spears bound for the crusade and arming the Terrai instead. I fought in Belle Terre, Cardinal. I lost so many people—good friends, good soldiers—battling to bring those savages to heel. And in one fell swoop Marchetti yanked that victory out from under us.”
Marcello wagged a bony finger at him and chuckled. “That sounds like a dangerously personal motivation, General Baum. We can’t afford to let feelings get in the way, not now. Not with the stakes we’re playing for.”
“He’s a traitor and a madman, and he will answer for his crimes. Last I heard, he was brought into custody by the governor of Mirenze without incident. I’ve sent a detachment to collect him. As soon as they do, we’ll be returning to the capital.”
Marcello sank back in his chair. Suddenly quiet. He contemplated his fingertips.
“What?” Baum said.
“If we understand correctly, Lodovico sparked a massacre in the desert, gave the emperor a pretext for a crusade, dug his hooks into Carlo’s hide to ensure Theodosius had the Church’s full support, and blackmailed the emperor’s minister of finance to throw a lucrative contract to the Banco Marchetti.”
“And?”
“And,” the cardinal mused, “then he used that contract to arm a rebel uprising in Belle Terre while starving the crusade of weapons, guaranteeing a disaster on two fronts. And then he arranged the means to pin the entire thing on Theodosius himself.”
“What’s your point, Marcello?”
“My point is, after all that…does he sound like the sort of man who allows himself to be taken prisoner ‘without incident’?”
Baum met Marcello’s gaze, suddenly grave.
“Lodovico Marchetti weaves plans inside plans,” Marcello told him. “He won’t be satisfied until the Empire and this Church lie in smoldering ruins. And I hate to say it, but I don’t think he’s finished with us yet.”



CHAPTER FOUR
The noonday sun hung over the ramshackle, tangled streets of Mirenze, offering faint warmth to chase the autumn chill. A procession of gilded carriages rattled down the avenue, from the gates of the governor’s hilltop manse to the town square far below. Criers walked the boulevards, shouting the news of a citywide meeting. All citizens welcome, all urged to attend.
“Do you really think they’ll buy it?” Weiss asked, the mercenary’s tone as bland as his face, unreadable and distant.
Sitting across from him in the lead carriage, Lodovico Marchetti gave a solemn nod.
“It’s the best kind of lie,” he replied. “One that’s too big not to believe. The governor knows his lines?”
“My men have been working on him for two days straight, taking shifts around the clock. Don’t worry, they didn’t touch his face. Nobody’ll see the marks. At this point he’d cut his own mother’s throat to make the pain stop. He’ll do as he’s told.”
Aita Rossini, sitting at Lodovico’s side, had spent the trip in contemplative silence. The sunlight glowed against her perfect, porcelain skin. Perfect save for the razor-thin scar that sliced along one high-boned cheek. Lodovico glanced her way.
“You seem pensive.”
“You’re opening us up to the risk of a full-fledged Imperial invasion. So yes, I am pensive.” Her gaze shifted to the fourth occupant of the carriage. The horribly burned man in dandy clothes, sitting across from her with a murderous look in his rheumy eyes. “And I am not pleased with your choice of traveling companions.”
“I apologized for the bomb,” Simon Koertig rasped. “I honestly don’t know what else you want from me.”
“Aita,” Lodovico said, “Simon’s skills will be invaluable to the cause. It’s…providence that brought him back to our fold.”
Aita stared at Simon’s lobster-red and skeletal hands, his ravaged face. “Providence,” she echoed, her lip curled in disgust.
The carriages wound their way to the outer ring of the square, a broad pavilion carved out at the center of the market district. Teeming throngs of people packed the open walk, from brocade-clad nobles lounging in the shade of sun umbrellas, to down-city beggars in patches and rags. Nobody knew what to expect when the city bells rang out as one, but curiosity and boredom had drawn them to listen.
Lodovico took a deep breath as the horses clopped to a standstill, and he squeezed the latch of the carriage door to stop his fingers from trembling.
“Showtime,” he said. “Simon, wait here. Aita, see to your men in the crowd. Weiss…fetch the governor.”
The crowds parted for Lodovico and his entourage as they disembarked from the coaches. The din of conversation fell into a hushed silence as the citizenry got a look at the leader of the procession: the governor, shackled at the wrists and ankles, chains rattling as he trudged to the heart of the square. Behind him, flanked by a pack of Weiss’s mercenaries, came a line of five Imperial soldiers in heavy irons. Gags in their mouths, sun shining down on their blackened eyes and bruised faces.
The soldiers were a lucky catch, Lodovico thought as he walked at the governor’s side. They’d arrived that morning, with orders to return the “captive” Lodovico for trial and execution. Now they’d serve a new purpose.
“Do it just as you were taught,” Lodovico whispered, “or I’ll hand you right back to the Dustmen, with orders to keep you alive and screaming as long as humanly possible.”
“And if I do,” the governor whispered back, his face pale and jaw clenched, “you’ll let me go?”
“Play your role perfectly, and I’ll let you go. You have my word.”
The square was silent now. No sound but the faint rasp of a cold breeze gusting through the city streets, ruffling Lodovico’s hair with icy fingers. The governor took a halting breath, his eyes glistening with tears, and spoke.
“My…my people. Citizens of Mirenze. I stand before you today to…to make a confession.”
Murmurs chased the wind now, rippling through the crowd. People in the back stood on their toes, straining to hear.
“You may have seen the Imperial force that passed through the city not long ago, dispatched to capture the city of Winter’s Reach. What…what you don’t know is, it was part of a greater plan. A plan to expand the Murgardt Empire’s borders. The Empire is no longer satisfied with taking tribute from Mirenze as a client city. They plan to invade.”
As the curious murmurs turned to tones of disbelief and shock, he looked to Lodovico. “Please,” he whispered. “Don’t make me do this.”
“If you’d rather go back to the basement,” Lodovico replied, “I’m happy to oblige. I’m sure they already have the branding irons heated.”
The governor swallowed hard and turned back to the crowd.
“I…have been instrumental in the plan to destroy this city. To…betray my oaths of office and you, the people, by leading a campaign to weaken Mirenze. To soften it in advance of a siege. The bombing of the Ducal Arch, the greatest tragedy in our city’s history”—he shuddered, on the edge of tears, forcing the words out one by one—“was carried out on my orders.”
Almost everyone in the crowd knew someone who had died at the Ducal Arch. Everyone had known the feeling of loss, the hunger for justice, for revenge, anything to fill the missing space in their lives that had torn open on the morning of the bombing.
And now they had a target.
The Dustmen pressed in close, guarding the governor and the captive soldiers as shouts of rage rose in the air along with clenched fists. Lodovico held up his hands, urging them back.
“Please.” Lodovico’s voice was crisp and polished. “Please, my friends, there’s more to hear.”
He waited until the crowd fell into a pensive silence. Shifting, on a razor’s edge, hundreds of bodies tensed like hungry panthers ready to pounce.
“I am no one,” Lodovico said. “But I am a son of Mirenze. My father fought for our city’s independence. I have done nothing so brave. Merely unmasked the traitor before you and the assassins—these ‘soldiers’ you see here—who slaughtered so many of our people.”
Lodovico rested one hand on his heart, eyes downcast in mock solemnity.
“My friends, we stand at a moment of crisis. The Empire is coming. You’ve heard this traitor’s confession. You saw the troops, the ships, setting off to conquer Winter’s Reach. We are next. So I have one question to ask you: when the Murgardt hordes darken our doorstep…will we kneel, or will we fight?”
“We’ll fight!” a man cried from the edge of the square, spurring shouts of agreement and more raised fists. Lodovico held back a smile. Aita had seeded the square with her own people, actors ready to spur on the crowd.
“I have a plan,” Lodovico said, “to save this city. To keep us strong, and safe, and independent once more. Independent forever, as we were meant to be. As we were born to be. A free Mirenze!”
He threw up his arms and basked in the roar of the masses, bathing in the alchemy that turned anger and loss to zealous rage. The people united in furious defiance, their shouts echoing over the rooftops.
“We need a new militia,” Lodovico called out, “a fighting force to guard our streets, our citizens, our children. And to that end I am calling every able-bodied patriot to present himself at the governor’s manse. Do you love your homeland, this city that has given you so much? The time has come to prove it. Join the militia—join me—and together we will secure Mirenze’s future.”
He waited, his shoulders back, his chin raised high, until the shouting died down.
“One last thing before I leave you. A matter of justice. The Empire drove a dagger into all of our hearts the day they bombed the Ducal Arch. The day this man gave the order to slaughter our innocent, for no reason but to wound us. The Empire did this to us. And today, our revenge begins.”
The governor looked to Lodovico, his eyes bulging with terror. A slow, wet stain spread down the leg of his linen trousers.
“You said,” he stammered, soft as a mouse, “you said you’d let me go.”
Lodovico put his hand on the governor’s shoulder.
“I think these fine citizens might take issue with that,” he replied.
Lodovico gave him a shove. The Dustmen stood aside and the crowd surged in, falling on the governor and the bound soldiers at his back, shrieking their grief and fury as they tore them to pieces with their bare hands. Lodovico turned and strolled to the coaches, flanked by Weiss and his guards. He didn’t bother looking back.
*     *     *
“I think that went well,” Lodovico said, watching the crowd through the carriage window. Men ran behind the carriages, cheering, punching at the air, ready to join the new militia and take up arms for their city.
“You’re a madman,” Aita snapped, sitting beside him. “So you whipped the idiots into a frenzy, well done. What’s that going to accomplish when the Imperial army really comes knocking at our door? Are you going to drive off the catapults with a rousing speech or two?”
“No.” Lodovico clasped his hands in mock prayer. “The Gardener will do it for us. Weiss, can you get word to your men at the papal manse?”
Weiss shrugged. “Lerautia is a two-day ride from here. My messenger can do it in one.”
“Tell them to grab Carlo and bring him back here.”
“A hostage?” Aita arched a delicate eyebrow at him.
“An honored and willing guest,” Lodovico replied. “Lerautia has lost its glow, and our dear Pope Carlo is going to do something unprecedented: relocate the Holy City. Mirenze will become the new heart of the Church, and all the world will know it.”
Aita tilted her head. “And if the Murgardt decide to invade, they’ll be laying siege to the seat of their national religion and risking the life of their own pope. That’s a nice little morale killer, I have to admit.”
“It’ll give them pause. Enough pause for us to make new plans. We’ll have time to strengthen the city, harden it against a siege.”
“You’re still wagering one city’s walls against the might of an angry empire,” Aita observed.
“Wagering my life, in fact.” Lodovico leaned back in his seat. “I find it exhilarating. Don’t you?”
Lines had already formed at the gates of the governor’s estate, would-be soldiers ready to fight for their city. While Weiss and the other Dustmen set up impromptu tables, registering each man’s name and sorting them into regiments, Aita took Lodovico aside.
“Alone,” she said flatly, glaring at Simon as he tried to follow them.
They stepped into the parlor, and she shut and locked the door before stabbing an accusing finger at Lodovico.
“You said.” She seethed, the scar on her cheek twisting. “You said you’d kill that creature if you ever saw him again.”
“Simon?” Lodovico shrugged. “He’s more valuable to us alive.”
“To you. He may be more valuable to you alive. I still have an ache in my arm when I play my violin, thanks to the bomb he tried to kill me with.”
“To be fair, signora, he was trying to kill your husband. You were merely walking at his side. And what’s good for me is good for you. You wanted this partnership, Aita. You demanded it. Now you have it, until death do us part.”
“You may have your ‘patriotic militia’ by the light of day,” Aita said, “your little army, but I command the armies of the night. Mirenze’s underworld answers to me. Would you like to find out what they’re capable of if I let them off their leashes?”
“Could you?” Lodovico asked, his tone light. “The Dustmen have heard rumblings in the taverns. Whispers in the back alleys after your, ah, embarrassment at the Saint Lucien’s ball. Some are starting to wonder if you’re truly your father’s daughter.”
Aita’s fingertips absently brushed the scar on her cheek.
“I was a fool, asking you for help with Felix,” she said. “Simon couldn’t take him down. Neither could the Dustmen. Clearly, I need to do exactly what my father would have done in this situation.”
“Which is?”
“I’ll find him myself,” she said. “And then I’ll throw a lovely dinner party for everyone who doubted me. So they can watch as I kill him with my own two hands.”



CHAPTER FIVE
At that moment, Felix Rossini was already in Aita’s grip. At least, in the grip of her lieutenant. Cut-Throat Scolotti, master of the Lower Eight, paced the splintered floorboards of his slum citadel with his hands on his hips. Dressed in shabby finery, chin raised to show the webwork of scars that ringed his neck like a choker of white lace as he gazed upon his prey.
“You stupid, stupid bastard,” he rasped.
Felix stood on a mildewed carpet decorated in faded beige swirls, one elbow held tight by a man on either side of him. Scolotti’s men, professional leg breakers with stout wooden truncheons on their belts. Felix shrugged, his expression placid.
“I’ve been called worse.”
As Scolotti walked past a frosted window, cracks in the glass washed his weathered face in dusty rays of light. He stepped over to a rickety table by the door, where they’d tossed Felix’s confiscated gear: a brass-buckled belt lined with two knife sheaths and a host of pouches and snaps. Scolotti drew one of the knives—a short, wickedly sharp blade made for paring flesh—and held it up between his fingertips.
“So this was your plan,” he said. “You were just gonna walk in here, into my house, and kill me. Just like that.”
“More or less.”
He put the knife on the table.
“We could’ve been partners, Felix. I was willing to help. Would have handed you Aita on a silver platter.”
“Sure,” Felix said. “And all I’d have to do to earn that help is murder a man’s children. Sorry, no deal.”
“You think you can afford scruples?” Scolotti unsnapped one of the belt pouches, drawing out a herringbone lockpick. “That’s cute. Y’know, you got something I never had.”
Felix leaned in, and the men at his sides gave his upper arms a hard squeeze to pin him in place.
“What’s that?”
“A choice. See, rich boy, I was born in the Lower Eight. I was eleven years old first time I killed a man. I killed him for half a loaf of bread. This is my world. You’re just a tourist, sticking his nose where it doesn’t belong.”
“Benito Abbaticchio said that too,” Felix reflected. “Right before I murdered him.”
Scolotti paused, his fingers stroking the web of scars at his throat. A nervous tic.
“Little-Hand Benito,” he said, “from the Red Alley Rakes.”
“The very one.”
Scolotti turned his head and spat on the floor. “Bull.”
“Truth. Check into it. He’s been missing since yesterday morning.”
“I know he’s missing. That doesn’t mean you had anything to do with it.”
“I had everything to do with it.” Felix met his gaze, his voice as cold and smooth as a river in winter. “See, once they started punishing civilians, I had to stop going after Aita’s extortionists. I figured I’d hunt bigger game. Kill enough of her right-hand men, and the rest might get fed up enough to take Aita down for me. You were just number two on my list.”
Scolotti jabbed an angry finger at Felix’s face. “And I said bull. My boys caught you breaking into this place like a first-time amateur. You made enough noise to wake the dead. Never would have gotten anywhere near me. No chance you went up against Benito.”
“I took a trophy,” Felix replied. “Want to see?”
Scolotti squinted at him. Hesitant.
“Show me,” he said.
Felix nodded to the belt on the table. “Third pouch from the left.”
The thugs at Felix’s sides held him fast as Scolotti turned his back. He pulled the belt over to him, found the fat black leather pouch, and pried open the brass buttons holding it shut.
A metallic whisper, the sound of a trigger pin sliding free, and the pouch exploded.
A cloud of thick white smoke, like the billowing torrent from a forest fire, blasted into Scolotti’s face. The foul-smelling smoke gushed out, filling the room, the pouch rumbling and clanking as the contraption inside did its work. Felix flexed his wrists and the twin daggers up his sleeves, held in spring-loaded braces against his forearms, dropped into his ready hands. He drove the blades down, spearing one of his captors in the gut and the other in the groin, tearing free of their grip as they cried out. Then he spun, whirling on the shabby rug like a dancer, and slashed red ragged lines across their throats.
Coughing, one sleeve pressed to his face, Scolotti stumbled for the door. Felix’s eyes stung as he plunged through the blinding smoke in pursuit. He reflexively took a deep breath, the tainted air coming back up in wet, hacking coughs. Out in the hall, just ahead of him, Scolotti leaned against the worm-eaten wall and choked as he dragged himself away. Still coughing, Felix staggered up behind him, raised his arms, and drove his daggers into Scolotti’s shoulder blades.
Scolotti fell with a shrill scream, thrashing on the dirty floorboards. Felix threw himself onto his back. One dagger wrenched free with a bone-grinding twist, and Felix brought it down again and again, puncturing Scolotti’s lungs and chipping at his spine. Footsteps thundered up the staircase, the rest of Scolotti’s dogs coming to their master’s rescue. Felix shoved himself up off the wide-eyed corpse, let out one last hoarse cough, and dragged the back of his hand across his mouth. It came away smeared with spittle and scarlet.
The hallway ended in a cracked, frosted window. The other end was filled with angry faces: five men in tattered leathers, gripping knives and bludgeons. Felix reached down to his ankle, yanking a black iron globe the size of a small lemon from the concealed sheath under his pant leg.
“Sorry, gents,” Felix said, “I’ll see myself out.”
He gave the lemon a twist and hurled it down the hallway, where it rolled to a stop between them. The men froze, eyeing the contraption, not sure what to expect.
It gave one feeble kick, jolting on the floor, and let out a thin trickle of smoke with the sound of a tired wheeze.
“Oh, hell,” Felix sighed.
He hit the window in a full run, shoulder-first, breaking through and diving to the alley floor below. Electric pain tore down his arm as he hit the broken cobblestones and rolled. Shattered glass rained down, chiming like crystal bells, glistening cherry-red in the sunlight. One of Felix’s knees turned traitor, buckling as he tried to stand, feeling like it’d been smashed with an iron bar. He gritted his teeth and fought through the pain, forcing himself to lope and then to run. Losing himself in the warrens and back alleys of the Lower Eight, and hiding crouched in the shadows of a burnt-out hovel until he was sure he’d made his escape.
*     *     *
Beyond a cellar door in the corner of a small, private garden, down a steep and narrow flight of steps, lantern light bathed Leggieri’s workshop in a warm glow. Felix perched shirtless on a stool beside a drafting table, wincing as the Artist of Mirenze wound strips of white linen around an arm streaked with cuts. Behind him, walls bristled with the tools of the assassin’s trade, from fine-bladed knives to lengths of razor wire and fans of sharpened steel.
“I am concerned,” Leggieri said, “at the rate you seem to be accumulating injuries.”
Felix gritted his teeth as the older man tied off the linen, faint trickles of scarlet seeping through.
“One of the gaspers didn’t work. Fortunately, the first one did, or we wouldn’t even be having this conversation.”
Leggieri shrugged. “That’s why they’re called ‘prototypes.’ Might be a flaw in the smoke bladder; I’ll take another look at the design.”
“That can’t happen again, Leggieri. Taking down Benito was easy. After him and now Scolotti, though, the rest of Aita’s henchmen will know I’m coming for them. It only gets harder from here.”
“Harder than you think. While you were attending to your work in the slums, there was a rally in the merchant square.”
“Let me guess,” Felix said with a sigh, “Aita’s raised the bounty on my head. Again.”
Leggieri reached to the nearby table, drawing over a porcelain bowl filled with water stained crimson. He mopped gently at the fresh cuts on Felix’s back and sluiced away the dried blood.
“Worse. Lodovico Marchetti escaped Imperial custody. And he’s pinned the Ducal Arch bombing on the governor, who is now quite dead.”
Felix turned on the stool, staring at him.
“You don’t mean—”
“It’s a coup,” Leggieri said. “And a well-coordinated one at that. I heard rumors from the garrison three blocks east. The Dustmen are purging the ranks of the city guard as we speak. By tomorrow morning, every Imperial loyalist in Mirenze will be in exile, in hiding, or dead. Lodovico’s building his own army, swearing the city will stand against the entire Empire.”
“He’s insane. We’re one city.”
“Not insane.” Leggieri shook his head. “Desperate. And desperation is more dangerous than madness. Lodovico’s been backed into a corner. This is his final gambit, and he will bring all of Mirenze down with him.”
Felix fell silent. So much had changed since the day he set sail for Winter’s Reach. He’d left home as a naive, high-minded nobleman with silk-soft hands, out to make a simple business deal. Now he caught sight of himself in the mirror on the far side of Leggieri’s workshop: his knuckles raw, one ear a useless nub of scar tissue, his bare arms and chest flecked with a forest of fading cuts. His body becoming a map of the battles he’d fought. And lost, too many times.
Aita and Lodovico had taken his family from him, his friends, his fortune. They’d taken everything but his memory of Renata’s face. Renata, the one good thing left in his world, and if they had their way, they’d take her too.
“I’ll make you a wager,” Felix said.
“A wager?”
Felix looked away from the mirror, staring Leggieri in the eye.
“I bet I’m more desperate than he is. Let’s find out.”



CHAPTER SIX
Fifteen miles south of Mirenze, a roadhouse stood in a tranquil glade. The same family had run it for generations, their great-great-grandfather laying the shaggy gray stones and scalloped chalky rooftop by hand. Soft lights glowed behind polished windows, inviting weary travelers along the merchant road to come in, lay down their burdens, and pass the night with a warm bowl of soup and a firm straw bed. An oasis of gentle calm.
A window burst in a shower of jagged glass. A body slumped over the frame, his dangling fingertips brushing against the dirt.
“Of all the places to stop for the night,” Gallo Parri shouted, swinging a chair like a bat and holding two leering knifemen at bay, “you pick the one that’s infested with bounty hunters!”
On the far side of a rough-hewn table littered with dented plates and overturned tankards, Butcherman Sykes jumped backward as a thin-bladed dagger slashed at his belly. “The food’s good here! Everybody knows the food’s good here! Not my fault! Renata, you still alive over there?”
Renata’s response was a strained gurgle as a giant of a man in shabby leathers hoisted her off her feet with one fat arm curled around her throat. She frantically clawed at his face, raking her cracked fingernails across sweaty stubble.
“I’ll save you,” cried Achille, the boy still dressed in his dirty white crusader’s tunic. He threw himself onto the giant’s back, the three of them wheeling in a stumbling circle then crashing to a floor sticky with old ale and fresh blood. Renata threw her elbow into her attacker’s nose, felt it shatter, then grabbed the nearest bench to pull herself up. His hand squeezed her ankle, trying to haul her back to the floor; she snatched up her bowl, swung it around, and flung steaming-hot broth into his eyes. He bellowed like a wounded bull as she scrambled for her pack at the far end of the table, the hilt of her sword poking out from under one loosely tied flap.
“Hey, old man,” Lydda the Hook called out from the far end of the room. “Duck.”
Gallo dropped into a crouch as Lydda’s crossbow, a mammoth carved from gnarled driftwood and black iron, let out a thunderous snap. A bolt lanced over Gallo’s head, close enough to ruffle his hair, and speared one of the hunters dead through the left eye. He flipped off his feet and collapsed with the bolt’s tip jutting from the back of his fractured skull. Gallo rushed in, swinging the chair with all his strength, smashing it over his partner’s head and dropping him to the floor.
The meat cleaver whipped from Sykes’s belt as three men danced around him, just out of reach, each one daring the others to make the first move. Sykes gave them a lusty grin as he twirled the cleaver in his nimble fingers.
“You lads like dancin’? I like dancin’.”
One of the hunters lunged in. Sykes darted to one side and brought the cleaver down, hacking halfway into the man’s wrist then wrenching the blade free. The hunter fell to his knees, shrieking and clutching his mutilated arm, as Sykes spun on the ball of one foot and chopped another hunter’s neck open with a brutal swing. The third came at him with a rusted blade. He cut the air as Sykes dropped low, one knee and his outstretched fingertips pressed to the gore-streaked floorboards, and buried the cleaver into the back of the hunter’s calf.
At the far end of the table, Renata’s sword swung free from her pack as the giant charged at her, his shattered nose dripping with blood and broth and his maddened pink eyes squinting. She brought up the blade, gripping it with both hands, and punched it through his chest. He hung there, impaled by the cold steel, a befuddled look on his face as his big hands grabbed at the air, twitching. Then he slid free, thumping to the floor, dead.
With two quick hacks of the cleaver, Sykes silenced the last of his fallen foes. Lydda sauntered up to stand at his side. Renata, panting, lowered her blood-streaked sword and reached down to pull Achille to his feet. The boy winced and rubbed at his bruised face, bowing his head and spitting out a broken tooth.
A hush fell over the roadhouse. A handful of patrons—merchants and traveling craftsmen who had stopped in for a bit of rest and a good meal—huddled under tables and cast horrified stares at the carnage. One of the proprietors, a prim woman in a calico dress, stood with her white-knuckled hands clasped before her and her jaw hanging open.
“We’re…very sorry about that,” Renata said as she wiped down her blade. Stray droplets of blood flicked across the common table, landing in somebody’s soup. “We’ll, um…we’ll help clean up.”
“You. Need. To leave,” the proprietor said, forcing out each breathless word. “Now.”
Gallo groaned, one hand pressed to his back as he hobbled over to join Renata. “C’mon, I think we’ve overstayed our welcome.”
“I’m really sorry,” Renata said.
The proprietor flung up her hand, pointing at the door. “Out. Now.”
Lydda snorted and shouldered her crossbow. “We were just minding our business. They started it. Hmm, think we left a couple of ’em alive. When they wake up, tell ’em to pay our bill.”
That was when the proprietor started shrieking. Renata hustled her followers out the door, her head ducked low, mouthing apologies all the way.
*     *     *
Crickets trilled in the dark, and a canopy of stars shimmered in a crisp sky over the merchant road. The shadows of trees rose up on either side, skeletal limbs stripped bare by the autumn cold. The five travelers walked in a ragged line, bound for the north.
“At least we know there’s still a bounty on my head,” Renata said. “That’s good news.”
Sykes squinted at her. “How’s that good news?”
“The only reason the Grimaldi family wanted me in the first place was to put pressure on Felix. So if Aita’s still after me, that must mean Felix is alive.”
“Still be easier just to sell you to her,” Sykes grumbled. Lydda clouted him across the shoulder and glared.
“Think so?” Gallo asked. “You’d still have to fight every rival bounty hunter and claim jumper from here to Aita’s front door. And you know my money’s good. Aita might just kill you, too, and cut her losses.”
“She ain’t her father, true,” Lydda said with an agreeable nod. “That Basilio, he ran Mirenze with an iron fist. A mouse didn’t squeak without begging his permission first. Last I heard, she’s losin’ her grip. Still ain’t nobody I wanna go toe-to-toe with, mind you.”
Renata stared into the distance. “Hopefully we won’t have to. Our first priority is finding Felix. He can tell us what’s going on, and then we can make a plan.”
“Needle in a haystack, assuming he’s even still in town,” Sykes said. “With the Mirenze guard and Aita’s men all looking to fit him for a noose? He’d be an idiot to stick around.”
“He’s still there,” Renata said. “He won’t run. He’ll fight. Any way he can.”
Achille looked up at her, brow furrowed. “How do you know?”
“Because I know my Felix.”
“So you’re both crazy,” Sykes said. “If your money runs out, we’re still switching sides.”
After an hour of walking in companionable silence, light shimmered farther up the road. A wagon, rocking on unsteady wheels, with an iron lantern on a pole to light the horses’ way. Renata and the others moved to one side, keeping their hands empty but their weapons at easy reach. Traveling in the countryside by night, it never hurt to put caution first.
The horses trotted closer, their coats matted and heads hung low. Their human cargo didn’t look any healthier: a dozen people in rags and long faces, some children, some elderly, squeezed into the swaying cart like starving chickens in a wire coop. Three of the men gripped stout clubs whittled from tree branches, their shoulders tensing as the wagon neared.
Renata frowned and held up her open hands. “Evening, friends. Nothing to fear here. We’re just travelers, bound for Mirenze.”
The driver reined his horses in. One of the half-starved creatures let out a rasping whinny and clopped a hoof on the broken road.
“I’ll fear for you then,” he said, leaning over to spit on the ground. “Save yourself a trip and turn around. Mirenze’s gone bad. You won’t get in, anyway. City’s closed.”
“Closed?” Renata stepped up to the cart. “And what do you mean, gone bad?”
“Somebody blew up the Ducal Arch, killed about three hundred people, and the governor copped to being behind it. Said the Empire’s getting ready to invade. The whole damn city’s gone mad.”
A woman behind him, leaning against the sideboard, wiped her eyes with a balled-up fist. “They’ve got gangs going door to door, rounding up anyone with Murgardt blood and throwing ’em out. My husband’s Murgardt. Been on the city watch for fifteen years, loyal to the bone. They gave us two hours to leave and stole everything but the clothes on our backs. Said they had to ‘confiscate’ our belongings for the ‘war effort.’ One of the men who forced us out was our next-door neighbor.”
“I was born and bred in Mirenze,” the driver muttered, “never did nothing to nobody. Doesn’t matter. People are scared, and when people get scared they get stupid. A friend of mine got cornered on his way out of town; they told him he looked like a traitor, like that’s something you can see in a man’s face. Busted every tooth in his head and damn near killed him. Anyway, city’s locked down tighter than a virgin’s knees, waiting for the siege. Fine by me. I hope they rot behind those walls.”
“I’m…I’m sorry,” Renata said, hating how empty the words sounded.
The driver didn’t say a word. He gave her a snort of disgust and shook the reins, spurring the tired horses onward. She watched as the refugee cart rambled down the road and into the darkness.
“Well,” Sykes said, “that’s just peachy. I was wondering how this job could get any worse, and there you go, question answered.”
Gallo rested a gentle hand on Renata’s shoulder.
“I know I’m wasting my breath, signorina, but slipping past a siege line is a tall order. And people caught doing it are generally hung as spies. We didn’t bargain for this kind of danger.”
She turned toward him, her face strained as she fought against a wave of despair. She took a breath. Clenched her hands at her sides and let it out slowly.
“I only know one thing. My fiancé is behind that wall.”
She raised her hand, pointing to the far horizon.
“Follow me if you want. Leave if you want. But I’m going in there, and I’m bringing him back alive. Felix is waiting for me. He needs me, and I won’t let him down.”
“I’m with you,” Achille said. Standing with shoulders squared and his chin high, though his face was ashen.
Gallo chuckled and shook his head. “You’re going to be the death of me. You know that, don’t you? I need to meet this Felix just so I can warn him about you.”
Sykes and Lydda shared a look. She put one hand on her hip, a silent challenge. Sykes let out a tired sigh.
“Fine,” he said, “we’ll do it for the bragging rights.”
“It’ll make a hell of a drinking story,” Lydda added.
“Truth. Let’s just hope it’s not a toast over our gravestones.”
“All right then.” Renata looked down the road. “Let’s invade Mirenze.”



CHAPTER SEVEN
Not far away, the remnants of another invasion force laid camp for the night in a small clearing. They didn’t have much. The supplies for Livia’s conquest of Lerautia were rotting at the bottom of the sea, drowned along with her ships. Hunters had done their best to hunt down game, dragging a few deer carcasses back for their dinner, and Livia’s followers kindled crude fires against the encroaching shadows. Their borrowed soldiers—what was left of them—mostly kept to themselves on the far side of camp, while the Browncloaks gathered around the fires hand in hand and sang soft hymns of courage against the dark.
Livia’s empty stomach still managed to churn as she paced, her slippers crunching against loose dirt and scraggly grass. Lost in her thoughts, her eyes drawn to the shadows between the trees.
“You look as troubled as I feel,” Dante said, walking at her side. She hadn’t noticed him approach.
“Amadeo is right,” she replied. “That ambush was meant to stop us. The Empire is backing Carlo. And if the Imperial army is occupying Lerautia, we don’t have the troops to stand up to them.”
“We don’t need to hold the city, signora. Once Carlo’s been dealt with and you’ve united the Church under your reign, the Imperials will have to bow to you. They’ll have no other choice. All we have to do is capture the papal manse, take your half brother out of the picture, and bring the College of Cardinals to heel.”
“And if there’s another Imperial regiment or two between us and the palace doors, how exactly do we accomplish that? They’re expecting us, Dante.”
He fluttered an anxious hand. “Wisely used, one soldier can do the work of ten. Don’t think of it as a face-to-face battle. We can employ subterfuge. Sabotage. Distractions and feints.”
“Which none of Rhys’s troops are trained for—they’re veteran skirmishers, not spies. If we had access to the kind of people who could—”
Livia stopped in her tracks. She blinked.
“Signora?” Dante’s brow furrowed at her.
“I know how to win,” Livia said, her voice distant now.
Dante tilted his head. “Why do you make that sound like a curse, rather than a blessing?”
She didn’t answer right away. She was too busy fighting a war in her heart. When she spoke again, she wasn’t sure if she’d won or lost.
“I have to…do something. Something I don’t want to do. The last thing in this world I want to do. But it’s the only way to take the throne.”
“I’m all ears,” Dante told her.
“Can you be?” She turned to him. “Can you be all ears, and no mouth? Dante…I will require your silence. Now and forever. What I’m about to do, if it got out—it would destroy me. Me, my legacy, and everything I’ve worked to build.”
“Which includes helping me to capture Mirenze when your crown is well and truly fitted,” Dante replied. “I’d do nothing to endanger that dream. If you don’t trust me, trust that.”
She seized his forearm, clenching it in an iron grip.
“Amadeo,” she said with a fervent stare, “can never know. Never.”
“You have my word as a gentleman,” Dante said.
She let go of his arm and took a step back. After a long moment of silence, she gave a resigned nod.
“Come with me, then. And make sure nobody follows us.”
*     *     *
The white bone mask, carved to resemble the face of a gazelle, lay abandoned in a patch of black forest loam. Its owner, a young woman with long, coltish legs, had dropped it in her scramble to escape. As she leaped gnarled roots and crashed through dense underbrush, she chanced a panicked look back over the shoulder of her torn and muddy dress.
He was still there. The man with the high-collared coat and the mask in the shape of a nest of worms, somehow keeping pace with her despite moving at an ambling gait. Casually carrying a butcher knife in one black-gloved hand.
“I said I was sorry,” Gazelle screamed. Her stalker’s only response was a deep, rumbling chuckle.
A knotted root caught her foot and brought her crashing down to the dirt, one hand scraped bloody on a patch of brambles. She grunted and shoved herself to her feet, looking up as merry laughter rang down from the treetops. Up above, a woman in the mask of a shrike danced from branch to naked branch, as graceful as flying.
Gazelle ran. Tears blurred her vision as she thundered through the forest, her lungs sore and calves burning. I can make it, she told herself. I can make it—
Then a branch whistled toward her, swinging like a bat, and cracked against her right kneecap. She slammed to the ground face-first as her vision exploded in scarlet. She clutched her knee, taking hissing breaths through her clenched teeth.
Gazelle looked up, and her blood ran cold.
Three figures stood before her. The young woman with an innocent, heart-shaped face, casually leaning on the branch she’d just hit her with. The hard-eyed knight with a rat’s nest of tangled blond hair, clad in armor of black leather and nightingale blue, twin sickles dangling from her belt. And the woman standing between them, prim and precise, smiling down with eyes wide behind her big, round wire-rimmed glasses. One hand bare and the other curiously small and twisted, concealed under a sapphire glove of crushed velvet.
“Running,” Nessa Fieri observed, “is a sure sign of a guilty conscience.”
Vassili strolled up from behind, running a finger along the edge of his knife, while his sister swooped down from a branch overhead. Despina landed in a crouch, her eyes keen and eager.
“Please,” Gazelle said, “Owl, M-Mistress Owl—”
“Don’t,” Nessa snapped, her smile vanishing as she pointed a condemning finger. “Don’t you dare. The time to address me properly was at the coven glade, when I and mine stood against the old Dire. Your submission would have meant something then. It would have cost you something. Loyalty offered under duress is a cheap excuse for true devotion. Now what did I say when I addressed you and the other loyalists, Gazelle? Remind me.”
Gazelle shook her head, locking the words behind pursed, wind-burnt lips. Nessa looked over to Vassili.
“If she doesn’t answer me in the next five seconds, take hold of her ankle and slice her tendon. We’ll see how well she runs after that.”
“Wait,” Gazelle stammered. “You…you said we were frauds. That we didn’t deserve to be called witches.”
“Very good. And then?”
“You said that…you were the true Dire Mother, and that if anyone didn’t stand with you, you’d…hunt us down. And…”
Her voice trailed off. Nessa leaned closer. “And?”
“And…exterminate us, one by one. Like the embarrassing vermin we were.”
Nessa crouched down in the loam. She reached out, taking hold of Gazelle’s hair—then gave her head a vicious yank backward, forcing her to look in Nessa’s eyes.
“And do you believe me now?” she asked.
Gazelle swallowed hard. “Yes,” she whimpered, almost too soft to hear.
Nessa let go of her hair. She patted the woman’s cheek and rose, standing over her.
“Want to hear something funny? We weren’t even hunting for you, or the rest of the stragglers we didn’t kill in Winter’s Reach. Didn’t have time. We were just on our merry way, bound for Lerautia, more important matters to deal with. And then you go and take a room at the same inn as us? Two doors down? There’s bad luck, and then there’s your bad luck. I almost suspect the universe wants you dead.”
Nessa paused, as if she’d been thrown off her train of thought. One of her eyelids shivered, a momentary tic.
“Mistress?” Despina said. “Are you all right?”
“I’m…being called.”
Hedy shook her head. “Who could be calling you? We’re all right here.”
Nessa’s momentary distraction gave way to a faint, playful smile.
“I think I know. Excuse me a moment, I have to deal with this. Could be promising. Don’t kill her until I get back.”
Nessa slipped through the underbrush. As she disappeared, Gazelle looked up at Hedy, desperate.
“Hedy. We were friends. You can’t let her do this to me.”
The young woman bit her bottom lip and looked away.
“She told you what would happen.” Hedy’s voice was weak. “You were told the rules, then you broke the rules. You made your choice.”
“I didn’t know! Who could have believed the Owl could actually fight the Dire Mother and win?”
“We did,” Hedy said. She still couldn’t look at her.
“Liar. You were right next to me in the coven glade. You didn’t cross the line. You didn’t stand with her. So why do you get to live and I don’t? Tell me that. You owe me that.”
Hedy’s shoulders clenched as she struggled for an answer.
“I…came around, later. I learned. She forgave me. She’s my teacher now.”
“Then why can’t she forgive me?” Gazelle’s head sagged, a ragged sob escaping her throat. “I don’t want to die.”
Mari, who had been standing in stoic silence, stepped over to Hedy. She put her arm around the girl’s shoulders and leaned in, her voice soft.
“When it happens, turn away. You don’t need to see this.”
Despina took off her mask, fixing Mari with an irritated glare.
“She most certainly does need to. Don’t coddle her, Sister.”
“They were friends,” Mari said. “Hedy shouldn’t have to watch this.”
Despina sighed. She strolled up and lightly put one booted foot on Gazelle’s back.
“It appears you need a lesson in taxonomy.” She pointed at herself, then her brother, going around in a circle and ending with Gazelle. “Witch, witch, witch, coven knight, cattle.”
With that, she slammed her boot down, shoving Gazelle flat on her belly. The girl grunted and squirmed under her foot.
“Cattle aren’t friends. They’re playthings at best.” Despina nodded to Hedy. “In fact, I think she should kill her. It’s a good learning experience. Hedy, you should start by skinning her. Trust me, you won’t see her as your friend when she isn’t wearing a face anymore.”
“You’re being cruel,” Mari snapped.
Despina laughed at her. “You’re just noticing now? That’s what we are, Mari.”
“Not to each other.”
Despina blinked. Her mouth opened, but nothing came out.
“Not to each other,” Mari said again, softer now. “We’re supposed to be a family. A real one, not like it was under the old Dire. I know…I know I’m new here. I know I’m out of line saying this. But there’s only five of us now. We have to stand together.”
Despina stepped off Gazelle and strode toward Mari, her lips pursed in a bloodless line. They stood nearly toe-to-toe, silent, Mari’s steely calm meeting Despina’s frozen glare.
“You are insubordinate, infuriating, and under coven law I would be within my rights to have you whipped.” Despina paused, glancing away. “You…also have a point. Hedy, I recognize that you may be feeling some distress right now. I taunted you for it. I’m sorry.”
“It’s all right,” Hedy murmured, staring down at the dirt.
Mari started to say something, cut silent as Despina raised a finger and locked eyes with her again.
“But I have a point, too. Hedy is learning, Mari. And our lessons are hard ones. I understand that you want to protect her, that you want to protect all of us, and that pleases us—but when you try to shield Hedy from something like this, you’re not helping her. You’re making her weak.”
“I guess.” Mari hesitated. “I guess I’m learning too.”
The woods rustled, branches swaying aside like charmed snakes to make way for Nessa’s return. She wore a beaming smile, a fresh spring in her step.
“I think we’ve all earned a bit of fun,” she said.
Vassili pointed the tip of his knife at Gazelle. “I thought that was the idea?”
Nessa put her hands on her hips and looked down at the fallen witch, eyes narrowed in contemplation.
“No, not her. Something better. Much better. Gazelle, look at me.”
Gazelle raised her tear-stained face, forcing herself to meet Nessa’s gaze.
“I’m in an excellent mood, and we have an appointment to keep, so I’m giving you a gift. As of this moment, you have exactly one year to live.”
“One…one year?”
Nessa pointed at Despina. “In Vel Hult, tales are still told of the Shrike, swooping from the trees to gobble up stray children. And Despina hasn’t even been there in ages. You have one year to make something of yourself. To earn a name, to build a legend. To prove to me that you’re worthy of joining my coven. If you succeed, I’ll welcome you with open arms. Fail, and I promise you’ll wish I had killed you today.”
She snapped her fingers and waved a hand at the others. “Now come along, everyone. I think you’re really going to like this.”
As she led her followers away, Hedy walked at her teacher’s side.
“Thank you,” she said softly. “That was kind of you.”
“Kind? Hardly. She’ll spend the next year living in mortal terror. The fear might push her to greatness, if she has the spirit for it. It’s up to her.”
“And if it doesn’t?”
Nessa gave Hedy a sidelong smile.
“You’d best hope that it does. If not, you’re the one who’s going to kill her.”



CHAPTER EIGHT
The morning sun crested over rolling hills, casting the Verinian countryside in olive and gold. Standing at the peak of a grassy knoll, a crisp wind running fingers through her pinned-up hair, Livia stood still as a marble statue.
Dante fidgeted at her side, looking down at his hands like he wasn’t sure what they were for. “I can’t believe you hid this from me,” he said for the fifteenth time. “I heard about the ‘miracles,’ how you made the assassins in Rhys’s keep vanish, how you saved Kailani’s life, but I assumed they were all stories. Just peasant nonsense.”
“Would you have believed they were genuine miracles?” Livia asked him.
“Between believing your god actually exists,” Dante said, “and believing that Livia Serafini dabbled in witchcraft…no. I would choose to believe neither. Rationality rejects both answers.”
“And yet,” Livia said, “here we are.”
“It is, I admit, an irrational world.” He dropped his voice to a near mumble. “And right now, Mari Renault is ferrying medicine to the sick.”
Livia furrowed her brow. “What’s that?”
He shook his head, waving her question away.
“Now you understand why no one can know about this,” she said. “Ever. Amadeo knows about my…past indiscretions, but I promised him I’d left that all behind.”
“To speak of it would consign us both to the pyre, signora. You’ve secured my silence by dangling a sword over my head. Are you absolutely certain you want to do this?”
“The stakes are too high. We’re too close to victory to turn back now. I’ll do whatever it takes.”
He fell into a pensive silence. Out of the corner of her eye, she caught him staring at her.
“You have an odd look on your face. What?”
“I merely remember,” he said, “when I had to goad and cajole you to stick a toe into the shadows. Now you’re plowing into the dark like you were born there, and dragging me with you.”
“I thought that’s what you wanted.”
He stroked his goatee, contemplating her.
“I’m not sure what I wanted.”
“At the end of the darkness lies the light, Dante. A new day. A new Church. Hope, and peace, and prosperity for all of the Gardener’s children.”
“And when the dawn comes, will you be there to greet it?”
She sighed and shook her head at him.
“How many times do I have to tell you? I don’t matter. This is all for the greater good.”
“For someone who doesn’t matter,” said a voice at their backs, “you’ve certainly made my life interesting.”
They hadn’t heard the approach. No footsteps, no crackling of fallen branches or rustle of grass, yet there they were: five people standing behind them, as if they’d been carried on a silent breeze.
“It’s nice to finally meet in person,” Nessa told her.
Livia took a half step backward. “You’re…her? The Owl?”
Nessa pushed her glasses up on her nose and smiled. “No masks today. I want nothing between us but honesty. What’s his problem?”
Livia turned her head. Beside her, Dante stared, thunderstruck, his mouth agape.
“Mari?” he whispered.
Mari inclined her head, her black leathers glistening in the sunlight. “Signore Uccello. I presume you’re putting your father’s letters to good use. Is the Church treating you well?”
“You two know each other?” Livia asked.
“My partner and I escorted Signore Uccello for a time,” Mari said. “He departed our company rather abruptly.”
“Mari,” he said, “what are you doing here? Why are you with them?”
Behind her, Vassili and Despina shared an amused glance.
“She’s found her higher calling,” Despina said, and Nessa rested a proprietary hand on Mari’s shoulder. Fingers curling tight. Her other hand, small and withered inside its sapphire glove, hung limp at her side.
“Mari…” He shook his head, looking pained. “You were supposed to become a knight. What happened to your dream?”
“I am a knight.” Mari frowned. “Not that it’s any of your business. Considering you abandoned our camp and fled in the middle of the night, I don’t know why you even care.”
“I hate to break up this fascinating reunion,” Nessa said, “but I think we had some business to discuss?”
Livia took a deep breath, steeling herself.
“The Empire has chosen to back my brother’s claim to the papacy. My only option is to take the Holy City and depose Carlo by force. Which I no longer have the military power to do. Not directly. I need your help.”
Nessa took a step closer. Her eyes glittered like a falcon on the hunt.
“Let me be certain I understand,” she replied. Savoring the moment. “You, Pope Livia Serafini, are beseeching the aid of my coven in conquering a city for you. Requesting—no, needing us to use all of the fell powers at our disposal to secure your throne. To employ our art to beguile, to deceive, to lay your enemies low. To kill, with forbidden and most sinful craft, in the name of your Church. Is that correct?”
An electric silence fell as the two women stared each other down.
“Yes,” Livia said.
Nessa held up one finger.
“A moment.”
She and her followers stepped back, gathering into a tight circle, debating in low voices. Livia glanced at Dante. Something in his expression threw her, something she’d never seen before.
Fear.
“I have everything under control,” she said. Trying to reassure them both.
“It’s not—” He shook his head, the words piling up in a logjam in his throat. “She shouldn’t be here.”
“The Owl? I invited her. I asked for this, Dante.”
“Not her.” Another frustrated shake of his head. His eyes fixed on Mari.
The circle unfurled, and the witches returned.
“How is my tonic working for you?” Nessa asked.
Livia shrugged. “It sustains my life. It’ll keep me on my feet long enough to finish my work.”
“You remember what I told you. The tonic will keep the Shadow in your veins from killing you. It will not stop the side effects. That’s a battle for you to fight alone.”
She remembered. Livia thought back to her research, discovering the story of Gregor Werre in a forgotten book. The monk who’d found himself Shadow-stricken, just like she had. How he’d resorted to cannibalism because human flesh was the only thing that didn’t taste like ashes in his mouth. How crops withered and milk curdled in his presence. And his final depiction on the page, a towering black-eyed monster.
“I remember,” Livia said.
“Good, good. Because it would be just terrible if the leader of the Church succumbed to that kind of corruption. I can scarcely imagine how devastating that would be.”
Livia frowned. “Did you come here to help me or mock me?”
Nessa jabbed a finger at her. “Manners, Livia. Always remember your courtesies when speaking to a witch. Your mother should have taught you that. But I can be forgiving. After all, you’re one of us.”
“I am not,” Livia snapped, “one of you.”
Nessa laughed. “All evidence speaks to the contrary. I think you know that. And, as you are a beloved coven sister, we will be happy to help you. We just need payment in kind. Nothing onerous, nothing you can’t part with. Three little things. The first part of our fee lies in Lerautia. The Black Archives.”
“Beneath the library,” Livia said, a sudden hitch in her voice. “The vault for heretical manuscripts.”
“I knew you’d know it. That’s where you found Squirrel’s spellbook, wasn’t it?”
A faint nod was Livia’s only reply.
“I wonder,” Nessa mused, “how many times you approached the door, only to turn away at the last second. But you always knew you’d go inside eventually. You needed to see.”
“I was only trying to save my father’s life.”
“And just look at you now. At any rate, the archives: we want them. Full, unfettered, unquestioned access. You’ll give the librarians your personal approval, tell them we’re a special committee of researchers or something. Make up any story you like, as long as it allows us to conduct our studies undisturbed.”
“Why do you want it?”
“There’s a place called Wisdom’s Grave. Our birthright. Our paradise. It’s gone missing, you see, for a very long time. I intend to find it.”
“Meaning you’ll go away when our business is done?”
“Meaning we’ll go away and leave you to your holy and righteous rule, for however long it may last. So, the second part of our fee: two carriages, pulled by the stoutest horses in your stables. One for us to ride in, and the other to haul a chest of fine papal gold. Enough gold that we can travel far, far away, which—wonder of wonders—is exactly what you’ll want us to do. Everyone wins.”
“Deal,” Livia said.
Nessa wagged a finger at her. “One moment, not so fast. Do you understand what you’re committing to, Livia? Another thing you should have been taught: when you make a bargain with a witch, you’d best keep your word in letter and in spirit. We’ll help you win your throne, but if you even think of betraying us afterward, the consequences will be…severe.”
“I give you my word,” Livia said. “On my honor and my life. On my father’s name.”
“Then we are in accord.” Nessa glanced at Hedy. “Look, Mouse, now you can say you’ve met the pope. I told you we’d have fun today.”
Livia inclined her head to the girl and held up her bare hand. “I won’t ask you to kiss my ring,” she said with a faint smile. “Won’t have it, until I pluck it from my brother’s finger with your help.”
“True.” Nessa took her hand from Mari’s shoulder, holding it out to Livia. “But I do have one. Now offer a gesture of respect, if you please.”
Livia chuckled, until the irritation on Nessa’s face—and her expectant, unwavering hand—made her fall silent. A tiny pewter ring rested on Nessa’s finger, set with a pinpoint sapphire.
“You’re—you’re not joking,” Livia said.
“I said there were three parts to my fee. This is the third.”
“But…why? The other things you want make sense, but this—”
“I heard what you said as we approached. That none of this is about you? That you don’t matter? Let’s put that to the test, you and I. Let’s find out what’s more important to you: the ‘greater good,’ or your pride.”
“This is absurd,” Livia said. “You’re a witch. A heretic. A murderer. You’re the enemy of everything I’m fighting to uphold.”
“I am your gracious benefactor. You want Lerautia. I can serve it up on a plate. And all you have to do is offer me a token gesture of respect. But if it’s too much to ask, if it would hurt your precious feelings too much to endure, I suppose we can just pack up and leave.”
Livia took a deep breath. “Dante, go back to the camp.”
“I shouldn’t leave you alone with—”
“Go.”
He stepped away, slowly, his eyes fixed on Mari. The knight didn’t give him a second glance.
Once he’d ambled down the hill, Livia squared her shoulders. “Fine,” she said. As she leaned in, though, Nessa yanked her hand away.
“No.” She snapped her fingers and pointed to the grass at her feet. “Get down on your knees first. Where you belong.”
Gritting her teeth so hard they ached, Livia sank to the grass. Cold morning dew spread through her gown, like fingers of ice along her legs. She closed her eyes. Feeling Nessa’s icy, hard ring against her lips, and the soft curve of her fingers.
“Now say, ‘Thank you, Dire Mother,’” Nessa told her.
“Thank you,” Livia growled, forcing out the words, “Dire Mother.”
“Very good. Oh, Livia. How you must hate me right now. But do you understand the lesson I’ve just taught you?”
Livia opened her eyes, glaring up at Nessa.
“Lesson?”
“Yes. Most people will pretend otherwise, but they value their pride more fiercely than they value their flesh and blood. And many say they’re willing to do anything to win, but give them a tiny push and their resolve buckles like a house of cards. You didn’t buckle. And when you are tested again—as you surely will be by the forces standing against you—you’ll remember this moment. And it will give you the strength to push through.”
Livia stared at Nessa, silent.
“You have my permission to stand up now,” Nessa told her. “And yes, you have our support. The Holy City is in for a string of most unpleasant surprises.”



CHAPTER NINE
General Baum hated surprises. Surprises like the stream of Murgardt refugees flooding in along the Road of Olives, haggard and hungry with their meager belongings stuffed into bindles, if they had been allowed to leave Mirenze with anything at all. He paced his office in the papal manse, hands clasped behind his ramrod-straight back, brow furrowed in concentration. The Imperial scout, still dressed in his uniform leathers, fidgeted at the open door.
“And the rest of your squad?” Baum asked.
“Gone, sir. We tried to get a closer look. Scaled a curtain wall and infiltrated from the west. It’s not just the citizens. I mean, they’ve gone mad, barricading the city for a siege they’re convinced is about to descend. We were prepared for that.”
“What happened, then?”
The scout swallowed hard, his cheeks pale.
“The women, sir.”
Baum stopped pacing.
“The women?”
“Five…five of them, in gray. Wearing mourner’s veils. They hit us from the shadows. Fast. You’ve never seen anything so fast. Gereon was dead before we knew we were under attack. They threw a silk noose around Marwin’s throat and hauled him down an alley, kicking and screaming all the way. Two of them grabbed hold of Kord and…squeezed him.”
Baum tilted his head. “Squeezed him?”
“One…one put her hands on the sides of his head, and the other his stomach, and…”
The scout’s voice broke as he ran to the window, hurling it open and leaning over the sill. He heaved until nothing was left but a trickle of bile. Baum stood and waited, impassive, calculating.
“They weren’t human.” The scout pushed away from the windowsill and wiped the back of his hand across his glistening lips. “I swear it on my mother’s grave, sir. They weren’t human.”
“And how did you escape?”
The scout shook his head, casting his gaze to the floor.
“I didn’t. They let me go. They said they’d been expecting us, and they needed to leave one of us alive. So I could give you this.”
His trembling hand clutched an envelope, sealed with a glob of bold, blue wax bearing the imprint of the Banco Marchetti’s heraldry. Baum took the envelope, cracking the seal and tugging out the note within.
“Perhaps next time,” Lodovico’s handwriting read, all tight black loops and whorls, “you’ll send a diplomatic envoy by day rather than killers by night. I won’t be so merciful as to leave a sole survivor next time. Understand this: Mirenze stands under a flag of freedom, as it will until its final days. We reject the Murgardt Empire. We reject its colonial madness, its mindless grasping for land and power, and we will rise up to fight any attempt at stealing what is rightfully ours.
“You know who I am. You know what I’ve done. You know what I’m capable of doing. Here’s one last thing you should know if you still feel inclined to demand my life:
“If I die, I’ll take this entire city with me.
“Yours affectionately, Lodovico Marchetti, Duke of Mirenze.”
The letter crumpled in Baum’s fist.
“Sir?” the scout asked. “What are we going to do?”
Baum walked behind his desk, sank into his chair, and rested his chin on his knuckles. He’d engineered everything to perfection: deposed a corrupt emperor, taken the reins of the nation, and made an alliance with Cardinal Accorsi to guarantee a pliant and cooperative Church. Plans unfurling like a clockwork scroll. All save for this. One madman, in one rebel city.
So why does it feel like I’m losing control? he asked himself. And how do I get it back?
*     *     *
“You’re slipping,” scowled Hammerface Celso, jabbing a finger at Aita.
She sat at the head of the table in her estate’s dining hall. A gallery in alabaster, the table draped with white linen and lit by silver candelabras. Before her, seated to her left and right, were the men charged with being her hands, eyes, and ears in the city. Her father’s lieutenants, and now hers.
Usually there were eight. Six now, with two chairs conspicuously empty.
They weren’t alone. Each of her underlings had been granted leave to bring a right-hand man of his own. Rough men in cheap leathers, loitering at the edges of the room and openly brandishing weapons on their hips. A safeguard in case anyone came to the table with ideas of treason in their greedy, venal minds. Aita’s servants skirted nervously around them, bringing a feast to the table. Steaks, steaming and rich, and ladles of creamy asparagus.
Aita held her chin high and cradled her glass of water. “Would you have spoken to my father this way?”
“You ain’t your father,” Celso said. “I’m starting to wonder if you’re even his kin. Two of us are dead. Two of us, and it was your damn husband what did it. Basilio woulda had this mess fixed in no time flat. What are you doing about it?”
A couple of the other men obliged him with grumbling nods. The others held their silence, looking between Aita and Celso like gamblers deciding who to place their money on.
“It would be easier for me to hire more assistance,” Aita said, sipping her water, “if you weren’t hiding twenty percent of your income from me.”
Celso blinked. His hands sat in his lap, fingers clenched.
“Oh.” Aita smiled and set down her glass. “You didn’t think I knew that. Much like your friend Clemente here. Clemente, I understand you’ve opened a new brothel on the Via Gramsci that you forgot to tell me about. A very profitable one.”
While Clemente sank into his chair, the man to his right fixed him with a lethal glare. “What the hell? The Via Gramsci is my street.”
“It is,” Aita said, “though I’m sure you’ve been making up for the loss, given that your pickpocket gangs are working on Signore Celso’s territory. You see, gentlemen? This is what happens when we don’t work together. This is what happens when you don’t follow the rules. Chaos.”
“This is what happens,” Celso snarled, “when a little girl does a man’s job. You just sauntered on in here and dropped into Basilio’s throne like you earned it. What’ve you done to earn our respect? Nothing.”
“That’s fair. Though to be frank, I inherited my father’s position after years of careful research. Studying you. Your organizations, your followers. Each and every one of you was stealing from my father, and for all his vaunted powers of insight, his fearsome control, he didn’t know it. But I did.”
Clemente rested one hand next to his plate. Fingers brushing the hilt of a steak knife.
“Well,” he said, glancing to the others. “I guess it’s out now.”
Aita inclined her head. “It is. I needed a brief period of adjustment when my father died. Time to settle into his chair and feel the puppet strings of his empire around my fingers. Time to quietly make deals with the right people. I realize I may have looked a bit weak in the process. And to be fair, my husband has been a nagging thorn in all our sides. That wasn’t part of the plan.”
Celso frowned at her. “Plan? What plan?”
“Cleaning house,” Aita said. “I am my father’s daughter. If you’d known that, you might still be alive right now.”
“What do you mean, still—”
His words ended in a ragged gurgle as a blade punched through the back of his neck, spearing out through his throat. Her lieutenants’ right-hand men assaulted the table as one, brandishing daggers and truncheons, falling upon their former masters. A wooden club rained down again and again, spattering blood and bone across the table and soaking the ivory tablecloth crimson. Another man was wrestled to the ground, kicking and thrashing, a wire garrote slicing into his throat. Clemente tried to run and they hauled him to the floor, plunging daggers turning his back into raw hamburger.
Aita gazed upon the slaughter with a polite smile on her lips, sipping from her glass of water.
It was over as soon as it began. The killers—her new cabinet, the men she’d dedicated her time to forging quiet alliances with—shoved the last corpse to the marble floor and took their seats at the gore-streaked table. One sliced off a hunk of steak and lifted it to his fat lips.
“Aw, Renzo,” his neighbor said, “that’s nasty.”
“What?” He popped the meat into his mouth and chewed. “That’s just how I like my steak. Bloody.”
Aita’s genial chuckle, like a crystal chime, rose above the laughter. She lifted her glass high.
“Gentlemen, thank you for joining me in this bold venture. You’ve all lingered in the shadows of unworthy masters for far too long, your talents unnoticed and unappreciated. Together we’ll move this organization into a new, shining day.”
One reached across the table and grabbed a bottle of wine with blood-sticky fingers. He threw back a swig, drinking straight from the bottle.
“I’m your man, we all are,” he said, “but what about this barricade business? Nothin’ coming into the city, nothin’ going out at all—where’s the profit in a dead town?”
“Nothing officially going in or out. I have Lodovico Marchetti’s ear, and his patronage. Where no open market stands, a gray market flourishes—and we will control that market. All the smuggling, all the underground trade. It’s ours to reap. The first thing we’ll do is divide territory—a much fairer distribution, and more profitable for each of you, than my father would have ever allowed.”
“Good to hear,” another said. “But, ah, speaking of ears…I’m just gonna say it. What about your husband? He’s still out there, carvin’ up anybody who carries your banner. I’ll never refuse a proper brawl, but I didn’t sign up to deal with no maniac.”
“I’ve been giving that a great deal of thought.” Aita’s fingertips absently brushed the scar on her cheek. “A great deal. Felix has a weak point: his lover, Renata. That’s what fuels him. That’s what we’ll use to bring him down.”
“How? Last I heard, ain’t no bounty hunter can find hide nor hair of her.”
“True enough. I’m certain he’s sent her to some remote location to hide and wait for his triumphant return. But we also know Felix is here. Inside the walls, isolated and alone. That means he’s cut off from the most valuable coin of all: information.”
“Meaning?”
“Meaning, perhaps we can’t find Renata.” Aita favored the table with a golden smile. “But Felix doesn’t know that.”



CHAPTER TEN
Another night. Another target.
Felix stalked down empty streets, the city markets abandoned in the dark, no sound but a cold lonely wind whispering across shutters and canvas awnings. He forced himself to breathe deeply, fighting the hammering of his heart, the nervous energy that pushed him to break into a run. The next of Aita’s henchmen kept himself penned up at the top of a two-story inn, always renting the same room. Flooding the hall outside with his thugs, but that wasn’t a problem; the coil of rope and heavy grappling hook dangling from Felix’s shoulder would see to that.
Nothing flashy this time, he told himself. Just slip in from the balcony, kill him in his bed, and slip out again. Do this right and I’ll be long gone before anyone knows he’s dead.
The business of killing had stopped bothering him. He wasn’t sure when that had happened. He felt no hesitation now, and no regrets after the deed was done. Part of him wondered what that meant. The rest of him didn’t have time to think about it. Didn’t want to think about it.
He crept along a narrow alley, closing in. The inn stood across a desolate boulevard, faint lights shining behind scarlet-curtained windows. Felix froze in his tracks.
Fresh paint daubed the stucco wall, scrawling letters in tar-black ink.
WE HAVE RENATA.
Then underneath, an addendum.
ASK ZOE.
Now he ran, racing back the way he’d come. His mission abandoned and only one thing on his mind—Renata—as he headed for the city docks.
*     *     *
The Hen and Caber bore an autumn harvest of memories for Felix. All the nights he’d lingered alone at a back table, drinking in the warmth of the fire and the merry reel of lute song, savoring the crusty bread and fresh-churned butter. All the nights he’d met with Renata in the alley around back or slipped up to her room, endless waiting and anticipation giving way to sudden passion.
Renata wasn’t here anymore. Neither was the warmth, though the fire still crackled in the hearth, or the merriment. The locals drank in stony silence or murmured conversation, casting a dour eye at every new arrival. The city was changing all around him. The fear of an impending siege weighing heavy on every heart. Felix kept his hood low and his face turned from the light, skirting around half-empty tables on his way to the bar.
“Zoe?” the barman said. “She’s upstairs. Says she ain’t feeling well tonight. Stomach sick.”
As he stood at her door, Felix heard faint weeping. He knocked, knuckles light.
The door opened a crack. One wet, reddened eye peered out at him, one pox-ravaged cheek caught by candlelight.
“A man came to see me,” she said in a broken whisper. “He knew she was my friend. He asked if I knew where you were.”
Felix furrowed his brow. “Did he hurt you?”
“Not…not like that. He…” Zoe shook her head, suddenly mute. She opened the door.
He stepped into her room. Another wave of memories. Not happy ones now. Thinking back to the night he’d taken refuge here, and Hassan the Barber had tracked him down. There was the table where he’d impaled Hassan’s hand with a rusty knife. There was the spot of floor, still stained dark, where they’d struggled for the blade.
There was the wall by the shabby little bed, where Felix had killed a man for the first time in his life. And sawed off Hassan’s head, sending it to his mistress in a gift box.
Zoe sat on the edge of the mattress and cradled a slender carton in her hands. A gold ribbon sat beside her, untied and discarded.
“Zoe,” Felix said, “what’s in the box?”
She held it out to him. Biting her lip, fresh tears in her eyes.
He pulled back the lid and his breath caught in his throat. Staring down at the pale, bloodless finger, lying severed in a bed of red velvet. A note nestled alongside it. He recognized Aita’s handwriting.
“My turn to send you a present,” she wrote. “The first of many. Come to the Piazza del Pastore at midnight, alone and unarmed. If you don’t, expect another package forthright. The next one will have her face in it.”
Zoe looked at him, lost for words, a tear rolling down one pockmarked cheek. Felix stared at the note. Then the finger. Then the note again. The roiling darkness in his stomach—the darkness he’d carried since his voyage to Winter’s Reach—curled eager fingers around his heart.
“I’ll handle it,” he said.
“Felix, these men—”
“I’ll handle it.”
He took the box with him. He couldn’t leave that pain with her. He needed it for himself. Fuel for his fire.
*     *     *
Leggieri threw up his hands, casting lamplit shadows across the wall of knives in his cellar.
“It’s a trap. You know it’s a trap.”
“Of course it is,” Felix said. “Aita expects me to trade my life for Renata’s. She spoke the truth at the governor’s ball: she’s pragmatic. She’s got nothing against Renata. If I’m dead, there’s no reason Aita wouldn’t let her go.”
“So that’s it?” Leggieri shook his head. “After all this, you’re going to just give up and die?”
“Hardly. We know where Aita wants me. We know the spot she’s marked as the killing ground. And we know her agents will be there at midnight. They can tell me where Renata’s being held. I just have to get it out of them.”
“She won’t be sending amateurs after you anymore,” Leggieri warned. “You’ve earned her best efforts.”
Felix turned to stare at the wall of weapons, drinking in the sight.
“And she’s earned mine.”
*     *     *
Salmon-colored shingles rattled under Felix’s feet as he crossed the rooftops, a ghost etched in pale moonlight. On one hip, a rapier from Leggieri’s workshop, sleek and honed to a killing edge. On the other, wrapped in gauze and nestled in his velvet pouch, the severed finger. With every slide down an angled roof, with every leap from ledge to ledge, he felt it bump against his hip. Driving his pace like a rider on his back digging in the spurs.
His body was an atlas of pulled muscles and barely healed cuts, but he didn’t feel the pain any more than he felt the cold night wind washing over him. The darkness had him now. He’d stopped fighting. Invited it in. Greeted it as a teacher and a friend. He knew he’d need every resource, every trick, every power at his command if he was going to save Renata tonight.
He needed everything but mercy. That, he’d left behind.
One block south of the Piazza del Pastore, he slowed to a creep and hunched low at the edge of a crumbling rooftop. He’d gotten the knack of seeing by moonlight, like he’d learned to navigate the Mirenze skyline as easily as the streets below. He was as much a feral cat as he was a man. Down on a sleepy side street a beggar hobbled along, draped under layers of tattered rags with his head bowed low.
A miserable sight, were it not for the way the moon glinted off his expensive, high-laced boots. Or how, when his ambling gait shifted just right, he betrayed the telltale bulge of a blade hidden under his rags. Felix thought of swooping down and taking him, here and now, but he steeled himself and stayed his hand. He was glad he did as he crept on by; around the next bend, just below his feet, a pair of rakes leaned against a darkened shop window and passed a bottle of wine back and forth. Watching the street like hawks. Felix smiled as the upturned bottle caught the light. It was dry as a stone, phony as their feigned drunkenness.
The piazza was an open market square, and during the day it played host to auctions of livestock and bulk goods. A lectern stood on a raised wooden stage beside a couple of tall, empty cages and an animal pen strewn with dirty hay. Even by night, the rancid smell of stale piss hung in the air. In a shadowy alcove, a couple stood in a lovers’ clinch. Up a short alley, two more derelicts pretended to sleep under moth-eaten blankets. Months ago, Felix wouldn’t have given any of them a second glance. He’d taken the world for what it was, never peeling back the grimy layers beneath.
He knew a killer when he saw one now. And a trap waiting to spring shut. They’d covered every entrance to the square. No matter which way he entered the piazza, if he came in from below, Aita’s men would be on him in seconds. He had no intention of obliging them. Instead, he got down on his belly, flush to the roof, and watched.
Waiting was agony. He felt the bulge of his pouch against his hip, and his imagination ran wild thinking about what they might have done—might be doing, right at that moment—to Renata. He forced himself to take deep breaths and focus.
An hour drifted by in the dark. Maybe two. The wind ruffled Felix’s hair with icy fingertips. Then it carried a faint voice from the square below.
“Are we sure he got the message?”
“Had to,” answered another voice. One of the killers disguised as a beggar. “We painted the walls at every single place he might have targeted. No way he’s not showing up.”
“You see him? I don’t. I don’t think he’s coming.”
“Almost feel bad for his girl. You think Aita’s really gonna slice her face off?”
A grim chuckle drifted up from below as Felix’s hands clenched on the eave. His blood racing hot and every muscle in his body screaming for him to leap down and start the slaughter.
“It’s Aita,” the other man said. “She says she’s gonna do something, she’s gonna do it. C’mon, somebody has to send word back, and it might as well be us. I’m freezing my arse off out here.”
As the two men ambled off, heading up an alley and away from the quiet square, Felix pushed himself up, crouching like a panther, then rose. Following them from above, his slow, careful footsteps like faint whispers in the dark.



CHAPTER ELEVEN
Felix’s prey followed a winding path through the city streets, angling toward the docks in the distance. Felix could taste the tang of salt rolling off the black waters. Moving above the two killers, he reached down and slid a long, horn-hilted dagger from his boot. The metal came free with a serpentine hiss.
He’d been waiting. Waiting for them to get clear of the square, isolated from their partners. Waiting for them to turn down a treacherous alley, barely wide enough for the two men to stand side by side. Far enough, Felix thought.
He leaped from the rooftop, clutching the dagger in both hands, and drove it down like a thunderbolt from the bleak night sky. The blade punched through the crown of his target’s head, cracking his skull, driving all the way down to the hilt. His collapsing body cushioned Felix’s fall. Felix hit the ground, rolled, and his rapier lashed from its sheath as he came up again and charged the dead man’s partner.
The assassin hit the alley wall, eyes bulging and mouth agape, with the tip of Felix’s rapier pressed to his throat.
“I only needed one of you alive,” Felix said. “This is your lucky night.”
“You’re…you’re him. Felix Rossini.”
“That’s right. And do you know what I have in my pouch, signore?”
His response was a timid headshake. Felix gave the hilt of his rapier a little shove, driving the point a fraction of an inch deeper into the tender flesh of the man’s throat. A thin trickle of blood welled up, dripping down his neck.
“My fiancée’s finger,” Felix said. “So you can no doubt imagine I have very little time or patience for prevarication right now. The only thing saving you from the cold of the grave is your usefulness. So be useful. Talk.”
The man swallowed, wincing as his throat swelled against the tip of the blade. “What do you want to know?”
“Renata. Where are they holding her?”
“Do—do you know Hammerface Celso? One of Aita’s lieutenants.”
Felix nodded. “He’s on my list.”
“His place. It’s a warehouse along the docks. No street address, but there’s a carving of a dove above the door.”
“Good. So far, you’re being very useful. Let’s see if you can keep it going. How many guards?”
He shook his head, just a twitch. “Not many. Celso’s there with two men, maybe three. You weren’t supposed to find out. You were supposed to come to the piazza. We were told to capture you alive if we could.”
“And then?” Felix asked.
“We were told to bring you straight to Aita. She’s…she’s at the warehouse right now, waiting.”
Felix’s lips curled into a grim smile. Renata. Aita, blithely waiting for him, unaware he’d slipped from the jaws of her trap. And a token retinue of guards to protect them both. He couldn’t have prayed for a better chance.
“Thank you, signore,” Felix said, “you’ve been very helpful.”
“So does that mean you’ll let me—”
Felix speared the rapier through his throat then twisted it, wrenching the blade free. He turned and strode away as the killer collapsed at his back, choking on his own blood.
The far edge of the docks was a snarled tangle of ribbon streets lined with warehouses, some barred under oaken doors and mammoth iron locks, others gone to seed and half-abandoned by owners who only came to port once in a blue moon. It didn’t take Felix long to find the spot: a squat box of chipped and dirty brick, with the crude outline of a bird chiseled above the side doorway.
He thought about knocking. Get them to open the door, then carve his way to Renata one body at a time. Then he stepped away. No, too much chance of someone putting a blade to Renata’s throat if he gave them any advance warning. He’d have to get inside as quietly as he could, at least until she was safe and in his arms.
Then, he decided, it was time for Aita to die. Time for this nightmare to finally end.
A patch of rough wall, faded by sea wind and time, looked promising. Felix jumped up and grabbed at an outcropping of broken stone. His fingers dug in, a lance of pain shooting up his back as he swung and snatched at another outcropping a few feet away. His boots scrabbled for purchase, one foot finding a crumbling dent to dig his toes into while the other dangled free. Inch by agonizing inch he hauled himself up the wall, toward a long broken window set close to the rooftop. A brick turned to powder under his fingers. Loose chunks scattered to the street below, his grip suddenly falling free. He flailed toward the window with his other hand outstretched, closing on the cold iron frame and squeezing tight with the last of his strength. A nub of jagged glass the size of a coin sliced into his palm. He bit down on his bottom lip, stifling a groan, and caught the window frame with his other hand.
From there he squirmed his way upward and over, inching through the coffin-sized window. A tall rack bearing crates and moldering sacks stood on the other side, the highest shelf just a couple of feet below the windowsill. He pulled himself in and landed on his back on the shelf, gasping for breath, blood guttering down his wrist from the cut. He took hold of the glass chip and wriggled it free from his palm. It felt like he’d been slashed with a razor, the stinging pain setting his teeth on edge. He pressed his palm to his chest and stanched the wound as best he could on the dirt-stained cloth of his vest.
Silence. Too much silence. The light of a single torch, smoldering in the gloom, was the only proof the warehouse hadn’t been totally abandoned. Felix sat up slowly. His pulse hammered against his wounded palm.
No signs of movement below. Just racks of lonely, half-empty shelves, spaced out along the grimy stone floor. Far in the back, though, a solitary door hung open just a crack. An office, he thought, or more storage. Either way, that’s where I’ll find them.
He clambered down from the shelves and dropped into a crouch on the flagstones. Wincing at every stray sound. He was close now, so close he could smell the memory of Renata’s perfume. He took the middle lane of the warehouse, a wide boulevard running between the shelves, creeping closer to the back door one careful footstep at a time.
Then, ten feet up ahead, Aita stepped out from behind a shelf. The torchlight glowed at her back and made her hair shine like molten gold.
“Felix,” she said, with a smile of feline pleasure.
“Where is she, Aita?” He rested his wounded palm on the hilt of his rapier, feeling the sting of cold metal against the cut. “Give me Renata, and I might let you live.”
“Neither one of us has any intention of allowing the other to live. Don’t pretend otherwise. Bluffing isn’t something you’re good at.”
Felix extended his other hand, taking in the empty room. A draft rippled through the broken windows and kicked up scattered dust.
“You don’t have any other option. I slipped your little trap at the piazza. Your men are still out there, hunting me, while I’m in here with you. So what now?”
Aita chuckled and shook her head.
“Oh, Felix. You know, everyone has a weak spot, something they want more than life itself. Some men you can lead around by their cocks like a puppy on a leash. Other men dance to the tune of jingling gold. But you? Of all the things you could squander your life on, of all the weapons you could hand to me, your downfall was love. Pathetic.”
Felix swallowed, his throat suddenly bone-dry. She was too confident, too pleased for a woman facing her death.
“Where is she, Aita?”
“You should feel honored,” she told him. “I finally stopped underestimating you. I realized there was a very good chance that whatever snare I set in your path, you’d wriggle right out of it. So I made sure all of my soldiers had a clever little story to pass on in case you managed to capture one of them. You know: Renata and I, in this warehouse not far away. Just waiting for you to swoop in and save the day. The dashing storybook prince defeating the evil villain and rescuing the damsel in distress.”
Felix felt the air shift around him. The shadows on the racks grew long, curling like clawed fingers, no longer matching the dance of the torchlight.
“I didn’t lay one trap,” she said. “I laid two.”
Felix spun, the pitter-patter of running feet his only warning before a gray shadow launched toward him. A slippered foot hit his chest like a stone sledgehammer. He felt a rib crack as the impact flung his body like a rag doll, sending him slamming against one of the storage racks. A second figure—gray, face shrouded behind a mourner’s veil—grabbed him by the throat with velvet-gloved fingers too long for any human hand. A hissing chuckle oozed from beneath the veil as the fingers squeezed, cutting off his air, his vision blossoming red.
He flexed his wrists. Short daggers dropped free from the spring-loaded sheaths under his sleeves. He missed one, fingers fumbling in his panic, and it clattered to the floor. The other fell snug in his grip and he punched it into his attacker’s belly again and again. She staggered back as she clutched at her wound. He’d barely taken a breath, getting his wind back, when the first woman came at him in a thundering charge. She spun like a cyclone, one hand battering his knife aside, the other lashing out with a brutal fist that sent him crashing to the flagstones. He tasted coppery blood in his mouth, flowing from the root of a cracked tooth.
A silken noose flipped over his head, drawing taut as the woman dropped one knee down on the small of his back and pinned him to the floor. Felix clawed at the noose, his breath escaping in an agonized wheeze. Aita sauntered toward him.
“The fairy tale is over,” she said. “Welcome to the real world. This is where the dashing prince dies and the evil queen lives happily ever after. How do you like that ending? If it’s any consolation, I have no idea where Renata is. Couldn’t find her. Turns out I didn’t need to. All it took to catch you was a finger from a fresh corpse and the power of suggestion.”
She crouched down in front of him. The scar on her cheek twisted as she gave him an affectionate smile.
“I liked you, Felix. Even when I decided you had to die, I still liked you. But you did embarrass me in front of my men. Reputation is everything in my world, and I need to prove I’m my father’s equal. So understand this: you are going to suffer an excruciatingly slow and grotesque death. The kind of death people will shudder to even imagine, so that for years to come, anyone thinking of standing against me will be warned of the horrible fate of Felix Rossini.”
On the verge of blacking out, his pulse roaring in his ears, Felix struggled to focus on Aita’s face as his vision blurred. She ran her slender fingers through his hair.
“Just remember, it’s nothing personal.”



CHAPTER TWELVE
The heart of Mirenze stood behind stout curtain walls, but it took more than teeming streets to build a city. Beyond the barricaded gates lay acre after acre of rolling farmland, the fields gone black and fallow in the aftermath of the autumn harvests.
“A city’s like an army,” Gallo said. “It runs on its stomach. All the food’s buttoned up behind the walls now; they’ll be snug and fat through the winter.”
Achille looked up at him, walking along the road at his side. “They’ll have to open the gates in the springtime, won’t they? So the farmers can get back to their fields?”
Sykes snorted. “That’s assuming the city’s still standing by the time the frost thaws. Once word of this little ‘rebellion’ gets back to the Empire, either they’ll pound Mirenze to rubble or starve it to death. It’s just like anything else in life, really.”
“How do you mean?” Renata gave him a sidelong glance.
“As bad as things are right now,” he said with a smirk, “it only gets worse from here.”
Renata stared at the walls in the distance, the banded gates defiantly shut against all comers. She could barely make out the rippling flags on the ramparts, the Imperial eagle torn down and replaced by banners of icy blue. Her brow furrowed as she took in the sight. She’d spent her entire life in Mirenze, but at that moment she hated the city. Hated it like it was a living thing, an enemy standing between her and Felix. She wanted to punch it, to tear down its walls with her bare hands and leave it bleeding in her wake.
She shrugged off the idle fantasy. Brute force wouldn’t get them past those gates, but cunning might. Her gaze drifted to the horizon, an idea dawning.
“The port,” she said. “We go in by water.”
“Blockade’s a blockade.” Lydda shook her head. “They’ll be watching the port like hawks. Besides, case you ain’t noticed, we don’t have a boat.”
Renata smiled. “What Achille said got me thinking. They brought the harvest inside the city, and the harvesters along with it. Probably a few holdouts here and there, but I’m guessing there’s a whole bunch of empty farmhouses whose occupants took shelter behind the walls. Preparing for the siege.”
“Yeah, so?”
“Follow me,” Renata said. “I’ve got a hunch.”
They walked across barren fields and rolling dales under a crisp blue sky, frost-kissed grass crunching under their feet. The noonday sun glowed overhead, the gauzy light offering little warmth. Along the coastline, a mile south of the city walls, the wind carried the tang of salt and rot as foam washed up on an ice-white beach.
They found a hamlet there. Just a clump of miserable shacks, windows crooked and doors chained shut, a stout clay granary hanging open and empty. The fields at the hamlet’s edge had been picked clean. Only a few lean crows hopped along the beds of black loam, watching Renata’s party with hungry, glittering eyes.
“Oh, we should loot the place,” Sykes deadpanned with a gesture to the shacks. “All this regal finery, just waiting to be stolen. I can’t believe they left it behind.”
“There’s a reason these hamlets spring up along the coast,” Renata said. “If the annual harvest doesn’t put enough food on the table, there’s another trade you can turn to.”
She grinned as they turned a corner. Propped up on wooden sawhorses, covered in heavy oilcloth, waited exactly what she’d hoped to find. She grabbed hold of the tarp and gave it a tug.
“Fishing,” she said as the oilcloth billowed free. The boat, put up for winter, was a fifteen-footer with its mast collapsed and sails furled up tight. Chips of faded blue paint clung to the weathered hull, a memory of a more prosperous time.
Lydda rapped her knuckles against the wood. “You sure this thing’ll even float?”
“It’ll float,” Renata said.
“Still doesn’t explain how we’re gonna get it into port.” Sykes tapped his sallow cheek. “In case you ain’t noticed, me, Lydda, and the kid are a little pale for this town. Doesn’t sound like Murgardt faces are too welcome these days.”
Renata circled the boat, thinking, and glanced to a storage shed behind the sawhorses. “Not a problem. Can you get that lock open?”
“Easy,” Lydda said. The shed door shattered under her boot, slamming open, the padlock dangling from a broken latch.
“I meant…pick the lock.” Renata winced and looked over at Achille. “We’re only taking what we need, and when we’re done, we’re putting it all back exactly where we found it.”
The shed yielded fishing nets and line, and she brought her finds out by the armload as Gallo and Sykes wrestled the mast into place. Getting the boat down to the water was a team effort, the old hull scraping inch by inch in the thick, wet sand, but at long last it bobbed free in the icy waters. Renata waded in, going hip deep and shivering as the waves clung to her legs with frozen hands. Then she tossed her pack into the boat and climbed in after it.
Gallo’s teeth chattered as he followed her on board. He rubbed at his soaked calves like he was trying to start a fire with the friction. “So, what now?” he asked her.
Renata held up one of the stolen nets. “We’re posing as fishers. So we need fish.”
“Great idea,” Sykes said, hauling a rope to hoist the mainsail. The old canvas snapped in a sudden, stiff wind. “Lydda and me will be right over here, not doing that. Have fun.”
Hauling in enough of a catch—a net bursting with yellow cod and plump, wriggling sea bass—took hours of hard work. Even with Gallo and Achille’s help, Renata’s arms felt like they’d been pounded with a mallet, her back aching as she dragged their bounty across the boat’s narrow deck. A swell rocked the boat from stem to stern, splashing her face with frozen mist. She looked to the horizon and the line of darkness inching their way.
“Okay, that’s enough fish,” she said. “Looks like a storm coming. Let’s put into port and hope this works.”
“What if it doesn’t?” Achille asked.
She shrugged. “They’ll probably decide we’re Murgardt spies and hang us. So let’s stay optimistic.”
She felt wistful as the fishing boat slowly sailed into the harbor. So much had happened since she fled the city—abducted by bandits and escaping alongside Hedy, the witch. Taking a stand in Kettle Sands and leading the fight against marauding crusaders. She’d seen wonders, nightmares, and gotten dirt and blood on her hands in equal measure.
Still just the same old me, though, she thought as she tacked the boat toward the dock. Only difference is, now I know what I’m capable of.
“So many things I used to be afraid of,” she murmured, watching the shore. Militiamen in heavy leathers and bright blue armbands pointed toward the oncoming boat, raising a shout, thundering up the dock to intercept them.
Beside her, Gallo watched the gathering militia with an uncertain eye. “And now?”
“And now?” Renata lifted her chin. “Aita should be afraid of me.”
The boat bumped against the dock, Gallo and Renata the only visible occupants. She nonchalantly grabbed a heavy line and looped it around the nearest post, ignoring the gang of armed men standing open-mouthed on the dock just a few feet away.
“What do you think you’re doing?” one of the militiamen sputtered. “Identify yourself!”
Renata spun the line into a sailor’s knot, giving it a hard yank and securing the boat against the dock. She looked over and shrugged.
“Renata Nicchi, and I’m fishing.” She nodded to the back of the boat, where the fat nets lay beside a bumpy pile of oilcloth. “Any other questions?”
“You can’t—you can’t do that. The city’s under blockade. You can’t just come and go as you please!”
She put one leg up on the rim of the boat, dusted off her hands, and sighed.
“If you think the fish are spies, you’re welcome to interrogate them, but you’ll have to pay me first. Look, we work at the Hen and Caber. Our customers want fish. Fresh fish. And when they don’t get what they want, they start flipping tables and swinging bottles. I’d rather risk encountering a Murgardt warship over getting my nose busted in another barroom brawl. One’s a hell of a lot more likely to happen than the other.”
“You might be a spy,” one of the men said, glowering at her with his arms folded tight against his chest.
“Oh, for the love of…” Renata flung up her hand, pointing. “The Hen and Caber is right there. One block away. Go ask for Zoe, and tell her Renata and Gallo just got back from their fishing trip. Bring her down here if you want. She’ll vouch for us.”
They obliged, sending two men running while the rest stood guard on the dock, keeping Renata from getting off the boat. Hands dangerously close to the short blades on their belts, like they’d been eager for a chance to use them.
Gallo leaned in and whispered, “You’re sure she’ll vouch for both of us? She’s never even heard my name.”
“Zoe’s smart,” Renata said, her eyes on the militia. “She’ll add it up, don’t worry.”
When the men came back, escorting Zoe between them, Renata wasn’t prepared for the look of astonishment on her friend’s face. Zoe barreled through the militiamen, jumped onto the boat, and yanked her into a bone-crushing embrace.
“You’re alive,” she gushed as she pressed her face to Renata’s ear. “Thank the Gardener, you’re alive.”
Renata patted her back and murmured, “Yes, back from my totally routine and everyday fishing trip, right?”
Zoe caught herself, nodding fast, blinking back tears as she turned away.
“I’ve known them both my entire life,” she said. “They’re practically family. We’re just trying to stay in business, that’s all. Don’t you have anything better to do?”
One of the militiamen shook his head, stepping back as he waved her off. “Fine. You get a pass, once. I’d better not see you out on the water again, though. Rules are rules. Next time, I’m running you in.”
As the men walked up the dock in a pack, grumbling under their breath, Zoe took hold of Renata’s hands. Lifting them up, studying her fingers with wide eyes.
“Oh, no,” she whispered.
Renata blinked. “I…Zoe, whatever’s going on, we’ll talk about it, but I need your help first. And fast.”
She hauled aside the net and the day’s catch, lifting one corner of the bundled tarp at the back of the boat. Underneath, lying flat on their bellies and squeezed side by side, Sykes, Lydda, and Achille looked up at her. Achille wriggled his fingers in an awkward wave.
“I brought some friends,” Renata said.
It was sunset by the time Zoe returned from the tavern with a borrowed wagon, trotting the horses as close to the edge of the dock as she could manage. They waited until a militia patrol passed by before waving for their Murgardt passengers to sprint up the pier and clamber into the wagon. Back at the Hen and Caber, Zoe hustled them up the back stairs while Renata stopped off in the kitchen, handing the fat net of fish to a very surprised cook.
As soon as she stepped into Zoe’s room, her friend rushed over and took her hands again, rubbing her fingers like she wasn’t sure they were real.
“Zoe, what is it? What’s wrong?”
“You weren’t kidnapped, were you?”
Renata shook her head. “No. I’ve been in Carcanna, hiding. Why?”
“Aita…she made it look like she had you. Sent us a chopped-off finger and said it was yours. Felix went after her. That was last night, and…and he’s not been back since.”
Renata’s jaw clenched. She felt winded, like she’d just been punched in the gut. Last night, she thought. If we’d gotten here just one day sooner…no. No time to think about it. Felix is still alive. He has to be.
I have to believe that, because I don’t know what will happen if I don’t.
She took a deep breath, steeling herself. The fear turned into smoldering anger, stoked in the pit of her stomach.
“Stay here,” she told Zoe. “Wait for us. We’ll be back.”
“What are you doing?”
“I’m going to find Felix,” she said. “I’m going to save Felix, and then we’re getting married.”
“He…he married Aita. It was some sort of arranged thing with their families. He had to do it—”
“That’s not a problem.” Renata turned to the door, her eyes burning with cold fury. “He’s about to become a widower.”



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Nessa’s coven slipped into Lerautia without a second glance. Just a band of weary travelers, tired of the road and seeking rest in the alabaster heights of the Holy City. They took rooms at the Crooked Beam, a squat brick inn on the edge of a market square, and Mari set out alone to do a little reconnaissance before dinner. She left her leathers and her weapons behind. In her crisp blue linens she could easily pass for a tradeswoman, her callused hands and rat’s nest of hair ensuring she’d never be mistaken for a lady of means.
She hated the forced piety of the city, the iron tree of the Gardener in every window and carved on every eave, an eternal reminder of the war that had gutted her homeland. The tree didn’t bear fruit; it bore swords, swords the Empire used to massacre the Terrai with their false pope’s blessing.
Not that what I was taught was any more real. She thought back to her talk with Nessa before her initiation. When she learned that the moonseers, the priestesses of her childhood faith, were nothing but witches hiding their power behind a holy veil.
It was all right. Nessa was real. Mari’s new family was real. And her knightly calling—her honor, her duty, and her steel—those were real. That was all she needed.
It wasn’t hard to spot the signs of Imperial control. Cavalry patrolled the boulevards in tight formation, putting on a show with their shiny armor and high-maned steeds. No checkpoints, no serious security—they were waiting for an enemy army to arrive, not a handful of insurgents. Mari stopped at a baker’s shop and traded a few tarnished coins for a small pastry. She stepped to one side and munched on the rare treat, gooey hot and leaving her fingers sticky with white frosting, while she listened to a couple of the locals gab at each other.
She knew she should try to make small talk, slip into the conversation and find out if they had any useful information. Werner had done that all the time, back when they worked together. That had been easy for him. Mari wasn’t good at talking. She knew if she tried she’d say something wrong, and they’d give her funny looks, and she’d want to crawl under a table and die, and they’d all laugh at her. She knew they would. So she finished her pastry and left.
She trudged back through the raucous common room at the Crooked Beam and up the rickety stairs, ignoring the wash of conversation and clinking mugs. She fumbled at the lock for the door at the end of the hall. Inside, Nessa and Hedy sat side by side on the straw mattress. Looking down at the open book on Hedy’s lap, and deep in conversation.
“So when we wind the blood in this pattern,” Hedy was saying, “and change the rite, it’s like…musical notes. Tones. We’re changing the tone of the underlying energy.”
Nessa beamed and ruffled Hedy’s hair. “I was twenty before I figured that out. Of course, you have a better teacher than I did.”
Mari hovered at the door, ducking her head. “I’m interrupting. I’ll leave.”
“Not at all,” Nessa said. “Hedy, that’s all for today. I’d like to spend some time alone with my knight.”
Hedy glanced between them, wearing a knowing look. “Yes, ma’am. I think I’ll go for a walk near the papal manse. I’ll see if I can spot anything useful.”
She slipped past Mari and shut the door.
“Well,” Nessa said as she rose, “she’s gone for a walk. Despina and Vassili are off looking for their own kind of fun…what will we do until dinnertime?”
Mari gave her a small, anxious smile, stepping close as Nessa beckoned. Their lips brushed, a spark jumping between them—then Nessa fell to the mattress and yanked Mari down with her. The bed jolted under their bodies, Nessa laughing then leaning in for another, longer kiss.
Mari reached for Nessa’s glasses. Nessa’s hand met hers, fingers curling. She shook her head.
“Leave them on. I want to see you clearly.”
Mari let out a faint chuckle. “I’m…not much to look at.”
Nessa’s other hand, withered, encased in its glove of crushed blue velvet, gently stroked Mari’s cheek.
“I wish,” Nessa said, “I could find every person who ever made you believe that and show them what I see. Right before I plucked their eyes out.”
Their foreheads touched. Lying close. Chests rising and falling in the same cadence as they shared each other’s breath.
“How’s Hedy doing?” Mari asked, her voice soft.
“She’s a prodigy. If I could, I’d bring Fox back to life and murder him ten more times for squandering her talents this long. She’ll make a fitting successor someday. Mari, I need you to do something for me. When time allows, I want you to teach her how to fight.”
Mari’s brow furrowed. “Fight? Keeping her safe is my job.”
“I know. I know. But…if anything were to happen to us, if a disaster struck, I want her mind and her body to be equally capable. She has to be able to fend for herself.”
“As you wish,” Mari said, “but nothing’s going to happen, Nessa. She has us to take care of her. We’re not going anywhere.”
Nessa’s smile turned distant for a moment, wistful, and she nodded.
“Right.”
The fingers of her good hand trailed down the front of Mari’s blouse, tracing tiny pearl buttons.
“That’s enough talking for now,” Nessa told her.
*     *     *
The remnants of Livia’s invasion force made camp east of Lerautia, with the lights of their cook fires sheltered behind the swell of a hillside. Just close enough for their scouts to see the alabaster ramparts in the distance and the great winged arms of the White Cathedral overlooking the sacred streets below. Close enough to see the vast Imperial encampment, three regiments of men fresh from the crusade and still spoiling for a fight, just outside the city.
At sunset, as wisps of murky clouds drifted in a tangerine sky, Livia stood atop the hill and gazed out at her prize. Almost close enough to touch. On her right, Amadeo shook his head.
“I still don’t see how we can win.”
“I’ve taken care of it,” Dante said, at Livia’s left. Amadeo tilted his head at him.
“Taken care of it?”
“I am not without friends in this part of the world, signore. I made contact with an old associate of mine, a mercenary captain. His men are going to distract that encampment and keep the Imperials busy while we siege the papal estate.”
Livia nodded, her eyes fixed on the city. This was the story she and Dante had concocted to conceal her pact with the Owl. It would serve.
“And the price?” Amadeo asked. “Friend or not, I assume they aren’t putting their lives in danger out of love for the Church.”
“Gold,” Livia said, “which we’ll have an abundance of in short order. A simple fee.”
Amadeo stretched his arms above his head and stifled a yawn. “Well, if we’re moving tonight, these old bones could use an hour’s rest or two. I’ll be down in the camp.”
He left them there, standing in silence for so long it felt like each of them was daring the other to break it. Livia finally spoke.
“You have a melancholy. That’s not like you.”
“I do,” Dante said. “I appear to have outwitted myself.”
She looked his way. “How do you mean?”
“Forget it. I’ve never sought the counsel of a priest, and I don’t plan on starting now.”
“Then accept the counsel of a friend.”
He looked out to the city with eyes gone lost, like a man who had forgotten where he was or how he got there in the first place.
“I played a game with myself. A trick of the mind to ease my conscience when dirty work needed doing. No laughter, signora, I do have a conscience. Malnourished and small, but it exists.”
“I’m not laughing,” Livia said. “What was this game?”
“I met a girl once. She was…good. Kind-hearted, noble, wanting the best for all around her. If such a thing as purity could exist outside of fairy tales, she was pure. I mocked her, because I needed to mock her. Because her very existence proved everything I claimed about myself—that I was a scoundrel by necessity, that my crimes were those that anyone in my shoes would commit, that nobody was honest or decent in their hearts—she proved those claims were lies.”
He clasped his hands behind his back, and looked to the setting sun.
“I imagined her as my counterweight,” he said. “An angel in flesh, doing all the good in the world that I could—no, that I would not do. As long as she was out there, everything was all right.”
Livia spoke gently, choosing her words with care.
“You speak of her as an…excuse, really. A justification, as though you could defray your deeds by sharing in hers. But that’s not how it works, Dante. Each of us is responsible for the choices we alone make.”
He gritted his teeth. “I know that. She…she inspired me, Livia. Inspired me to self-loathing, more days than not, but she was a constant reminder that there was something better out there. That I could be a better man, if I could find the strength to be a little more like her. But I never did.”
“And? What happened to the girl?”
“The Owl’s ‘knight.’ The woman in black, with the sickles on her belt. That was her.”
He fell silent. Livia studied his face in the gathering shadows. The glint of a tear in one eye.
“The one spark of light in this fallen world, and I didn’t know how badly I needed it until it was gone.”
“But that’s not true. Maybe the only spark you’ve seen, but there are others. That’s what we’re doing here, Dante. That’s the work.”
He shook his head at her, letting out a weary sigh as he wiped at his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose.
“The ‘work’ is that we’re about to murder a considerable number of people so that you can seize a papal crown. Go ahead and tell me how the sun will shine through the night and doves will sing hymns of joy once you sit on that throne. Don’t forget you’re talking to the man who put you there. Do you remember what I taught you about the instruments of control?”
She nodded, thinking back. “I do.”
“You were horrified, at the time. The very idea that a ruler might have to get a spot of blood on her hands.” His eyes narrowed. “And just look at you now.”
“I see,” Livia said. “That’s how you’re going to cope.”
“Hmm?”
“Burying your honest sorrow,” she said, “under that mask of tired cynicism. You’re better than that, Dante. There’s more to you than that. You just showed me, a minute ago, how much you really feel. If you’d only open your heart—”
“Maybe there’s not more to me,” he snapped. “Maybe there’s less to you. Do you honestly believe you can change anything for the better? Generations upon generations of emperors and popes, and nothing ever changes. Just another line of ‘nobles’ waiting to plunder whatever this shit-stained world can yield up. And here you are, skipping along that very same road, already decided that the end justifies the means, any means—”
“I do what you taught me,” Livia snarled, jabbing her finger at him. “Don’t scorn me for being a good student, hypocrite.”
He turned away. His shoulders slumped, head drooping. When he finally spoke again, in a voice ragged with exhaustion, he wouldn’t look her in the eye.
“It’s not you who I scorn, Livia. I just…I just want to see something good in the world, that’s all. Just one rose in the rubble.”
She rested her hand on his shoulder.
“You will,” she said. “Trust me. Just a little longer.”
*     *     *
By moonlight Livia’s forces poured into the city like a slow-moving tide, a procession of swirling cloaks and softly rattling steel with no lights and no banners. It was a long road to the papal manse.
Livia led the way, flanked by an honor guard of Browncloaks and still wearing her borrowed sword on her hip. Amadeo stayed close at her side, squinting against the shadows.
“These streets are too narrow,” he whispered. “If we get bottled in and they come at us from both sides—”
“They won’t come at us if they don’t know we’re here,” Livia replied. “As long as we keep it slow and quiet, and if…Dante’s mercenaries do their job, everything will be fine.”
They soon came upon evidence of their allies’ handiwork. A patrol of Imperial cavalry slaughtered under the starlight, along with their horses. Corpses with open, frenzied eyes and contorted mouths, their flesh rent as if by some great bird’s talons. The air stank of excrement and blood.
“Gardener’s light,” Amadeo whispered as his footing slipped on wet cobblestones. “What kind of people did he hire?”
“Effective ones,” Livia said.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Hedy crouched beneath the swaying boughs of an olive tree, eyes bright behind her bone mask. Nessa knelt across from her, silent, watching her every move. Between them, a freshly-butchered rabbit lay on a patch of black loam. Hedy had soothed the creature with one hand, gently stroking its trembling fur, while her other hand tightened its grip on the copper-bladed knife.
Now she laid it open, a banquet of death with brown fur stained scarlet, and dipped her curled fingers into its still-warm innards. As Hedy recited a chant under her breath, the barbaric and twisting words burbling from a wellspring in her heart, her glistening fingers traced a sigil in the air. A spark fell from her fingers like an ember of ash. It flared bright and then faded as it sizzled to the dirt.
Nessa pulled back her left sleeve, tracing the tip of her own knife against the tender flesh of her arm, from her wrist to her elbow. She warmed at the memory of Mari’s lips kissing along that very line a few hours earlier. The image stirred her blood, warmth against the autumn night chill. Now it was the blade’s turn. A slow shallow cut, the stinging pain bringing her mind into sharp focus. Her vision shifted, showing her two worlds: the mundane and, overlaid upon it off-kilter and blurry, the world where she did her work. The world where the blood on Hedy’s fingertips and the blood welling from Nessa’s arm glittered with amber light, as if molten gold flowed in their veins. The world where Hedy’s sigil hung in the air like paint on a canvas, glowing malevolent and dark.
And all around them, the winds of Shadow. They raged like a smoky tempest, drawn to the flare of magic, whispering promises of madness and death. While Hedy worked her craft, Nessa used her own blood to shield them both, sending streamers of crimson light to swirl around Hedy’s shoulders like a cloak. She could sense Hedy’s mind at work, feeling out the threads of power, her intuition at play. Making the connections, sealing the spell.
Their thoughts brushed. Hedy faltered, her concentration wavering under a tinge of fear at the cyclone around them. The Shadow sensed her anxiety and pressed in, eager to feed.
Discipline, Nessa thought at her, their eyes locked on either side of the floating sigil. Focus on your work. I’ll keep you safe.
I’ve never felt it so hungry before, Hedy responded. Her mindscape began to buckle at one corner, stained by spreading darkness.
You’ve never worked a spell this large on your own, Nessa thought. But you can do it. I wouldn’t let you try if I didn’t know you could. It’s all right, Hedy. I’m with you.
Their energies mingled, twined, Nessa’s thoughts a cocoon around Hedy’s. Staving off the tempest. Hedy nodded, intent on her work, finding her footing once more.
You are my coven-daughter, Nessa’s thoughts whispered, and I believe in you. Now finish it.
Hedy’s mind surged, a burst of inspiration like a flickering snap of electricity, fueling the blood sigil. It swelled, vast and shimmering, then burst.
All across the Imperial encampment outside Lerautia, a psychic miasma spread like a poisoned fog. Sleeping soldiers sank deeper into their dreams, trapped in nightmares of quicksand. Sentries with heavy-lidded eyes gave in to the temptation for a nap and joined their comrades in tormented slumber. Soon only the most iron-willed of the Empire’s guardians were still on their feet, and even they faced the night with sluggish thoughts and bleary vision. Paving the way for Livia and her forces to slip by without a fight.
Under the olive tree, Hedy lay in the dirt, shaking and pale and spent from her exertions. The blood magic was gone, and so was the Shadow. She rested her head in Nessa’s lap. Nessa smiled, and idly ran the fingers of her good hand through Hedy’s hair.
“What now?” Hedy whispered.
“Now,” Nessa said, “you rest and get your strength back. It’s the others’ turn to play.”
*     *     *
Outside of the high holy days, Lerautia was no city for the festive and young. The streets rolled up come sunset, shutters swinging closed and lamps going dark as the church bells rang out for evening prayers. By midnight the streets were barren save for the odd militia patrol or, more recently, detachments of mounted cavalry keeping a watchful eye over the Empire’s investment.
The Imperials had taken charge of the outer gatehouses too, not trusting the locals to see to their own safety. They were still waiting for word from the shore party sent to stop Livia’s advance, anticipating good news, but they weren’t taking any chances until General Baum saw the pretender-pope’s dead body with his own eyes. A lonely lantern burned inside the southern gatehouse, and a knight pressed his cupped fingers to the frost-kissed glass of a narrow window.
“Nothin’ out there,” he said.
The four men behind him—half-out of their uniforms and looking a mess—sat at a butcher-block table and tossed greasy cards around. “So you told us, two dozen times already,” one said. “Those ships aren’t even going to make landfall, so what are you worried about? Come and play cards.”
The man at the window pulled his hands from the frosted glass, massaging the warmth back with anxious fingers.
“And if they do? We’re talking about an Itrescan invasion. What if King Jernigan sent ten ships? What if he sent a hundred?”
“What if he waves a wand and enchants them with fairy dust? What if they’re invisible and a thousand feet tall? You can play what-if all night long if you feel like it, but we’re playing cards.”
“Yeah, all right.” His shoulders sagged, and he let out a deflated sigh. “I guess I should just relax.”
The gatehouse door thundered open, swinging crazily on a broken, twisted hinge. They had just enough time to see the woman on the threshold, a shadow in black leather with a razor-edged sickle in each hand, before she rushed them. Mari hit the room like a cyclone of steel, leaping and spinning on her toes as she ripped open one soldier’s throat and slashed another across the eyes. A chair tumbled back as a third jumped to his feet. He drew his sword, lunged at her, and she caught his blade in the curve of one sickle. She twisted her grip and sent him off-balance, letting him stumble right past her, then drove the other sickle into the back of his neck.
She grunted as a chair crashed against her shoulders. The flimsy wood shattered on her armor and drew a streak of blinding pain across her back. She bared her teeth like a feral beast as she spun to face her attacker. Then she raised her weapons and brought them scything down, tearing him open from his chest to his guts in two ragged red lines. He collapsed to the floorboards, and she silenced his howl of pain with one quick, final slice.
She faced the last soldier, the watcher at the window. The short blade fell from his trembling fingertips, clattering to the bloody floor.
“I yield.” He held up his open hands. “I yield!”
With eyes of stone, Mari twirled the sickles in her grip, flicking a rain of scarlet droplets across the gatehouse. She raised one of her weapons, pointing it at him.
“Get on your belly,” she said. “Stay there.”
Mari stepped to the window, snatching up the lantern from the card table. She held up the light, her face glowing beside the blood-spattered glass, and snapped down the lantern’s hood. Once. Twice. Three times. A signal to the watchers in the dark. Then she turned, leaving the dead and defeated behind, and moved to open the gate.
*     *     *
The bell, the young soldier thought, his heart pounding and lungs burning as he raced down a twisting alley. Just have to make it to the bell, have to raise the alarm.
He thought he’d been having a nightmare. They’d been patrolling the streets near the papal manse, a routine watch, when the air went hazy and red. Arend was the first to die, his bones shattering like brittle glass and his flesh rotting away before their very eyes. His withered body hadn’t even hit the ground before Menno clawed wildly at his own face, eyes bulging while his lips and nostrils melted like wax and trapped the air in his bursting lungs. Then that woman in the bird mask swooped down from the eaves and—
He ran, maddened by terror, boots pounding as he tried to gibber out a prayer. He made it to the end of the alley just as a tall man, garbed in a long coat and a mask of bone, stepped into his path.
The soldier’s last prayer died on a gust of breath as he ran straight into Vassili’s butcher knife. Vassili calmly took hold of the blade in both hands and wrenched it upward, one brutal inch at a time, spilling the man’s innards onto the stones at their feet. Despina wasn’t far behind, jogging, winded. She and her brother shared an entire conversation in a glance from him, a blink from her, and an annoyed tilt of Vassili’s head.
“I know,” she said out loud, “no playing with the food.”
He gave the slightest nod. The matter settled.
“That does it for the outer patrols,” he said, yanking his knife free. The soldier’s corpse collapsed in a mutilated heap. “Our job’s done. Now it’s all up to—”
Yellow candlelight warmed the alley as the shutters of a high window opened wide. A girl, maybe seven years old, poked her head out and peered down at them with wide, curious eyes.
Despina raised her head, smiling behind her mask, and threw up her arms with her fingers hooked into claws. She let out a rattling, yowling hiss, her voice like a dozen cats shrieking in unison.
The shutters slammed. The candlelight vanished. Despina snickered, took her brother’s arm, and strolled away.
*     *     *
After countless miles, after hardship and pain and ruin and triumph, Livia came home.
The iron gates of the papal manse stood tall before her. The rolling lawns, the ivory columns and alabaster walls. The home where she’d been born and raised—and then denied, swept out by Carlo and the men pulling his strings. Driven from her home and her city in the wake of a massacre. The night she’d sailed away with the Alms District burning behind her, she didn’t know if she’d ever see this place again.
One of the Browncloaks sidled up next to her. He cast a nervous glance to the forces at their back, the ragged column of Itrescan veterans and Livia’s personal guard standing braced and ready to fight.
“Mistress,” he whispered, “your orders?”
“Spread the word,” Livia said, her eyes fixed on her father’s house. “I want Carlo taken alive. Same for any Imperial officers. Odds are, whoever is in charge of the forces here—and the detachment that attacked us on the beach—won’t be far away. They have a great deal to answer for.”
As the word rippled down the ranks, Amadeo leaned close.
“No turning back now.”
“I passed the point of ‘no turning back’ a long, long time ago.” She met his gaze. “Thank you. Thank you for standing with me.”
“Always.”
Her blade rattled free from its sheath. She held it aloft, catching the starlight.
Then she swooped it downward, pointing at the iron gates, and led the attack.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Carlo paced his prison suite. Sleepless, his mouth dry, his head pounding. He’d gone days now without a drop of the poison on his credenza, and he felt worse by the hour. His body, denied the alcohol he’d lived on for months, had gone into open rebellion. Almost perversely, part of him welcomed the pain, took pride in it. It meant he was winning. The only victory he’d had in his entire life that was truly his.
He paused as a glimmer of movement from the window caught his eye. He looked down to the papal gardens. No, no trick of his mind: there were people in the garden, scurrying silently along the paths, splitting up around the base of the iron tree like a stream that forked toward every inner door. And then he saw her, striding through the tide, a sword in her hand raised high like a beacon. Livia.
Carlo smiled and sat down to wait for her.
*     *     *
Marcello sipped from a silver goblet of wine, head fogged from the grape and the hour. He’d been in a strategy session with De Luca and Cavalcante since dinner, making exhaustive lists of which cardinal held loyal to who, who could be swayed, and who might have to be removed in order to pave his ascent to the throne.
He rose from the divan, slippers soft on the white marble floor as he paced the parlor. “It appears, gentlemen, that we are standing just shy of the winner’s circle. If we can…eliminate those last four holdouts by the end of the week and convince Cardinal Donati to swing his voting bloc our way, we’ll have more than enough support.”
A thundering crash from the hall turned his head. He frowned, moving to the door. “Now what in the—”
He poked his head out and froze. The goblet slipped from his fingers and splashed scarlet wine across the polished marble.
“Marcello?” Cavalcante asked, shooting to his feet. “What is it?”
Marcello looked back, his face bloodless.
“We need to leave,” he said. “Now.”
*     *     *
The cardinals weren’t the only ones burning the midnight oil. General Baum worked by candlelight in his office, going over the plans to retake Mirenze. His mind was weary, but he scorned sleep as a luxury for weaker men. A real soldier, in his eyes, could fight until he dropped and be ready for the next battle by the time he hit the floor.
Not that he had a choice. The Empire—no, the entire civilized world—was counting on him now. He’d carry that burden on his shoulders with pride.
A scream jolted him from his thoughts, punctuated by the clash of steel on steel. He kicked his chair back, snatched up his scabbard from the edge of the desk, and hit the door running. In the hall, his gaze darted left. Two Imperial knights staggered back, step by step, struggling to fend off a mob of Itrescan soldiers in clan tartans.
Baum had barely cleared his sword from its scabbard when the sound of racing footsteps came at him from the other direction—and then he was down, tackled under the weight of five hooded figures in brown burlap grappling at his wrists and tearing the weapon from his grip.
“Look here!” One grabbed at his breastplate. “He’s got a general’s ribbon. Truss him up. Livia is going to want this one.”
Fear and frustration welled in Baum’s heart as they flipped him onto his belly, roping his wrists and ankles like a prize hog about to be shipped off for slaughter.
*     *     *
As much as Livia had hoped for a gentle coup, she soon realized that had been an idle dream. Her Browncloaks stormed the halls, capturing the papal manse one room at a time, and the Imperial garrison rallied to push back the threat. Shouts for surrender and promises of mercy if they laid their weapons down did no good; the Imperials dug in their heels and fought to the bitter end, staining the halls of her father’s house with blood.
No, she thought. My house.
In here, with the main force slumbering outside the city walls, she held the advantage in numbers. In tactics, too, as she used her memory of the mansion’s winding halls to dispatch squads in all directions, cutting off every escape route and squeezing the defenders into a tighter and tighter box. The Browncloaks fought like frenzied demons, howling with righteous rage as they cut down anyone who stood in their way.
Livia frowned as she stalked through the swirl of fighters. She’d spotted a few prisoners—bound and dragged off to the courtyard gardens one by one, to be dealt with when the violence was done—but not the one, besides Carlo himself, who she most wanted to see. She thought back to her childhood, playing hide-and-seek with her brother. Then to her later years when she became the Lady in Brown, slipping out of the manse by night to run her missions of mercy in the Alms District. She’d learned every possible way in and out of the grounds and invented a few of her own, ensuring her father’s guards never even knew she’d been gone.
Sudden inspiration took her. She pointed to the closest Browncloaks. “You three, come with me. Dante, you come too. I’ve got a hunch, and if I’m right, you’ll want to see this.”
*     *     *
Marcello charged down the narrow tunnel, feeling his way along the rough stone wall in near-total darkness. He didn’t dare light a torch, didn’t dare slow down. His slippers scraped on the rough-hewn floor as a wet chill settled into his bones. He clenched his teeth to stop them from chattering.
“I don’t understand,” De Luca wheezed, waddling behind him with Cavalcante in tow. “Where are we going?”
“Away,” Marcello said. “I planned for every eventuality, including the risk of Livia making an unexpected homecoming. I believe I warned you about this.”
“Maybe we should play innocent,” De Luca said. “Maybe she’ll be merciful.”
Marcello rolled his eyes. “You spent the better part of the last week telling anyone who would listen that Livia has sexual congress with horses. Now is not the time to count on her better nature shining through. This tunnel lets out near the stables. We’ll snare one of the coaches and make for the Murgardt border. I have friends there, contacts who can see us to safe harbor.”
He stumbled as his foot hit the bottom step of a staircase, scraping one palm bloody as he caught himself against the rock and sent a jolt of pain up his wrist. He flexed it, wincing, as he scrambled up the steps. A cellar door waited above, locked from the inside. He hauled on the heavy iron latch. Its hinge squealed as he pushed the door open wide.
He took a deep breath of fresh air. Starlight washed down from the clear night sky.
Starlight bright enough to see the cloaked figures waiting around the doorway. And the thin smile on Livia’s face as she stood beside Dante and folded her arms.
“Good evening, Cardinal Accorsi. This is a most undignified way for a man of your lofty bearing to leave my home. Were you thinking of rejecting my hospitality?”
Dante smirked and looked sidelong at her. “Given my experience with his hospitality, the good cardinal had best hope that you’re a more graceful host.”
Marcello’s head slumped. He trudged up the last of the tunnel steps, his open hands raised in surrender.
*     *     *
The siege of the papal manse ended as quietly as it began. The dead were dragged one by one to the back lawns, shrouded in linens stripped from the guest bedrooms and lined in neat, silent rows. The Browncloaks divided the prisoners by station; they brought captured soldiers and militia into the dining hall, officers to a smaller conference room. As for the clergy and cardinals caught working late, they were politely delivered—unbound and with great apologies—to the meeting gallery under the manse and provided with refreshments while they awaited their fate.
Dawn was three hours away. As far as the sleeping city knew—not to mention the Imperial encampment outside the walls—nothing had happened at all. Now, Livia thought, I walk the tightrope. If I can make all the right deals with all the right people, we might actually live through this.
No question who she had to deal with first. She had him brought down to the same tunnel Marcello and his cronies had tried to use in their escape. Carlo knelt on the rough stone, hands tied behind his back and a burlap sack over his head, silhouetted in the guttering light of a pitch-dipped torch. Two Browncloaks flanked him, glaring.
Livia’s eyes stung from the torch smoke. She could taste it in the back of her throat. Like ashes.
“Let me see him,” she said.
The hood pulled free, and Carlo squinted up at her through rheumy eyes. He hadn’t shaved in days, and his lips were cracked and puffy.
“Livia, I—”
Livia held up a hand.
“Don’t talk. Listen. It’s finished. You’re finished. Understand that.”
She nodded to one of the Browncloaks. He bent down, plucked the golden signet ring from Carlo’s finger, and reverently passed it to her. She admired its gleam in the torchlight. So many memories of their father, sitting on the papal throne, dispensing blessings and wisdom. That ring never missing from his right hand.
She slipped it on and showed her hand to Carlo, driving the point home.
“Everyone says I should kill you, Carlo. Everyone says it’s the only way to be sure this schism is healed. To make sure my enemies can’t try to prop you up again and challenge my rule. Even Amadeo—well, he stopped short of calling for your head, but he didn’t try to talk me out of it. Which by Amadeo’s standards is downright bloodthirsty.”
She shook her head, looking down at him, and sighed.
“But I’m not going to. I don’t care about Dante’s letters or whose blood runs in your veins. We grew up together, brother and sister. And that’s what we are. That’s what you’ll always be to me. And even after everything you’ve done, all the people you’ve hurt, I won’t have your blood on my hands. I’m sending you into exile.”
“Where?” Carlo asked, his voice faint. “Where will I go?”
“Anywhere. As long as it’s away from me.”
She looked to the Browncloaks. “Take as much gold as you need from the treasury, disguise yourselves, and slip him out the back. Take him anywhere he wants to go, anywhere outside Verinia, and make sure he arrives safely. As far as the rest of the world is concerned, he died in the siege.”
They hoisted him to his feet. “Livia—”
“Hide, Carlo. Hide and stay hidden for the rest of your life. If anyone finds out you aren’t dead, I will have to turn the fiction into reality. Don’t make me do that.”
“Livia, please.” Tears glistened in his eyes as they dragged him away. “Just let me say something, please.”
Livia gestured. Her guardians paused, gripping Carlo by his elbows. She stepped closer.
“I never wanted this,” he said, “any of it. And I know that doesn’t excuse me, doesn’t make it right. I just…I trusted people I shouldn’t have, and I believed all the wrong things, and I got it all turned around in my head—”
“I know,” Livia said.
“You’re my sister, and if I had faith in anybody, it should have been in you. I don’t…I don’t expect you to care. I don’t expect it’ll change anything at all, but just let me say…I’m sorry.” He took a deep breath, and it came out as a strangled sob as the tears rolled down his cheeks. “I’m so fucking sorry.”
Livia gazed at him, unblinking, still as a statue. She focused on her breath, slow in, slow out, fighting to keep the cauldron of emotions in her stomach from boiling over. She wanted to pull him close and hold him tight until his tears ran dry. She wanted to beat him to a pulp. She wanted…she didn’t know what she wanted.
“I know,” Livia told him, “and I forgive you.”
He gave her a trembling smile, the corners of his eyes wrinkling as another tear fell.
“Thank you.”
“Run and hide, Carlo.” She nodded to the tunnel at his back. “And stay hidden. For both our sakes.”
She watched as they took him away. Out of her life, forever.
Her fingers stroked her father’s ring. Her ring. She turned and strode up the tunnel alone, steeling herself for the last battle of the night. The one she’d have to fight on her own.
Sparing Carlo’s life had been the last act of a loving sister. The last act of the girl named Livia Serafini. She could afford to make bad decisions for the sake of love.
Pope Livia couldn’t.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
A conference room, lit by a crystal chandelier. A long, sleek table of imported ironwood, lined with high-backed chairs upholstered in pale blue and swirling silver filigree. Four men, one woman, and a locked door.
“There’s a saying about Murgardt sausages.” Livia took her place at the head of the table, joining the seated men. “There’s no finer taste, until you see how they’re made.”
On one side of the table, General Baum—released from his bonds but unarmed—glared at her. Beside him, Marcello sat in contemplation with the hint of a reptilian smile. Across the table, Amadeo and Dante held their silence.
“Get to the point,” Baum said. “What are we doing here?”
Livia took in the room with a wave of her hand. “Making sausages. Let me be clear. Before the sun rises, we will determine the course of civilization. But we were never in this room together. Nobody was. And this conversation never happened. Gentlemen, we are going to put all of our cards on this table tonight. And we will come to terms.”
“And if we don’t?”
“If we don’t,” Livia said, “you’ll be as dead as my brother. That said, I’d very much like for us all to walk away as winners.”
“Carlo is dead?” Marcello asked.
“He died in the siege. Accidentally.”
“Accidentally,” the cardinal echoed.
“But in the spirit of openness and honesty,” Livia said, “I cut his throat myself. That’s a confession you never heard, in this meeting that never happened.”
Marcello chuckled and raised his hand, making a half-hearted gesture of ritual absolution. Amadeo’s eyes narrowed.
“Why is he even here?” Amadeo demanded. “He tried to have me assassinated, Livia. He did assassinate Rimiggiu.”
“Not to mention selling me to a gang of bounty hunters,” Dante added, though he didn’t sound particularly aggrieved.
“Carlo was behind the assassination attempts,” Marcello said. “I tried to talk him out of it, to no avail.”
“So much for airing the truth,” Dante muttered.
Marcello held up his hands. “Fine, fine. If it will set a proper tone for the proceedings…I talked Carlo into it. I didn’t have much choice at the time; my original plan depended on those letters proving Carlo was a bastard. Signore Uccello here threw a pole into my wheels and upset the apple cart. I had to make some…last-minute course corrections.”
“And you call yourself a man of the soil,” Amadeo said, glaring.
“I call myself a pragmatist. If I can’t have first place, I’ll cling to the winner’s coattails.” Marcello gave Livia a nod. “Or the hem of her gown. Our new pope knows that all too well, which I suspect is the only reason I’m still alive.”
“I’ll get to you shortly.” Livia looked to the general. “I’ve been hearing rumors of unrest in the Empire. Then you appear with a small army, fresh from the crusade, to ensure Carlo holds on to his throne. Why?”
“We have spies in Jernigan’s court. We knew you’d sworn to Itresca, and how you carved out your little regime there. Couldn’t let you get any farther than that. The Church united under the Itrescan flag? Unacceptable. As for the crusade, that’s over and done. So is the emperor.”
“Then let me ask you this,” Livia said. “What do you want?”
Baum considered her in silence for a moment.
“Your head,” he told her. “On a pike.”
Dante held up a finger before Livia could reply. “Politics, my burly friend, is the art of the possible. It seems to me, you can either continue being belligerent, and get nothing—not even your life—or cooperate and walk away with a little something in your pocket. I know which one I’d pick.”
Marcello nodded. “If Signore Uccello and I can sit across a table and negotiate—showing respect for a fellow player of the game—you can do the same with Livia. Be reasonable, General. We’ve worked too hard to fold our hands now.”
“It’s a serious question,” Livia told him. If she was affronted by Baum’s words, she kept it concealed behind her placid expression. “What do you really want? Regardless of how you get there, what’s your final goal?”
Baum slumped back in his chair and let out a tired sigh.
“What do I want? A little blessed stability, that’s all. Everything was going so well. We’d run that madman off the Imperial throne, ended the crusade, dispatched forces to put down the Terrai rebellion. Me and the cardinal came to terms on how to run things. Together, hand in hand.”
“So come to terms with me,” Livia said.
Baum’s nose wrinkled like he’d smelled something foul. “Never.”
“Tell me why.”
“Your flag,” Baum said, “has the wrong colors on it. You know as well as I do that the pope is the real ruler of the Empire. The nobles can pass all the decrees they want, but the masses don’t listen to the aristocracy; they listen to their parish priests, who listen to their bishops, who listen to the cardinals, who listen to you. You can damn a man’s soul to the Barren Fields with a word, or at least the peasants believe you can. That’s power. Power anyone with ties to Itresca can never be allowed to wield. Rhys Jernigan would bend us over a barrel just for the fun of doing it.”
“I don’t serve Rhys Jernigan,” Livia said. “You’ve got that backward. After he tried to have me assassinated, I seeded his household staff with my Browncloaks. I allowed him to live, because I needed his troops and a stable Itrescan government at my back. You said the emperor’s over and done. I presume I’m speaking to the man behind the throne?”
“One of a council.” Baum’s brow furrowed as he scrutinized her, his hostility slowly giving way to suspicious curiosity. “I’m no nobleman, and I don’t want to be one. Just a citizen soldier, tasked with restoring the Empire’s faded glory.”
“You want peace. Laudable, but you’ll never get it if the Church falls into a power vacuum. Now, you’re free to bring your troops into the city and overrun this house. My life is in your hands—if you desire my death, there’s nothing I can do to stop you. But I promise you: if the last Serafini dies, so does any hope for stability.”
“How do you know?” Baum jerked his thumb at Marcello. “Cardinal Accorsi has the support to take the throne in a College vote. Why should I choose you instead of him?”
“Because he won that support with promises of power and Imperial wealth, half of which he probably doesn’t even intend to honor, and his most ardent supporters would bury a dagger in his back the second they got the chance. He’s the biggest snake in the viper pit, and if he survives more than a year after he takes the throne, I’d be amazed. There is a cancer in the College of Cardinals, General. A cancer of greed and corruption, and while he isn’t the cause of it, he’s certainly its greatest beneficiary.”
“You say the sweetest things,” Marcello drawled. Then he shrugged. “But it’s true, no point denying it.”
Livia raised her chin and pushed her shoulders back.
“General, I survived a coup and Lodovico Marchetti’s assassins. I survived as a refugee in Itresca, built my following from a few wrecked fishing boats and some sacred oil, and went on to become the first female pope in history. The aristocracy, including the king himself, plotted against me. I left them in ruins. Then I sailed home. I survived your ambush on the beach. I crossed leagues of hostile ground, conquered this house, and murdered my own brother in the dead of night to secure my claim as the last of the Serafinis.”
She leaned closer, locking eyes with General Baum.
“I vowed that no one would stop me from healing this schism, restoring the Church, and leading it into the light of a new day. And no one has. With every obstacle thrown in my path, I only grow stronger. I survive. Now, you and I want the same thing. Peace. So look me in the eye, General, and tell me: is there any question that I’m the woman you want on that throne?”
Baum sat in silence, staring her down, searching for something in her eyes. Whatever he found there, his response came with the slow lift of his rugged chin.
“Deal.”
Livia pressed her palms to the table. Fighting to keep them from trembling as nervous tension surged through her veins. She didn’t allow herself to feel any relief, didn’t dare to let her guard down for a second. Her work was just beginning.
One sword above my head is gone, she thought. Only a hundred others left to go.
“One thing,” Baum added. “No visible ties to Itresca. You want to keep an arm of the Church over there, that’s fine, but the only flag flying over this house is the Imperial eagle. And get rid of those troops. The last thing I need is the locals to see soldiers in clan tartans stationed in the papal manse.”
“Not a problem,” Livia replied.
“Livia,” Dante said, “we need those troops to secure Mirenze. You promised—”
“And I will keep my promise,” she said, holding up her hand and looking from him to the general. “I owe Signore Uccello a political office. I realize it’s a bit early to ask for favors, but seeing as Mirenze is under Imperial governance, would you be amenable to seeing his installation there?”
Baum snorted. “Sure, if he wants to rule a smoking pile of rubble. Mirenze stands in open revolt. As far as we can tell, Lodovico Marchetti pulled a coup, killed the old governor, and installed himself as a duke.”
“What?” Dante’s jaw dropped. “He’s insane!”
“The last stand of a revolutionary. He probably hopes we’ll decide a siege of Mirenze is too much trouble to bother with and negotiate for peace. There was a time when I might have, but that was before Marchetti sabotaged the crusade and armed the rebels in Belle Terre. He’s got gallons of Imperial blood on his hands, and he will pay dearly for it.”
“And the city?” Dante asked.
“It depends on the citizens. If they give us Marchetti and surrender, we can do this with minimal casualties. If they dig their heels in…” Baum shook his head. “We’ve already lost most of our territory in Belle Terre, thanks to Marchetti’s schemes. We won’t lose Mirenze too. There might not be much of the city left by the time we’re done. But if you really want the governorship, it makes no difference to me. One paper pusher is the same as another.”
Dante pursed his lips, thinking.
“I’ll take it,” he said.
“I’ll draw up the paperwork before I leave,” Baum replied. “I won’t be joining the Mirenze expedition. I have to go west and lead the counterattack on the Terrai.”
“Once you’ve stabilized things, we’ll meet again,” Livia said. “We’ll have more time to discuss how the Empire and the Church can support one another’s aims. And, once Dante is overseeing Mirenze—Gardener willing, with minimal rebuilding required—he can negotiate a few trade concessions with King Jernigan. That’ll keep Itresca happy and quiet. Everyone wins.”
Marcello eased back in his chair, still wearing that faint reptilian smile.
“As much as I appreciate my stay of execution, and your gracious benevolence in overlooking my past transgressions, I’m still waiting to hear how I win.”
“You’ve got some nerve,” Amadeo snapped, jabbing a finger across the table. “After everything you’ve done—”
“Amadeo,” Livia said, “please. Cardinal, I’ll deal with you next.”



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Livia pictured her brother’s tear-stained face as the Browncloaks took him away. She swallowed a fleeting ache in her chest, thinking of Carlo all alone in the world. Somewhere in the wilds, running and hiding just to stay alive. He’d been pampered and spoiled his entire life. Could he survive on his own?
She meant what she had said. If he surfaced, if her enemies tried to use him to tear another schism in the Church or challenge her authority, she’d have no choice but to see him dead. She prayed she wouldn’t have to.
But everything her brother had done—imprisoning her, sending killers after Amadeo and her father’s spy Rimiggiu, and the rampage that saw hundreds dead and the Alms District in flames—all of it had started with a worm whispering poison in his ear. And now that worm sat at her council table. Marcello Accorsi’s life was hers to take, and she wanted, with every fiber of her being, to strangle him with her own two hands.
Instead, she folded her hands before her, steadying herself with a breath and a slow count to five before she spoke.
“I have great plans for the future of the Church and its mission,” she said. “There will be changes under my leadership. Hands reached out to the poor, to the hungry, to those who have languished for far too long while we spent their tithe money on picture frames made of solid gold. To push my reforms through, I need the College of Cardinals on board with me.”
“And you know I’m the man who can deliver that support,” Marcello replied, looking smug.
“I believe you might be. Or maybe I should kill you now and take my chances. You called this a ‘stay of execution’ earlier. That’s about right. Only a stay, to be revoked at my pleasure. Now tell me what you’ll do to earn a full pardon.”
“I can keep your dainty hands smooth and clean, for starters.” Marcello propped one elbow on the conference table and rested his chin on his fist, leaning past Baum to make his sales pitch. “I have a secret file on every man in the College. Their sins, their nasty little habits, the right strings to pull if you want to see them dance. Hell, I even know which ones are honest.”
“I’d like to read those files,” Livia said.
“I’m sure you would, but we’ll call it my trade secret. Work with me, and I’ll be your ambassador to the College. We’ll find compromises. Little perks and pleasures we can hand out to keep them happy as pigs at a trough, and I’ll ensure they follow your lead. And should anything…morally questionable need doing, I’ll take care of it. Nothing ever ties back to you.”
“Livia, you can’t be serious.” Amadeo fluttered his hand, gesturing across the table. “How do you know he won’t betray you? He already did once before.”
Marcello chuckled. “I’d say, but I think the lady already knows.”
Livia nodded, grave, and looked to Amadeo.
“Marcello has the information and the contacts to keep the College in line. I don’t. To accomplish my goals, I need him, and he knows it.” She turned to Marcello. “You don’t really want to be the pope. You just want the power that comes with the job. By serving as my whip hand—my irreplaceable whip hand—you get all the resources and influence you could dream of. Oh, and you’re not a target for any would-be assassins, unlike me. It’s the best of both worlds.”
“Got it in one,” Marcello said. “I enjoy playing the kingmaker, sitting just behind the throne. It’s a role that suits my temperament. You know, you’re not the naive girl I remember.”
“No,” Livia said, “I’m not.”
She turned back to Amadeo.
“And you see the added bonus? If I die, that’s the end for both of us. The good Cardinal Accorsi will have an incentive to stop conspiracies against me, instead of instigating them. I can’t imagine a man better suited to the task.”
Marcello put his hand to his heart. “I will be your faithful watchdog, Your Holiness. Your loyal guide in the darkest of woods.”
Livia rose, her chair sliding back on the polished white marble.
“Unless anyone else has something to add, we can call this meeting adjourned. Or we could, if it had ever happened. If you gentlemen will excuse me, I would like to see my new throne now.”
*     *     *
The siege of the papal manse hadn’t gone entirely unnoticed by the sleeping city. One man, standing watch at a darkened window in a dusty, roach-infested garret, lowered his spyglass as Livia’s troops swarmed across the lawns.
“We are all dead men,” Kappel murmured under his breath.
He and his fellow Dustmen, the last of the mercenaries stationed in Lerautia to keep watch over Lodovico Marchetti’s investment, had fled on the night of the Imperial takeover. Scrambling out the back of the papal manse while a column of knights marched in through the front, and leaving Carlo to their tender mercies. Under Kappel’s direction, they stashed their counterfeit armor, disguised themselves as artisans, and went to ground for a few days, hoping for an opportunity to make amends for their failure.
Weiss wouldn’t care that Kappel and his handful of fighters had no chance against a regiment of veteran knights. He wouldn’t care that standing their ground would have been suicide. They had failed their mission. There was a word for a Dustman who failed in his duties. That word was corpse.
And now, crumpled on the floor at Kappel’s feet, lay the letter that had arrived at their safe house a few hours ago.
“Trouble in Mirenze,” read Weiss’s terse script, “but the client has a plan. Grab Carlo and bring him here at once—we’re relocating the seat of the Church. Avoid Imperial patrols at all costs. They’ll be looking to stop you. Expect to see you presently. In strength, W.”
“Grab Carlo,” Kappel muttered. He lifted the spyglass and trained it on a lit window in the papal manse, squinting at the fuzzy image. Blood splashed across the glass, an Imperial soldier going down at the hands of a cutlass-swinging madman in brown burlap. “I think somebody just beat us to it.”
He’d kept an ear to the ground the last few days, picking up the latest rumors. The Imperials were here in force and he wanted to know why. Word had it that Livia Serafini was coming home.
Kappel’s second-favorite vice, just after murder, was gambling. He came at the problem like a bookmaker and ran the odds in his head. Chance Carlo is dead by dawn, four to one. Chance Livia keeps him imprisoned in the manse in case she needs him later, two to one. Decent odds on her making an alliance with the Imperials and taking the throne, which makes Carlo useless to us.
He looked back over his shoulder at the slumbering men, lumpy shadows on bedrolls laid out on the bare wood floor. “Up and at ’em,” he said. “Let’s go. Everybody up. Meeting time.”
One of the Dustmen shoved himself up, groaning as he rubbed his eyes.
“What’s the deal, Kappel? Ain’t time for shift change.”
“We need to move. Looks like Livia Serafini just came home and reunited with her brother, which changes our situation from ‘grim’ to ‘utterly fucked.’” Kappel turned back to the window, raising his spyglass. “If we can’t make the client happy, one way or another, Weiss will find us. You know what he does to people who break his trust. So, who’s up for a suicide mission?”
One of the mercenaries ambled up, standing at his shoulder.
“Don’t know about you, boss, but I’d rather die fast than die slow. What’s the plan?”
“If I’m reading the situation right, as of tomorrow morning, there’s a new pope in town. The client wants to relocate the seat of the Church, and that’s exactly what we’ll do.”
He adjusted the spyglass, watching as the lights of the papal manse died one by one, the sprawling estate going dark.
“If Carlo’s dead or locked in irons, we can work around that,” he said. “We’ll just kidnap his sister instead.”



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
Under heavy hooded cloaks—for Renata, to protect her identity from Aita’s bounty hunters, and for Sykes, Lydda, and Achille, to hide their Murgardt features—they traveled down-city through sleepy night streets. Only Gallo could move undisguised, passing for any other native son of Mirenze. He took the lead, watching out ahead for militia patrols or the partigiani.
The partigiani reminded Renata of the bands of stick-toting youth who took to the streets on city holidays. The revelers were mostly known for getting blind drunk, celebrating their heritage at the top of their lungs, and subjecting wayward citizens to elaborate quizzes about the history of Mirenze—with humiliating but mostly playful consequences for giving the wrong answers. That rough-and-tumble show of patriotism had changed in the wake of the governor’s death, twisted by the same fear that had spread its slow shadow over the city.
They’d slipped past three of the partisan gangs tonight already. This time, looming orange light from around the corner was the only warning Renata got as their Murgardt companions scurried back up a crooked alley and took cover. A gang of men toting clubs and coils of rope on their belts rounded the bend and blocked Renata and Gallo’s path.
“Hold,” their leader said, lifting his lantern and studying their faces. “Block watch. Identify yourselves.”
Renata put her hands on her hips. “Renata Nicchi, which you know damn well, Filippo, seeing as I serve you drinks five nights a week. Did all that rum addle your memory?”
“Oh. Yeah. Ain’t seen you in weeks, though. Where’ve you been?”
“My aunt was sick. Had to tend to her.”
Filippo moved the lantern alongside Gallo’s face. “I know you, but I don’t know him. What neighborhood are you from?”
Gallo froze up, shooting a nervous look at Renata. He had the right blood, Verinian-born, but this was his first visit to Mirenze. Renata spoke up quickly.
“He’s dockside, like me. Now get that light out of his face.”
One of the men stepped up, shouldering Filippo aside, and stood toe-to-toe with Gallo.
“I live there, and I’ve never seen him before. Okay, if you’re from dockside, answer me this: what street is the Drunken Mermaid on?”
They locked eyes. The gang of men shifted uneasily, some reaching for their truncheons like they’d been aching all night for a chance to use them. Renata bit back a surge of panic and looked to Gallo.
Gallo raised his hand, put his fingers under his chin, and flicked them.
“It’s on Screw Your Mother Street,” he snapped, leaning in over the smaller man. “I was a loyal son of Mirenze decades before you were a twinkle in your father’s ball sack, boy. Who do you think you are, questioning your elders like this?”
The man took a halting step back and held up his open hands. “I…I meant no offense, signore. It’s just, with the Imperials coming, we can’t be too careful. There are spies everywhere.”
“Is that something you know for a fact?” Renata asked. “Or is it what Lodovico Marchetti told you?”
Filippo glowered at her. “Duke Marchetti is a good man. He exposed the governor and he brought the Ducal Arch bombers to justice. He’s making this city strong.”
“Really.” Renata nodded at the pack of men behind him. “You’re prowling the streets when you should be home with your families. Jumping at shadows and finding Imperial agents under every flowerpot. Is this what strength looks like?”
“You should be grateful,” said a man behind Filippo. “We’re out here to keep you safe.”
“Well, if you’re done keeping us safe, we’d very much like to continue our walk in peace. Thank you for your service.”
They stood to one side as the gang, grumbling under their breaths and shooting glares at Renata, ambled past them. As the glow of lantern light slipped out of sight at the far end of the street, the patrol turning a corner, their hooded companions crept out from the alleyway.
“Damn, old man,” Sykes said with a grin. “You’ve got some fire in your belly, don’t ya?”
Gallo shrugged. “Twenty years in charge of the papal guard. I still know how to put the fear of the Gardener into a wet-eared recruit when I have to. It’s all in the voice. Renata, you all right?”
Renata’s shoulders sagged. She shook her head.
“I’ve lived my entire life in Mirenze,” she said. “This…this isn’t my city, Gallo. My people are brave. Proud. Loyal. They don’t…they don’t act like this. At least, I didn’t think they did.”
Lydda threw a rough arm around Renata’s shoulder. “Aw, they’re afraid, that’s all. Seen it a thousand times, from here to the farthest corners of the map. Don’t matter where you come from or who raised you or what flag ya salute, it’s all the same. Fear changes a person. Never for the better. It makes…something less of you. Makes you willing to forget you walk on two legs and oughta be better than those who run on four.”
“Lodovico Marchetti did this.” Renata’s hands curled into frustrated fists. “He poisoned my home.”
“And the Imperials will sort him out soon enough,” Gallo said. “That’s not our fight. Let’s just find your fiancé and slip out of town before things get any worse.”
They made their way to the one place in Mirenze where things could never get worse: the Lower Eight. Trash blew across broken streets on gusts of cold, septic wind, the air thick with the stench of sewage. Once-grand houses, abandoned generations ago when Mirenze’s merchant princes fled up-city, now stood like rotting corpses with shattered windows and gaping roofs. Tinderboxes where squatters squeezed in like rats in a trap, glad for whatever shelter they could find.
“Haven’t been here in a dog’s age.” Lydda shook her head. “And it’s still a shithole. Nice to see some things never change.”
Renata looked up the street toward a warm and distant light. The wind carried the faint strains of mad, reeling lute song and the crash of breaking glass. “Where are we going?” she asked Sykes.
“Lydda and me are going right in there,” he said as they approached the sound. It was a bottom-barrel tavern with no words on the sign above the door, just a crudely painted picture of a bottle and a tankard. The air outside smelled of cheap cigar smoke.
“What if they see your faces?” Renata said.
“It’s the Lower Eight. Trust me, these people have more important things to worry about than scary foreigners. And we do kinda have a professional reputation around these parts. These folks know us.”
“And the rest of us?” Gallo asked.
“Are staying outside and out of sight. Half the people in this dive are on Aita’s payroll. Don’t need a repeat of what happened at the roadhouse. We’ll go in and fish for some information. If lover boy is in Aita’s grip—or dead—somebody’s bound to be boasting about it.”
While the bounty hunters went inside, Renata, Gallo, and Achille found shelter under the eaves of a burned-out house. They stood in the shadows of charred timbers, ash on their boots, and waited.
“Can we trust them?” Achille asked, the boy’s eyes fixed on the tavern’s fractured windows.
“Sykes and Lydda? Well, they’re not good people.” Gallo rubbed his chin. “Certainly not nice people. But I think they might be decent people, in the places where it counts. Sometimes that’s the best you can hope for.”
*     *     *
Wreaths of stale smoke wriggled through the raucous tavern like floating eels, hands clapping and boots stomping in time with the lute player on a low stage by the hearth fire. Sykes raised his dented tankard, a splash of chestnut ale spilling over his callused hand.
“To your health, then,” he said, clinking his drink against Lydda’s and the tankard of their new drinking companion, a squint-eyed man with a bushy beard and a face full of faded scars. The three huddled around a back-corner table, the safest spot in the room, having bullied the former occupants into finding a seat elsewhere.
“So I was saying,” Pietro went on, “you two just came a long way for a whole lotta nothin’. That Rossini bounty’s a lost cause. Aita got him all by herself.”
“‘Got’ as in…” Lydda’s question trailed off as she dragged a fingernail across her throat.
“Not yet, but he’s gonna wish he was dead, soon enough. Aita’s making big moves. You know her father’s old guard, his right-hand men? She wiped ’em all out, after making side deals with their crews.”
“All of them?” Sykes asked. “Gardener’s balls, that’s half our regular client list.”
“All of ’em. The ones Felix Rossini didn’t kill first, anyway. You ever see a wild animal get a taste for human blood? That’s Rossini, all right. Benito? Dead. Scolotti? Dead.”
“Wait.” Lydda put her tankard down. “Little-Hand Benito? Not a chance. Somebody’s selling stories.”
“It’s all true. A buddy of mine worked for him. He saw the whole thing. I guess he had Rossini dead to rights, and the one-eared bastard threw something on the ground and suddenly the whole room filled with smoke while daggers dropped out of his sleeves. Rossini stabbed him dead, cut down three of his guards, and vanished. Just like that.”
Sykes and Lydda shared a glance. Pietro looked back and forth between them, the scars on his forehead twitching.
“What, you two know something?”
“Nope.” Sykes raised his tankard to his lips. “Not a thing. So back to the story. Aita got her hands on Felix by herself?”
“Bushwhacked him, yeah. All I know is, she’s keeping him under lock and key while she sets up a big fancy party for her new friends. She’s still gotta prove she’s as scary as her old man was, and I figure that’s how she’s gonna do it: main event at the party’s gonna be the death of Felix Rossini, slow and nasty.”
“When’s this party supposed to happen?” Lydda asked.
Pietro shrugged. “Hell if I know. Ain’t like any of us are gonna get invitations. Big shots only.”
“Well,” Sykes said, looking to Lydda, “looks like we got here just a little too late. Guess that’s how the knucklebones roll.”
*     *     *
“Bad news and good news,” Sykes said to Renata, standing in the shadows of the burned-out building across the street. “Your man’s alive but not well. Aita’s got him and she’s going to make an object lesson out of him.”
The blood drained from Renata’s face.
“When?” she asked, her voice stammering. “Where?”
“The ‘where’ is probably her old man’s estate,” Lydda said. “One hell of a hard target, especially now that she’s rooted out the troublemakers and gotten Mirenze’s underworld on her side. The ‘when’ we don’t know yet.”
“I don’t see how any of that is ‘good news,’” Renata said.
“I didn’t get to that part yet,” Sykes told her. “See, most of the bottom feeders around here, they get their kit anywhere they can beg, borrow, or steal it. They’ll shank you with a knife forged for gutting fish or bash your brains in with a chair leg, doesn’t make any difference. Your beau, though, he’s been running around with some very specialized, very expensive gear. Most people wouldn’t know where to get their hands on that stuff.”
“But you do?” Renata said.
“The man’s got a very exclusive client list,” Lydda said, “and we happen to be on it. Let’s go pay him a visit.”



CHAPTER NINETEEN
Over Renata’s protests, that visit had to wait until morning. They were dead on their feet by the time they made it back to the docks, and even she couldn’t pretend she wasn’t sleep-fogged and lead-limbed. Zoe set them up with a couple of rooms at the Hen and Caber, whisking them out of sight and behind locked doors for a few hours’ rest.
Renata slept, but fitfully. She dreamed of the bandit camp where she and Hedy had been held hostage. Images of the big brass hourglass flitted through her restless mind, the one the bandits’ boss had made her hold every time they let Hedy loose on a scavenging trip. The stream of purple-black sand counting down the minutes to her death if Hedy didn’t come back for her.
Now she was the one in the wilds, desperately searching for a lead, a clue, anything that would bring her back to Felix before his time ran out. Every lost second another grain of sand.
She woke just before dawn.
It was early morning by the time she rallied the troops and set out into the streets, following Sykes. Now they breathed the rarefied air of the north side of Mirenze, where stucco walls topped with black iron spearheads coiled around lush and sprawling villas. No roving bands of partigiani here: the locals could afford their own private guards, stationed at the gates in bright liveries, to shelter them from the Imperial threat.
“Right around here,” Sykes said, waving for them to follow as he skirted a low brick wall. A garden lay on the other side, twists of ivy escaping over the bricks like a prisoner’s rope.
“Shouldn’t we try the front gate?” Gallo asked.
Sykes jumped, grabbed the rim of the wall, and hauled himself up, straddling the bricks like a horse. “If the sun’s up, he’s working in his garden. Besides, he likes it when we surprise him.”
“He only pretends to hate it,” Lydda added. While Sykes scaled the wall, she led the way to a low oaken door behind the garden. An iron hasp rattled, and Sykes let them in from the other side. Renata cast a dubious eye over a freshly trampled flower bed.
Voices, drifting down a pebbled path walled by cypress trees. “—I know you were working with him,” a woman demanded. “Tell me the truth, Leggieri.”
Eyes narrowed, Renata swept around the path, coming to a clearing at the heart of the garden. A man in a slouch-brimmed cap and a smock stood with his back to a block of marble on a wooden plinth, gripping a hammer and chisel like they were weapons of self-defense. The woman talking to him was older, her steel-wool hair pulled back in a tight knot.
Leggieri, on the edge of panic, looked from her to the new arrivals. Sykes threw open his arms as if to pull him into a bear hug. “Leggieri, my favorite artist. Are you busy? Don’t answer, I don’t care. I’d say we could come back later, but we can’t and we won’t. We’re under a little time pressure. Renata, Leggieri. Leggieri, Renata.”
The older woman’s eyes went wide. “Renata Nicchi?”
Renata stood her ground, uncertain. “That’s right. You have me at a disadvantage, signora…?”
“Sofia Marchetti,” she replied.
“And if the two of us seem perplexed,” Leggieri said, “it’s because you were supposed to be in enemy hands.”
“I’m making a career of disappointing people who say I’m supposed to be anything at all. Marchetti, as in the Banco Marchetti?”
“I am, but stay your hand. I’m no friend of our newly minted ‘duke.’ My disappointment of a son and Felix’s blushing bride formed an alliance; you’ve seen the results all around you. Felix and I are working together, secretly, to stop them both. We were, that is, until Felix didn’t turn up for our next rendezvous.”
Leggieri licked his lips, still clutching his tools as he glanced at Renata’s companions. “How did you people even find me?”
“Those smoke bombs you kitted Felix with,” Lydda said. “You tried to foist those things on us, remember? Kinda shocked they actually worked.”
“Well,” Leggieri said, “they mostly work.”
“Aita laid a trap,” Renata said. “She has Felix, and she’s going to kill him if we can’t find him in time.”
Leggieri held his hammer and chisel to his chest. “Then we are all in grave peril. If Aita finds out I was supplying Felix with weapons, there’s nowhere in the world I’ll be able to hide from her wrath. And as for Signora Marchetti, I doubt even her son will be able to save her life—if he cares to.”
Lydda snorted. “Relax. Fortunately for you two, sounds like Aita wants to save the serious torture for an audience. She ain’t gonna mess him up too badly before the main event, and he’ll keep his mouth shut ’til then. Course, after that, all bets are off. Put enough of a hurting on somebody, they’ll sell you their own mother to make the pain stop. Trust me, I know.”
Leggieri looked to the overcast sky, took a deep breath, and rested his tools on the plinth.
“Under the circumstances,” he said, “I think we should continue this discussion indoors, and behind a locked door or two.”
As they filed down the cellar steps and Leggieri kindled a lamp, Renata marveled at his workshop. The walls of weapons, the long tables covered in springs and metal flanges and schematics etched on foolscap. She stared at a rack of finely forged daggers, from needle-thin stilettos to knives with curved elk-antler hilts and vicious serrated blades. She tried to imagine Felix armed with the artist’s killing tools and couldn’t quite picture it. The Felix she’d known, the one who sent her away to save her from Basilio Grimaldi, had barely touched a weapon in his life.
Then again, when she’d left him, neither had she.
“Signore,” she said, catching Leggieri’s eye. “Have you been working with Felix long?”
“Long enough to call him a friend, signorina. My concern isn’t solely for my own well-being.”
“Has he—” She paused, searching for a question she wasn’t sure she wanted answered. She gestured to the knives. “Has he used these?”
Leggieri glanced down, uncertain for a moment, then met her gaze.
“He did his best, early on, to avoid taking lives. Aita…forced his hand.”
Of all the feelings Renata might have expected upon learning that her lover had taken up arms, a soft, quiet sense of relief wasn’t one of them. Yet it flooded her, easing some of her fear, and she understood why. She’d almost come to terms with the blood on her hands—poisoning the gang of bandits, her accidental murder of a crusading nobleman and the one-night war she’d waged against his followers—but she couldn’t shake the dread of reuniting with Felix and looking into his eyes. The fear that she’d be alien to him somehow, that the lives she’d taken had changed her in a way he wouldn’t be able to understand.
And now we’re both killers, she thought with dark amusement. We really were made for each other.
“Aita has holdings across the city,” Leggieri said, “and that’s not even counting all the people working under her. Felix could be almost anywhere.”
Renata eyed the wall of weapons as an idea sparked.
“We don’t know where he’s at,” she said, “but we know where he’s going to be.”
Sykes shrugged. “Sure. Her dead daddy’s mansion, for the murder party. What about it?”
Renata turned to face him. “What if we don’t find him before then?”
“Are you sayin’…” An incredulous smile spread across his grizzled face. “You are. You wanna crash the party.”
Silent up until that moment, Gallo gaped at her. “You want to attack Aita in her own stronghold. On the night when every throat-cutter and villain in Mirenze will be in attendance. Plus her personal guards. Plus, if her alliance with Lodovico holds, any number of corrupt city guardsmen and mercenaries.”
“Plus the monsters,” Sofia said softly, drawing every eye in the room. “My son has recruited…I don’t know what else to call them. They’re women, but they’re not. There’s something wrong with them. Made wrong.”
Sykes glanced sidelong at Lydda and muttered, “Monsters. Remind me why I let you talk me into taking this job?”
“I’m not talking about kicking in the doors and taking them all head-on,” Renata said. “I’m saying we wrangle some invitations to the party and free Felix from inside before anybody notices. One good distraction, like a few of those smoke bombs I’m hearing so much about, and we run for it.”
“The bombs that mostly work,” Sykes said.
“And what do ya mean, wrangle an invitation?” Lydda asked. “You’re not bad, but I don’t think you can pull that off.”
Renata smiled. “I can’t, but you can, especially if you have something Aita wants. There’s still a price on my head. And you’re still bounty hunters.”
Sykes shook his head. “Never work. Even if we pulled that off, we’d never get inside with weapons for all five of us. Not the kind of steel we’d need to get out in one piece, anyway. I’m not going up against half of Mirenze with a toothpick in my boot.”
Renata’s gaze turned to Gallo and Achille, appraising them. “I have a notion for how to accomplish that, too. Signora Marchetti, you have access to your family coffers, yes?”
“Lodovico’s practically locked me out of the business.” She folded her arms. “I do have a few hidden reserves I can draw upon, though. Why, do you need money?”
“A bit, to bait a trap of our own. I won’t be the only surprise guest at this party. If this works out, there’s a role for each of us to play—and if we do it right, we all walk away safe and sound.”
“That’s one big ‘if,’” Sykes said. “And what about Aita? If we snatch Felix right out from under her nose, what’s gonna stop her from putting all of us on her hit list?”
Renata steeled herself. Committing to her path, and what had to be done.
“I said we walk away,” she told him. “Aita doesn’t.”



CHAPTER TWENTY
The fist-sized lump of alum lay at the edge of Lodovico’s desk. Sitting in his office at the Marchetti family estate, safe behind sturdy walls and iron fences with the sun shining through the window at his back, he could almost pretend he’d gone back in time. He remembered, like it was yesterday, cradling the chalky stone as he ordered Felix Rossini’s death. It hadn’t been much of a concern at the time. Just a little bump in the road on the way to making all of his dreams—his father’s dreams—come true.
His man Simon still stood in his usual place, over by the bookshelf with an accounting ledger cradled in his arms. The sight of him, though—a ruined horror, at ease beside the faded burgundy bloodstains on his office rug—brought back reality like a slap to Lodovico’s face. Lodovico had risked it all, played out the scheme of a lifetime and gone head to head against the Murgardt Empire…and lost. Now all he had were a handful of allies, half of them mad, maybe a hundred mercenary killers, and one last-ditch chance for survival.
“Where is Weiss?” he asked, drumming his trimmed fingernails on the lump of alum.
“Organizing your militia for you.” Simon’s seared lips, what was left of them, curled in a rictus. “You were right. A few days of fearmongering and the entire city’s jumping at shadows. Half the able-bodied men in Mirenze have already joined up and sworn to wage war against the Imperial hordes. They’re spoiling for a fight.”
“Of course they are. Given a choice between being angry and being afraid, most men prefer anger. Fear is impotence in the face of a crisis. Anger is the reassuring illusion, however false, that you’re actually doing something about it.”
“And if the imagined hordes truly do descend upon our city fair?”
Lodovico slouched in his chair, eyes on the chalky stone.
“Oh, they’re far from imaginary. By now, the Imperials know I’ve taken the city. That survivor we sent back guarantees it. We know my plans have been exposed, given that they tried to arrest me for treason, and the ransacking of my warehouse—the ‘proof’ that the emperor was behind the entire thing—suggests it was put to use by some other opportunist. Doesn’t matter who, the end result is the same: one way or another, the crusade is over. And all those troops, fresh back from the desert wastes, will be sent to one of two places.”
“Belle Terre,” Simon said, “or here.”
“Even if we’re granted a brief reprieve by the war in the west, eventually the Empire will turn its angry eye our way. They can’t allow Mirenze to slip its leash; our freedom is an insult to all that they stand for, and the Empire always meets an insult with deadly force. We need Carlo here. With the pope as our honored guest, they won’t dare attack.”
“If you’ve been implicated,” Simon mused, one lobster-red finger tracing the page of his open ledger, “isn’t there a good chance that Carlo’s involvement has been exposed as well?”
Lodovico shrugged. “So? They won’t say a word. Simon, the point and purpose of the Church is to keep the rabble under control. Do as you’re told, honor your priests and your province lord and your emperor, or suffer for eternity in the Barren Fields. You can’t get better leverage than that. So the Empire has a choice: they can siege Mirenze, putting the pope in danger, and risk the peasants rioting. They can eliminate Carlo, leading to a succession war in the Church and months if not years of chaos. Or they can come to the table and quietly negotiate terms. I think they’ll pick the third option. The one that lets them save face and wrap this whole mess up quietly and cleanly, while we stay free.”
“There’s a fourth option,” Simon said. “They could wash their hands of Carlo and embrace his sister instead.”
Lodovico’s eyes darkened for just a moment. Then he shook his head and forced a confident smile. “We’ll just have to offer better terms than she does, yes? I can’t afford to worry about that right now. Once Carlo arrives, we can form our strategy.”
A shadow hovered in the doorway, garbed in gray and a mourner’s veil. One of the Sisters of the Noose. Lodovico couldn’t tell one from another, but a handful of the creatures had made themselves at home in his family estate.
“Yet Carlo isn’t here, is he?” the sister hissed.
Lodovico pursed his lips. “An astute observation, which is why I want to speak with Weiss. His man Kappel should have already returned with Carlo in a gift-wrapped box for me.”
The sister glided across the rug, hovering near the faded bloodstains.
“It seems, between Signore Koertig here and the Dustmen, you have a talent for hiring inadequate help.”
“Spoken,” Lodovico said, “by the woman who couldn’t manage to assassinate Livia Serafini in the first place.”
“Spoken,” she replied, “by the woman who captured Felix Rossini, you mean.”
Simon’s shoulders stiffened, his skeletal face twitching. Jaw tight as he turned to stare at her. Lodovico sat up in his chair.
“Captured or killed?”
“Captured. At Aita’s request. She has him now.”
Lodovico rose slowly, his chair scraping back on the rug.
“I said I wanted him dead. He’s too dangerous to be left alive, especially now. I’m the one giving the orders around here. You work for me.”
“Do we?” The sister’s raspy chuckle set his teeth on edge. “We’ve labored and fought for you, Signore Marchetti, but you’ve given us almost nothing in return. Have you forgotten our price?”
He could never forget. The cost of the Sisterhood’s services had been a single infant child, purchased from an unscrupulous foundling house. They’d taunted him with hints of the baby’s grim fate, forcing him to decide what was more important: one innocent life, or the freedom of his city.
In the end, he’d chosen his city.
“Your second payment is long overdue,” she told him. “But Aita is a good friend to you. She paid on your behalf.”
Lodovico’s mouth went dry as tinder. “Seven more children. She gave you seven more children.”
The sister’s veil rippled on a gust of breath as she nodded.
“Aita showed us her strength, without hesitation. She understands the price of true power. My sisters and I have been thinking perhaps we’d be happier in her employ.”
“You can’t do that,” Lodovico said. “You’re my eyes and ears. You can respond to threats faster than anyone, even the Dustmen. If the Imperials are making a move, I need advance warning or we could lose everything.”
“True, true.” The sister posed in mock contemplation. “The Dustmen are your offense, but we are your defense. Why, even now, Imperial assassins could be infiltrating the city. Here to end your rebellion with one swift slice of a knife. And we might be so distracted, helping our new friend Aita, that we’d just…forget to notice.”
“Name your price,” Lodovico said.
“No.” The sister snapped up her gloved hand, pointing an inhumanly long finger at him. “You tell us what you are willing to pay. You fancied yourself great, Lodovico Marchetti. A man of power. An empire breaker. Look at you now. You act as though you can still find victory in the ruins, but can you really? How far will you go to achieve your dream?”
“I have traveled far—”
“Then travel farther still! To the end of empire and the end of all mercy, or give up and die now. Prove your strength to me. Prove it to yourself. What will you offer me and my sisters to stand with you as you wage war against the entire world?”
Lodovico’s gaze fell to his desk. To the chunk of alum. A bitter wish nestled in his heart, a wish that he could turn back time. To go back before he’d hired the Dustmen, before he’d corrupted Carlo, before the staged massacre in the desert and the caravan of spears—go back to when he was just a banker, a banker’s son, and the future had seemed so simple. So easy.
But he couldn’t go back. Only forward, into the fire.
This is for the greater good, he told himself. Centuries from now, the histories will say that when Luigi Marchetti called for revolution against the Empire, he was RIGHT. And they will tell how his son made his dream of freedom a reality.

They’ll call us heroes.

He bit his bottom lip until hot blood dripped onto his tongue. When he swallowed, it tasted like bile in the back of his throat. He looked to the sister.
“There is a foundling house,” he said. “The place where I bought your first offering from a most unscrupulous house mother. You may have it.”
“Have it?”
“The orphanage,” Lodovico said, “and every child in it. Do as you will. So long as you serve me.”
A sound like a rustling, contented sigh rasped from under the sister’s veil.
“These are the words of a man of power. We accept. Take me there now, and show me your tiny offerings.”
Lodovico nodded tightly, still biting his lip. He glanced to Simon, who stared at the sister in angry disbelief, frozen since the mention of Felix’s name. The prey he’d obsessed over since the voyage to Winter’s Reach, stolen right out from under him. Simon’s lips twitched, echoing Felix’s name in silence.
“Simon,” Lodovico said.
He didn’t answer.
Lodovico snapped his fingers, finally catching Simon’s attention. “Simon? Are you with me?”
“I’m with you,” he replied, but his gaze swung right back to the sister. His face contorted as if he wanted to strangle her with his thoughts alone.
“I want a fail-safe,” Lodovico said. “In case things don’t go according to plan.”
“A fail-safe?”
“That bomb you used to destroy the Ducal Arch…” The tip of Lodovico’s finger trailed along the edge of his desk, as if trying to tug him away from the words he was about to speak. “Can you get more of them?”
Simon tilted his head, thinking. A single wisp of pale hair, like white smoke, clung to his blackened and scab-ridden scalp. “I suspect the creator may be reluctant to repeat his masterpiece. Artists are temperamental that way.”
“Can you persuade him otherwise?”
“For the Duke of Mirenze,” Simon said with a smile, “I think I can command an encore performance.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
Down in his workroom, by the pale light of a flickering candle, Leggieri huddled over his workbench and pressed his eye to a magnifying glass. The tiny guts of a dream turned to metal lay before him, a waking fancy he’d first scribbled on foolscap, then made real with an assembly of minuscule springs and gears. Tried to, anyway: his dreams rarely obeyed the laws of the natural world, and it was becoming more and more apparent that this new invention would be one more failure pillaged for parts to build the next one. That was all right, he reasoned. There was no progress without failure, and every mistake was a new chance to learn.
He hoped it was his only mistake that day. He’d thrown himself into his work to try to push away his fears, but they kept clawing at the edges of his thoughts, demanding his full attention. He’d armed Renata and her followers, equipped them for their reckless mission, and forced himself to smile as he sent them off to die. The odds against them were terrifying to consider—the odds that one might get taken alive, or that Felix himself might be tortured into a confession, even more so.
I need to leave the city, Leggieri thought. If Aita or Lodovico find out I’ve been arming people to fight them…
But he wouldn’t leave. Not until he found out if Felix and Renata survived. Just in case they needed more help. His gaze drifted, as it always did, to the empty alcove in the back of the workshop where the Infernal Machine had once stood. His greatest triumph, until the day Lodovico’s mad assassin set it off at the Ducal Arch and murdered three hundred innocent people to strike at a single man.
And so he would do his small penance, his feeble effort to help bring about some justice for the fallen. If it meant his own death, so be it. He deserved worse.
Footsteps on the stairs. Jarred from his misery, he looked up, daring to allow himself a fleeting moment of hope. “Felix?”
The shadow shambling down the steps had the shape of a man. But as the figure stepped into the candlelight, candlelight shifting across his bulging eyes and skeletal grin, the blood froze in Leggieri’s veins.
“No,” Simon said, “but that…that is a most interesting name to call out, my old friend. It says so much about what you’ve been up to.”
Leggieri’s jaw trembled as he struggled to speak. “Simon…what—what happened to you?”
Simon’s fingers curled, claw-like, and smoothed the front of his vest. “Apotheosis.”
Leggieri shook his head, mute. Simon walked over to the wall of knives, admiring them, cupping his hands behind his back.
“Do you know that word? Apotheosis? As an artist, you should. It means, ‘a divine example.’ The elevation of one’s craft, one’s art, to the highest possible level. You were right, Leggieri. The Infernal Machine was your magnum opus. But it was not the end of your work, no.”
Simon plucked a needle-bladed dagger from the wall and turned to face him.
“The machine was a vessel of transformation. A raging tempest of fire trapped in a barrel. A baptism of searing light and jagged black iron. So many were tested that day and found unworthy. Their bodies could not accept your art. But I…oh, look at me, artist. I am the culmination of your life’s work.”
Leggieri pressed himself against the workbench. One of his hands eased back, twitching fingers inching across the rough wood, toward a whittling knife he’d discarded in the clutter of tools. He forced himself to lock eyes with Simon, gazing upon the ravaged horror of his face.
“Simon,” he whispered, “you’re…you’re sick. You need help. Medical care.”
Simon ignored him, turning to pace the workshop. Leggieri’s hand crept toward the knife.
“Given my wishes,” Simon told him, “I’d kill you now. Not out of spite or malice, don’t misunderstand. I would kill you because you’ve created your finest work. Anything you invent after this, well, it’d be a disappointment, wouldn’t it? By ending your life at the height of your prowess, I would ensure your eternal legacy. My gift to you. My show of ultimate respect. Alas, we all have a master to serve, and mine has requested you give a command performance. It’s no small thing, being called to the service of the Duke of Mirenze.”
Simon paused at the wall. He put back the needle blade and picked up a longer, heavier knife, curved like a butcher’s tool. In that moment, with Simon’s back turned, Leggieri’s fingers closed around the hilt of the whittling knife. His heart hammered against his ribs as he braced himself to strike.
“You need to understand what I have become,” Simon murmured.
Leggieri launched himself from the stool, knife aimed for the small of Simon’s back. Simon spun, knocked the knife aside as easily as batting a rattle from an infant’s hand, and kicked Leggieri’s leg out from under him. Leggieri fell to the floor and Simon pounced. He pinned Leggieri’s wrist under one knee, pressing the tip of his carving knife to the side of the artist’s throat. Cradling Leggieri’s chin in his hands, Simon leaned close, his hot, fetid breath washing across his cheek.
“I am the god of murder,” Simon whispered. “And you, my traitorous disciple, still have purpose. No, can’t kill you yet. I need your hands for the work to come.”
Simon pulled away, took the knife from Leggieri’s throat—then flipped him onto his stomach and sawed the blade across the artist’s hamstring, carving through skin and muscle. He clamped his hand over Leggieri’s mouth to muffle his howls of pain as blood welled from the crippled leg and spilled across the flagstone floor.
“Don’t need you to walk, though, seeing as you’re going to spend the rest of your life in this room. Lift a blade to me again and I take the entire leg. Do we understand one another, old friend? No games.”
He held his grip until Leggieri’s screams faded to strained whimpers, then went rummaging for linens to bind the wound. The artist was pale, shaking from the pain and the fear, and Simon left him on the floor as he pulled up a stool.
“Now, then.” Simon perched on the stool, looking down at him. “Before we get to what Lodovico wants, let’s talk about what I want. Why did you think Felix Rossini might be coming to see you?”
Leggieri rolled onto his back. He forced himself to sit, gripping his blood-soaked bandages and sucking air through gritted teeth.
“I didn’t say Rossini.”
Simon tilted his head, frowning. “What did I just say about playing games? Shall I start on the other leg?”
“No.” Leggieri held up a hand, his head drooping. “Felix is…a client of mine.”
“Ah, the plot thickens. But one thing puzzles me: if you and Felix are close, you’ve surely heard he’s been captured.”
Leggieri nodded weakly. His gaze fell to the floor at Simon’s feet.
“So,” Simon mused, “you either foolishly dreamed that he might have freed himself from Aita’s clutches…or you have reason to hope. You are a man of reason, you always have been. So tell me, artist: why is Felix Rossini not so doomed as he appears to be?”
Leggieri raised his chin now, mustering what defiance he could with each ragged breath.
“Go ahead,” he said. “Torture me all you want. I won’t betray them.”
Simon smiled.
“You just did. It’s her, isn’t it? His woman, Renata. She’s come to save his life, and you armed her for the fight.”
Leggieri fell into a sullen silence. Simon chuckled. He studied the blood on the edge of his knife, gleaming in the candlelight.
“You misunderstand me,” Simon told him. “Do you think I want Felix in Aita’s hands?”
The artist squinted up at him. “Why wouldn’t you? Lodovico and Aita are working together, aren’t they? And Felix has sworn to see them both dead.”
Simon stared up to the ceiling of the workshop, as if he was suddenly a thousand miles away.
“I have killed hundreds, Leggieri. Each one a performance. Each one an alchemical transformation under my skilled hands: the transition of matter from life to death, from bloom to rot. Each murder bringing me one step closer to my ultimate becoming. Apotheosis. And the one flaw in that perfect beauty, the one thorn in my shoe, the one itch I could never scratch, is Felix Rossini. I traveled to the end of the world and back again just to take his life, and he denied me. Each and every time, he denied me. Denied my divinity. Denied his own calling, his purpose.”
Simon looked back down at Leggieri, his bulging eyes manic.
“And now that upstart amateur thinks she can take him away from me? He’s my kill. Mine. Felix Rossini was born to die at my hands. Anything else would be…unthinkable, unacceptable.” He leaned forward on the stool, stabbing at the air between them. “The universe isn’t right, Leggieri. Until I kill Felix, nothing is right!”
Leggieri scrambled back another inch on the frigid stone, leaving a smear of blood in his wake. He held up his open hands. “All right, all right, Simon! I understand.”
Simon took a deep, rattling breath, and lowered the knife.
“So you see my problem.” Simon shrugged, his voice conversational. “I can’t openly work against Aita—it would endanger her partnership with Vico, and I just can’t have that—but I can’t let her kill him either. Felix has come so far, Leggieri. He’s earned the right to die at my hands. If you were really his friend, you would want this for him.”
Leggieri swallowed, his throat sore and leg throbbing.
“I don’t know what will happen if I miss my final chance,” Simon told him. “To be honest…I fear I might go a little crazy.”
Leggieri looked past Simon. To the stairs, to the bolted cellar door at the top. And he knew, in his heart, he would never leave this room alive. As his last glimmer of hope died, all he could do was stall the inevitable.
“What did Lodovico want?” he stammered, trying to change the subject. Simon nodded and held up a finger as if suddenly remembering.
“That. Right. The Infernal Machine. You need to build more of them. Five or six would do in a pinch, but he wouldn’t complain if you delivered a baker’s dozen.”
Leggieri shook his head, his eyes going wide. “Simon, no. You…you killed hundreds of innocent people—”
“Tested,” Simon said. “They were tested and failed. The fire didn’t kill them, their lack of purpose did. If they’d had a higher calling, they would have survived. I’m the living proof.”
“You’re a madman.”
“I am a god.” Simon rose from his stool, towering over Leggieri. “You don’t need your tongue to build things, so have a care before I remove it.”
“Even if I was willing, even if building one of the damned things wasn’t insanely dangerous, I can’t just…I don’t have the tools! The blasting powder alone—I don’t keep more than a small cask of the stuff down here, and even that’s a risk.”
“And that’s why I’m here to help.” Simon crouched down beside him, his voice kindly now. “Just make a list of what you need. I’ll bring it to you, and you’ll work your magic. You will do this, Leggieri. Stop pretending you have a choice, and you’ll feel much better.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
The man was nobody. A shoemaker from the Spring District of Lerautia. Still defiant, even forced to his knees in his shuttered shop with a pair of Browncloaks gripping his shoulders. Dusty floorboards creaked under Kailani’s boots as she paced back and forth. She tugged her hood back, a shaft of stray sunlight catching the cat-claw scars raking her face. The scars twisted as she angrily pursed her lips.
“Let’s go over this one more time.” In a gloved hand, she held up a chunk of paving stone. “You tried to throw a rock. At the pope.”
“Carlo is the pope,” he said, glaring up at her. His lip was puffy, one eye swollen and shiny black. Kailani’s people, seeded among the crowd, hadn’t been gentle about taking him down.
Kailani bit back a frustrated sigh. She’d arrived in the Holy City to regroup with the rest of the Browncloaks, just in time for their mistress’s first public procession, and she’d spent her entire afternoon dealing with dissenters and fools like this one. Livia’s early gambit—sending spies ahead to flood the city with copies of Dante’s father’s letters, proving Carlo was a bastard and ineligible for the throne—had all but failed. Too few people could read, and fewer believed. Now the faithful had woken to a new pope and a new order, their lives thrown into chaos.
“Confused,” Kailani said. “You’re just confused. Misguided.”
“You’re the confused one,” he snapped back at her. “No woman is my pope.”
Kailani shook her head, set the rock on the edge of his counter, and looked to the men holding him.
“Educate him,” she said and walked away. As she stepped out of the shop, a tiny brass bell jangling above the door, the sounds of thudding fists and boots and his strained grunts of pain faded at her back.
Outside, her personal entourage—bearing concealed blades and fighting leathers under their swirling cloaks—fell in step behind her without a word.
“I don’t understand it,” Kailani said. “Why don’t they love her? Why can’t we make them love her?”
“They loved her in Itresca,” one of her followers said.
“Things were different there,” another pointed out. “Her sermon at Saint Wessel’s Feast, the arrest, the miracles—she had the chance to win people over. What if we take it slow, and try to recreate everything that happened, step by step?”
Kailani shot a glare at him. “You want to have Livia arrested?”
He held up his hands. “No, no, I just mean, if we figure out exactly how she won the people’s love, we could do things like that here.”
“We don’t have time. Our enemies surround us. The Saint needs our help. She needs the support of her faithful, and she needs it now. Speaking of enemies—”
“Berenice and Corrado were tasked with bringing Carlo safely into exile,” said a woman at her back. “They know what to do.”
Exile, Kailani thought. Their mistress was too gentle, too compassionate when it came to dealing with traitors. She’d commanded the same punishment for Sister Columba, the backstabbing maid who’d accused her of witchcraft and consorted with her would-be assassins.
Livia didn’t need to know Columba’s true fate: a dagger in the heart and a grave at the bottom of the ocean. She didn’t need to know Carlo’s eventual fate, either. It would just trouble her. Kailani didn’t like it when her mistress was troubled. The Saint had greater matters to concern herself with.
“Friends,” Kailani said, “we have been charged, by the Gardener himself, with securing Livia’s reign. She is the Saint Returned, and we will not fail her.”
She stopped in midstride, whirling to face her entourage.
“How do we open the eyes and hearts of a city, and how do we do it fast?”
“It seems to me,” one said, hesitant, “that a single event did more than anything to cement her standing in the eyes of the people.”
He nodded at Kailani. She raised her fingers to her chest, brushing rough burlap, tracing the scar beneath. The black imprint of Livia’s hand, seared into her flesh the day the Saint had saved her from an assassin’s blade.
“Her second miracle,” Kailani said.
A chorus of silent nods.
It was true. Kailani had been at death’s door—maybe she had died—and Livia’s prayers had healed her in front of a crowd of hundreds. Word spread like wildfire through the streets that day, proving to all with the ears to hear that Livia was their true and righteous leader.
“The Gardener showed Lychwold his divine will,” another said. “Who’s to say he won’t do it again? Livia is his chosen, the Saint Returned. Surely he wouldn’t let her fail.”
Kailani furrowed her brow. “We couldn’t expose her to danger, not directly. But if one of us posed as an assassin and put Livia in a position where she could invoke another miracle, exactly like last time…no. It’s too dangerous. One of us would have to risk their life, taking the blade.”
“I’ll do it.”
Freda took a step forward. The freckled girl pulled back her hood, putting on a determined face.
“I’ll do it,” she said again.
Kailani shook her head. “Freda, do you understand what you’re offering? If no miracle comes, you will die.”
“You had faith in Livia, and when you stood in front of that assassin’s knife to protect her, the Gardener rewarded you with a miracle. I have faith in Livia, too. And I know—I know—I will be healed. Let me do this. Let me prove my faith.”
Kailani cradled Freda’s cheek in her hand. Staring into the girl’s eyes. Judging her. She nodded.
“So be it.”
*     *     *
“It’s like riding a horse—”
“Don’t.” Livia flung up her arms, striding across her parlor in her ivory dressing gown as she frowned at Dante. “Don’t give me analogies. Don’t give me platitudes. Those people hated me out there.”
From his chair in the corner, one leg crossed over the other, Dante shook his head. “They don’t know you yet. That’s the entire purpose of these processions, to give people a chance to see you in the flesh. You’ll win their hearts, just like you did in Itresca.”
Amadeo stepped closer to Livia. One hand extended, as if to touch her arm, but she paced too furiously for him to catch her.
“He has a point, Livia. In a sense we’re starting all over here—your triumphs didn’t follow you across the sea. Rebuilding the Church is going to take a lot of hard work.”
She stopped pacing and pinched the bridge of her nose as she took a deep breath.
“It’s not the work,” she said. “I have never been afraid of hard work. You know that. It’s that my brother, by all accounts, sat on that throne in a drunken stupor while the College of Cardinals looted the treasury dry, and the people want him back. Now I’m here to help them, to change their lives for the better, and all I get is catcalls and angry glares.”
Dante chuckled. “You know the game by now, signora. It’s not who you are, it’s who the masses believe you are. It’s not what you do, it’s what you promise them. Reality and politics are barely dance partners. First we’ll win their hearts and minds; then you can do your ‘real’ work. Marcello’s given the College their marching orders; by next month, every priest in every pulpit from here to the edge of Belle Terre will be singing your praises.”
“For now, we just have to keep Lerautia from rioting,” Amadeo said.
“All right.” Livia took another deep breath. “All right. I’ll get dressed and play the show-pony again. Whatever it takes.”
That evening she stood outside the Papal Manse, garbed in green and golden finery, shivering in a chill wind under a lavender sunset. A procession of knights in gold and black, bearing the Imperial eagle on their tabards, led the way in tight, professional ranks. Then her honor guard, the Browncloaks. They surrounded her, walking in lockstep with a parade of musicians at her back. At least it’s not bagpipes, she thought as a drum line stirred, driving their march with a strident, rattling beat.
They took a winding path through the heart of the city. All along the route, people threw open their shutters and stood in doorways to watch the procession pass. Livia forced herself to smile, raising one slender hand to offer precisely measured waves to the crowd. She felt lost in the sea of people, adrift. She’d imagined her homecoming as a triumph. The thought of walking Lerautia’s streets to jubilation and cheers had kept her going through so many hard nights. And now, so many cold faces, looking back at her. So many doubting eyes and shaking heads, so many pointed whispers.
My own people, she thought, and they don’t even want me here.
At her left, Freda gave her a nervous smile. “You’re doing great,” she said.
“I think they disagree,” Livia whispered back, waving as she kept her eyes on the crowd. “Are you all right, Freda? You look pale.”
Freda let out an awkward chuckle and tugged the hood of her cloak down. “Just a bit of tummy ache. Something I ate. It’s fine.”
On Livia’s other side, Kailani gave Freda a steely glance.
“If we have faith,” Kailani said, “the Gardener will open the city’s hearts. Every eye will see, and every tongue will speak of your glory.”
Livia gave a slight shake of her head. “I’m not here for glory, Kailani. This isn’t about me. I’m just here to help.”
“Every eye will see,” Kailani replied.
Something set Livia’s nerves on edge, and it was a struggle to keep the placid mask on her face. A creeping sensation, like a stranger’s fingertips stroking the small of her back, tracing the bumps of her spine as they slid up toward her neck. She tried to tell herself it was the crowds, the noise, the thudding of the drums at her back, but something was wrong.
Up ahead, a glimmer from a second-floor window caught her eye, movement behind a rippling sash. The dying sunlight glinting off a curve of dark metal. Livia had just enough time to raise her hand and point, her mouth opening to shout, before the archer fired. Everything happened in slow motion then. The crossbow bolt streaking through the autumn air like the last word in an argument, an inescapable message from fate forged in cold steel. The drummers striking up a marching chant as the bolt missed her and punched into Freda’s chest, tearing through burlap and leather to spear her heart. Freda falling to her knees, her eyes wide with shock, a gout of blood spitting from her waxy lips.
Livia didn’t hear the sudden screams in the crowd, the stampeding feet. She knelt at Freda’s side to catch the girl and pull her close. Freda trembled, bloodstains spreading, crimson leaking from the corners of her mouth. Not again, Livia thought, please, not again.
She stroked Freda’s hair, her hand damp with cold sweat. “Hurts,” Freda stammered. “Didn’t—didn’t know how much it would—”
“Shh,” Livia said, “hush now, don’t try to talk. It’s all right. You’ll be all right.”
She was back in Lychwold again. Another street in another city, and another one of her people dying in her arms. Dying to protect her.
And just like last time, she felt the stirring of magic in her blood, pinpricks of fire swirling in her veins. Her instinctive craft rising with her terror and her rage, fueled by her emotions. She’d saved Kailani’s life, working a “miracle.” She could save Freda too.
But last time, she’d had a body.
The power was in the blood. The life was in the blood. And in Lychwold, there’d been a fallen assassin, bleeding out just a few feet away. Livia had stolen the last of the dying killer’s life, ripping it from her body and passing it on to Kailani. Here, she had…nothing.
No, she realized. I have me.



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
Livia didn’t think about the price.
The infection in her veins, the stain of Shadow that might turn her into a monster, didn’t flicker through her mind as she gently laid Freda down on the blood-smeared cobblestones. The knowledge that one more burst of wild magic could kill her dead, or expose her as a witch, didn’t weigh into her choice. The rest of the world washed away in a hazy blur, reduced to two basic truths: a young woman was dying in her arms, her life spilling out onto the street, and Livia had the power to save her.
She took hold of the bolt’s shaft and tugged hard, the razor-tipped head hooked on Freda’s ribs. One more wrenching yank and it tore free, syrupy blood spurting in its wake as Freda let out a shrill scream of pain. Livia ripped the steel head across the palm of her hand, fast, hoping that in all the commotion the wound would look like an accident. She gritted her teeth at the sudden sting, her own blood welling up and beginning to flow as she pressed her scarlet palm to Freda’s wound.
The sparks in Livia’s veins turned into fireflies, dancing, spinning, flowing toward Freda’s heart. Take my life, Livia thought. Take all of it if you need it, just don’t die. Not like this. Not in my name.
Now her veins were a stream of oil, lit ablaze. Raw, searing agony coursed up Livia’s arm, spreading across her shoulders, down to the pit of her stomach, her muscles clenching and rebelling as she made herself a living sacrifice. Sweat dripped from Livia’s forehead, her hair clinging cold and damp, as she fought to hold her focus.
Blood roared in her ears and her vision went gray, then black, the darkness rising to swallow her whole. She let go. The fire in her veins turned sour and barren, like frost on graveyard dirt, and she tumbled into the Shadow. The last thing she felt was her body falling, and then she felt nothing at all.
*     *     *
A needle of sunlight poked at Livia’s eyes. Jostling her awake. Every muscle in her body ached, sore, twisted. Her mouth was dry. She squinted, the light dazzling, brighter than diamonds. She tried to move. Her limbs grudgingly obeyed, but only by inches, feeling silk against her naked skin.
Lying down. She was lying down. She cupped a hand over her eyes, groaning, and tried to focus. Her bedroom, her bed at the papal manse. The blinding sunlight was nothing but a thin shaft of feeble light creeping in the side of one curtained window. Still hurt to look at it. She lolled her head back on the pillow, turning the other way. Amadeo sat in a bedside chair, watching her, his face grave.
She looked at him. He gazed at her.
“Say something,” she croaked, her throat sore.
He shook his head. “I don’t even know where to begin.”
Memories flooded Livia’s mind. The procession, the crossbow, Freda. She tried to sit up, alarmed, but a spasm in her back forced her to lie down again. “Freda, is she—”
“She’s fine. A full recovery. I understand she’s something of a hero now, among her ‘friends.’”
He was too curt for good news, his eyes too hard. Livia frowned. “Amadeo, what’s wrong?”
“Congratulations, Livia. You’re the talk of the town. You performed a miracle in front of hundreds of people. The Gardener made his will manifest, and you proved that he’s anointed you as his chosen servant.”
He leaned forward in his chair, locking eyes with her.
“But we both know what really happened.”
“Yes,” Livia said, “we both do.”
“You said you were done with witchcraft. You said you’d left that behind forever.”
She forced herself to sit up, wincing, clutching the sheets to her chest.
“And what was I supposed to do, Amadeo? Let Freda die? She needed help. I had the power to save her, when nobody else could.”
Amadeo’s jaw clenched. He glanced to one side, then looked back to her.
“Did you do it on purpose?”
“I just told you I did. I won’t be ashamed of saving someone’s life—”
“No,” he said. “The shooting. Did you arrange it, so you could perform a ‘miracle’ like you did in Lychwold?”
Livia’s lips parted. Her eyes went wide. Her voice, when she finally spoke, came out in a shocked whisper.
“How…dare you? How could you think, for one minute, for one second—”
“You were surrounded by Browncloaks,” he said. “They’re paranoid, especially after what happened in Lychwold. Eyes on every window, every onlooker, every face in the crowd.”
“So they missed something. I saw the archer, Amadeo. At least I saw his weapon, but it all happened so fast.”
“A weapon he had ample time to aim. Not an imprecise one, either, and not a shot from very far away. So tell me, Livia: why did his bolt conveniently hit the girl right next to you? Setting the stage for a perfect recreation of the ‘miracle’ that worked so much in your favor once already. She was even wounded in the same place as Kailani.”
Livia shook her head, mute. A gust of breath escaped her parted lips as she sagged back onto the mattress. She looked up at the ceiling, watching long shadows shift with the faint light from the window.
“You honestly believe,” she said softly, “that I would arrange to have one of the faithful shot—not just anyone, but Freda, our friend—to stage a miracle in the streets. Is that how you see me now, Amadeo? Is that the woman you think I am?”
Amadeo rose from his chair. He walked over to the window, blocking the light, and clasped his hands behind his back.
“I know that nothing matters more to you, right now, than healing the Church. You’ve taken the papal throne. Now you have to keep it. And you have a city of doubters, some of them convinced you’re a usurper, others refusing to believe a woman could ever be anointed pope. If there’s one way to change their minds in one fell swoop…well, it’s exactly what happened out there. And you know that. You know what else I think? I think if you asked Freda to take a bolt for you, she’d do it, without question.”
Livia squeezed her eyes shut. A single tear welled up, and she fought it back with everything she had.
“After all we’ve been through, after all we’ve done together, after the battles we’ve fought…you think this little of me.” Her voice quavered, then broke. “Damn you.”
He turned from the window to face her.
“And what should I think, Livia? What about how we captured Lerautia in the first place? I don’t know who or what you called upon to get us into the papal manse—”
“Dante had mercenary contacts. You know this.”
“Don’t.” Amadeo shook his head angrily. “Don’t. I saw the bodies of those guards in the street. They were shredded. Do you know what else I saw? Your face when we passed them. Your face, without the slightest inkling of surprise. Then you made a deal with Marcello Accorsi, the man who tried to have us all murdered, fresh after cutting your own brother’s throat—”
“Carlo is alive.”
Amadeo fell silent. Her gaze fixed on him, her eyes like burning ice.
“Carlo is alive,” she repeated. “I sent him into exile. Had to make believe he was dead, though, or our enemies might try to find him and prop him back up on the throne. As for Cardinal Accorsi, sometimes the safest place for a viper is curled up beside your breast. Keep him sleepy and warm, and he might not bite.”
Amadeo still didn’t reply.
“I am walking upon a spider’s web,” she said. “Everything I do, every move I make, brings me one misplaced foot from a fall. And with every step, the entire web vibrates, the consequences of my choices rippling outward and into the future. There are a hundred swords dangling above my head and a hundred spears waiting in the pit below. So, yes, I’ve made some hard decisions. I am fighting, not just for my own survival, but for the survival of this entire Church. And yes, I will do whatever it takes to win, because the alternative is so much worse.”
She tore her gaze away and looked to the ceiling.
“But that does not include harming the people I love. I have rewarded the guilty, Amadeo, but I have not punished the innocent. And if saving Freda’s life won some hearts and souls to my banner, then call it a happy accident. I give you my word, on my father’s grave: I had nothing to do with this.”
He trudged back to the chair, his anger turned to weary resignation, and sat down at her bedside.
“And what about you?”
“What about me?”
“Not harming the people you love. Do you have any love for yourself, Livia? Back before your father died, I remember catching you…flagellating yourself, like a monk. Seeking purity in the mortification of the flesh. I thought you’d given up the practice, but now I wonder if you’ve just found a more effective means of punishing yourself.”
“I don’t understand,” she said.
“This…power, Livia—it’s killing you. It’s killing you from the inside out. You have to stop. You have to swear it off forever, no matter what happens.”
“I’m safe. As long as I take the Owl’s tonic, it won’t kill me. All it can do is try. I’ve got a lot of fight left in me, Amadeo. If you know anything about me, know that. I have this under control.”
“No.” He stared at her with tired eyes, shaking his head. “You don’t.”
Something in his look made her heart pound a beat faster.
“Amadeo? What aren’t you telling me? What’s wrong? Did something happen out there when I passed out?”
“I was waiting,” he said slowly, “until you were awake and calm. I didn’t want to surprise you with this—”
“Tell me, Amadeo. What’s wrong?”
His only response was a gesture. He nodded toward the full-length mirror by the wardrobe.
Amadeo averted his eyes as Livia rose from her bed. Her muscles groaned in protest, jolts of pain coursing from her shoulders to her calves as she walked, the marble floor like ice under the tender soles of her feet. She stood naked before the mirror and gazed upon her reflection.
Every strand of hair on her body had turned white. Not the white of age but the white of color’s stark absence, her once-raven tresses—tangled and twisted by sleep—cascading down her shoulders like the first snow of winter. Her eyes, once rich and dark, had been drained as well. Now her irises were pale, softly glittering, like opals tinted with the faintest specks of turquoise.
“They’re saying,” Amadeo told her, “that it’s another sign of the Gardener’s blessing. A sign of your purity.”
Livia tugged open the wardrobe with a hand gone suddenly numb, fumbling for a dressing gown and pulling it on. Keeping her gaze fixed upon the glass.
Amadeo rose. He crossed the room and stood at her shoulder, looming behind her in the mirror.
“The next time you do this,” he said, “it will kill you.”
“You don’t know that,” she said to his reflection.
“Yes, I do. And so do you. Livia, if you love me, then promise me that you will never—”
She whirled around, her glittering eyes fierce.
“Don’t,” she said. “Don’t question my heart like that. Don’t turn my emotions into a weapon. That’s not fair.”
“If you love me,” he repeated, “if you have ever loved me, then say the words. Swear that you’ll never call upon this power again.”
She curled her lips in a snarl and poked at his chest. “That’s not fair, Amadeo. Don’t ask this of me.”
“I don’t know any other way to save you!” he shouted. Then he took a step back, his shoulders sagging, and shook his head. “I’m…I’m watching you kill yourself by inches. And I don’t know how to make you stop.”
Livia turned back to the mirror. Her fingertip brushed one downy, snow-white eyebrow.
“Maybe,” she said softly, “that isn’t your job.”
“It’s the most important job I’ve ever had. Promise me, Livia. Swear to me that you will never, ever do this again.”
She looked at herself in the mirror as if gazing upon a stranger. And the stranger, with her snowy hair and opal eyes, stared back at her with cold curiosity.
“All right,” she said. “I promise.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
An escort of four dour-faced librarians ushered Nessa and her followers through the vaulted corridors of Lerautia’s great library, their soft slippers whispering on the mosaic tile floors. At the end of an unmarked hall, beyond an oaken door sealed with two heavy iron locks, a stairway yawned down into darkness.
“Very good,” Nessa told their escorts. “We’ll take it from here. Have supper sent down in a few hours, yes? We’ll be working late tonight.”
Nessa kindled a lantern, the glow lighting the way down into the bowels of the library as the door swung shut and locked at their backs. Despina and Vassili looked at each other with sudden mad grins and raced down the steps, whooping with excitement as they vanished into the dark. Nessa grinned and looked over at Mari.
“We’ve been waiting a long time for this,” she explained. “The old Dire had a standing kill order on anyone who even thought of setting foot in this place. Couldn’t take the idea of competition.”
Skipping down the steps just ahead of them, at the edge of the lantern light, Hedy looked back over her shoulder. “Where do we start?”
“First, we organize,” Nessa said. “I want books of history in one pile, anything resembling spellcraft or theory in another. I expect ninety percent of this archive will be nothing but superstitious dross and false confessions tortured out of random peasants; that we can use for kindling. It’s a bit nippy down here.”
Mari nodded, feeling the clammy chill as they came to the bottom of the stairs. The Black Archives were built as literal as their name, the walls and floor laid with bricks of starry-black basalt. A junction in the corridor opened up into small galleries in three directions, all dark and dusty and forgotten.
“Mistress,” Despina called from the left-hand gallery as her brother let out a shrill, giddy laugh. “Come see! Quick, quick, quick!”
In contrast to the orderly shelves on the main floor of the library, the archives were a clutter of cubbyholes and uneven-legged tables, cobwebs and moldering scrolls. Books piled high upon one another in teetering stacks, others spilled out across the floor or scattered upon ink-stained benches. Tiny feet skittered in the dark, and a spider the size of Mari’s fist kept watch from the corner of the chamber, its eyes glimmering like wet amethysts in the lantern’s glow. Despina rushed over, holding up a loose scrap of paper for Nessa’s inspection. The page bore a diagram in rust-red ink, chaotic and harsh, and glancing at it made Mari’s eyes swim out of focus.
“We’re off to a good start,” Nessa said. “That one goes in the ‘interesting’ pile.”
Mari gestured to the stacks. “What should I do? I mean, I…I don’t know what’s useful and what isn’t. How can I help?”
Nessa turned, contemplating her. “You like books,” she said. It was a statement, not a question.
“I do. I’ve never owned any, they’re too expensive, but sometimes I’d get the chance to borrow one for a while. Werner”—she paused, gaze flicking away, her heart pricked by a dimly remembered pain—“Werner taught me how to read.”
“Wait here. I’m going to find a suitable book for you. You should know something about our history, our heritage. You should know the deeds of the coven knights who came before you.”
“I would like that,” Mari said.
Without windows to see the sun and stars, the work dragged on for what felt like an eternity. Ransacking shelves and stacks, sorting the wheat from the chaff, scurrying from gallery to gallery and ferrying armloads of books from pile to pile. The Church had spent centuries securing the most heretical, blasphemous, and forbidden texts known to mankind, locking them down in this basalt tomb to rot. None of the archive’s architects could have imagined they’d wind up in the hands of the very foe the galleries had been built to keep out.
A pair of custodians descended the steps bearing long brass trays laden with light fare: strips of smoked and peppered duck, crisp garden vegetables, and tureens of fresh water. The coven ate while they worked. Mari, for her part, sat in a corner chair beside a lantern, engrossed in a fat leather-bound tome Nessa had found for her. She glanced up, momentarily distracted, as Despina and Vassili gesticulated at each other over a yellowed scroll. One of their silent arguments, entire conversations passing with a twist of a hand or a twitch of an eyebrow. Mari smiled to herself, feeling at home with her family, and went back to reading.
She didn’t notice Hedy scurrying past, a book clutched to her chest and her face lined with worry.
*     *     *
Alone in the farthest gallery, Nessa adjusted her glasses. She perched on a stool beside a scribal desk and frowned at two books laid out side by side. Two maps, drawn a century apart, and neither agreeing the way they should. Movement caught her eye and she glanced up.
“Hedy? What is it?”
“I…found something,” the young woman said. “And I don’t like it.”
“Show me.”
Hedy skirted the desk, moving to stand beside her.
“I found this in the stacks. It’s a history of inquisitions in the western Empire, written by a Church historian.”
“Probably a waste of time. False confessions, tortured out of old women unfortunate enough to live on valuable land. What’s troubling you?”
“This,” she said and opened the book to a page marked with a scarlet silk tassel. Nessa took one glance and snatched the book from Hedy’s hands, moving it closer to the lantern and squinting through her glasses.
It was a woodcut engraving, taking up an entire page, framed in a twisting vine.
It was a picture of Nessa.
There was no mistaking it. The resemblance, down to the slightest detail, was uncanny. Nessa stood, lashed to a post with kindling at her feet. The artist had drawn her roar of defiance as flames welled up around her. Burning her alive.
“Eighty-two years ago,” Hedy said softly. “Her name was recorded as Neffa Raneri. When the witch finders took her, they found the mask of an owl in her cupboard.”
Coincidence, Nessa wanted to say, but the image took her back to her mother’s waterfall cave. And the vision Muskrat had shown her.
Do you ever get the feeling you’ve been here before? her mother had asked. That everything happening HAS happened?
Then she’d taken hold of Nessa’s temples and showed her a vision of her own death. Hers, and Mari’s.
What you saw was your past, she’d said. Just before imploring Nessa to train a successor. In case she couldn’t escape the doom that was coming for her.
“Did she have a knight?” Nessa asked.
Hedy nodded. “A man, a Murgardt named Marius. He tried to rescue her, but he got there too late. According to the official account, when he came upon her body he slashed his own throat and threw himself onto the pyre. So he could die with her.”
“But that wasn’t what she showed me,” Nessa murmured.
Hedy furrowed her brow. “Showed you?”
“Nothing,” Nessa said.
“Read the next page.” Hedy pointed to the book. “They removed her gag before they lit the fire. She called out to the crowd.”
Nessa turned the page, reading the murdered witch’s words, taken down word for word by some dutiful and long-dead scribe.
“Do you think yourselves rid of me?” Neffa had laughed. “You have slain me a hundred times, a thousand, and yet I still live. I remember now. I remember worlds of steel and worlds of lightning-fire. Worlds of ice and sweet red roses. Every time you strike us down, we return, and we shall return again. Perhaps someday I will walk this land once more, to rain plague upon the children of your children. Weep, insects, weep, for you do not have the power to stop me. You only delay my triumph.”
“You have to admit,” Hedy said, her voice meek. “It…does kind of sound like something you’d say.”
Nessa stared at the page. “A thousand,” she echoed softly.
“There was something else. Another reference, though the scribe didn’t connect the two events. About a hundred and fifty years before, another burning. The details are sketchy, but the victim was named as ‘the most dreaded Owl, garbed in feathers brown.’”
Nessa bit her bottom lip.
“And this…most dreaded Owl,” she said, “did she have a knight?”
Hedy nodded, inching away from her.
“No name, but the sources say it was either a ‘soft-faced boy’ or a woman wearing a man’s clothes. She was held in a separate cell, awaiting execution. When she was told that her mistress had been burned, she…she beat her head against the wall of the cell until she died.”
Nessa glanced to the silent, dark hall between the galleries, then back to Hedy.
“Who have you told about this?”
“Nobody,” Hedy said. “Not a word.”
“Good. Keep it that way. Hedy, sit with me.”
Hedy pulled over a chair. They sat almost knee to knee, facing each other.
“I had help recovering the Misery from Winter’s Reach. My mother’s spirit. She’d had a vision, one she passed on to me. At the time I dismissed it as the tangled dreams of an oft-confused mind, but…”
As she trailed off, Hedy leaned closer. “What did you see?”
“My death. And Mari’s. She warned me: this has all happened before, and it will all happen again.”
Hedy’s eyes went wide. “But…how? Why?”
“She babbled something about a story. A story that ‘left a scar upon the wheel of worlds,’ whatever that is. And so—she claimed—it repeats itself again, and again, and again. We meet, we…become close.” Nessa looked again to the darkened hall. “And we die. It’s as if…it’s as if we’re being punished, for something we didn’t even do. What crime could we have possibly committed to deserve a thousand deaths? What’s the point of punishment if you forget your suffering until the time comes to suffer once more? I’ve never woven a curse as cruel as that.”
“We have to tell Mari.”
“No,” Nessa snapped, glaring at Hedy so fiercely the girl cringed back into her chair. “We will do no such thing. It could all be a coincidence, nothing worth the slightest worry. For another, she bears all of my burdens. This one, this singular weight, I can carry for us both.”
“But she’s your protector—our protector. She needs to be warned, in case someone comes for you—”
“I can protect myself. And now, thanks to you, we have a most powerful weapon at our command.” Nessa rapped her knuckles on the book. “Knowledge. I don’t believe in fate, Hedy. What I do believe is that anyone who raises a hand against me or mine will pay dearly for their folly. If this is all true, if Mari and I are trapped in some endless cycle of murder and rebirth like the toys of some sadistic god, then this is where we make our stand. This is where we break the wheel.”
Hedy’s bottom lip quivered, a faint mist in her eyes.
“I just—” she whispered. “I just don’t want to lose you.”
Nessa let out a weary sigh. She closed the book, set it aside, and opened her arms, pulling Hedy close and stroking the girl’s hair as she rested her head against Nessa’s shoulder.
“Well,” Nessa told her, “don’t say ‘I love you.’ Because I won’t say it back, and then you’ll feel most foolish indeed.”
She gave Hedy a squeeze and gently pushed her away.
“Time’s wasting,” she said. “Let’s get back to work.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
Felix watched a centipede winding its way down the rough stone wall. Legs rippling as it squirmed, serpentine, performing its elaborate dance for an audience of one. The centipede tumbled to the floor and landed in the bar of light that shone under the steel door of the dank cell they shared.
Felix watched the centipede dance, and waited to die.
He’d woken in this small stone tomb, drenched in darkness, his head throbbing like it was the morning after two bottles of Carcannan wine. Seated in a wooden chair, his wrists bound behind his back with scratchy coils of hempen rope. Ankles bound, too. Aita hadn’t bothered to show herself. Gloating wasn’t her style, and their business, he reckoned, was concluded for the moment. She’d put him away for safe keeping.
His stomach clenched painfully, growling, and his mouth felt bone dry. Like he had wads of cotton packed in his cheeks and under his tongue, sucking up every trace of spittle and leaving his throat raw. He wasn’t sure how long it had been since he’d eaten, or how long he’d been here at all. The only light came from the torch outside the cell, its glow slipping in through the cracks, and it burned without cease.
The door rattled, then swung wide with a squeal of old metal. Felix squinted at the silhouette on the threshold, his eyes aching at the sudden flood of light. His visitor took a step closer, looming over him.
“Hello, Felix,” Simon said. “Do you remember me?”
He remembered. The burns, the scars, the walking catastrophe Simon Koertig had become—none of it could disguise the monster beneath. Felix looked into his eyes and knew exactly who stood before him.
“You son of a bitch,” he whispered, barely able to breathe. “You murdered my family.”
Simon tittered, raising his gnarled hands before him.
“Good, good, no need for reintroductions. We can get right to it.” He paused. “For what it’s worth, I was only trying to kill you. You and your lovely bride, who is now the ally of my ally and—life is funny, isn’t it? Yesterday’s mortal enemy is today’s bosom friend. The world keeps spinning and everything changes…but not us.”
“No,” Felix said. “Not us.”
Simon drew a knife from his boot.
It was a long blade with a curve at the tip, gleaming bronze in the torchlight. Sleek, cold, and forged with a single purpose. Simon touched the blade to Felix’s throat. He pressed himself back in his chair, bound wrists straining, teeth gritted as he struggled to escape.
Simon pulled the knife away and giggled.
“It was always meant to happen this way,” Simon told him. “Predator and prey. Killer and victim. You were always meant to die at my hands. You know that, don’t you? You understand. This is who we are.”
The knife again. The blade felt like a razor made of ice as it touched the side of Felix’s neck. One quick slice at this angle, one effortless tug, and his jugular would rip wide open. Felix’s hands wriggled frantically, the hemp skinning his wrists raw.
“And now,” Simon purred, “the moment of my becoming. My true apotheosis. You die, so that a god may be born.”
Felix held his breath. He wanted to close his eyes, but he forced himself to keep them open, to keep them fixed on his killer’s face. A strange calm descended upon him, like a gentle, reassuring hand.
It was all right.
If he had to die, if this was the end of his journey and there was nothing he could do to stop it, then at least he’d die with dignity. No cringing, no begging. He’d spend his last few breaths denying Simon any pleasure he could. Dignity was the one weapon he had left. Felix braced himself.
But the knife didn’t cut.
Simon hesitated, suddenly frowning, and pulled the blade away.
“It’s not right,” he said. “Why isn’t it right?”
“I don’t know,” Felix said. “Because you’re a lunatic?”
Simon jabbed the knife at him, the blade poking the air an inch from Felix’s eye. “Shut up. Shut up. I have to figure this out.”
He paced the cell, muttering under his breath, one hand clutching the blade and the other tugging at the last stray wisp of hair on his blistered scalp.
“This is my one chance,” he ranted, “my one chance to finish the chapter, to finish the book. I can only kill you once, but if it’s not perfect it’ll never be perfect—”
An idea sparked in the back of Felix’s mind. An idea, and the faintest glint of hope.
“Well, you didn’t really do it, did you?” he asked.
Simon stopped pacing, whirling to face him. “What do you mean?”
“Look at me.” Felix gestured with his chin. “I’m all trussed up, helpless, ready for the kill…but you didn’t do this to me. Aita did. So you cut my throat, who cares? She captured me, she tied me up—she already did all the hard work for you. If you ask me? She’s the one who killed me. You’re just her pawn.”
“No,” Simon stammered, pointing the knife at him. “That’s not true.”
“It’s true and you know it. Everyone is going to know it.”
“Shut up.”
“Simon Koertig, Aita’s little errand boy.” Felix gave him a nasty smile. “That’s what they’ll all call you. There’s only one thing you can do, really. Only one way to make this your kill.”
Simon rushed at him, poking the tip of his knife under Felix’s chin. A trickle of blood welled up and dribbled down the blade.
“Tell me,” Simon demanded through gritted teeth, his fetid breath washing over Felix’s face.
“You undo the advantage Aita handed you,” Felix said. “You untie me. And you and I go at it, man to man. Think you’re some kind of mighty predator? You really believe you’re a god? Prove it.”
“You’re—you’re trying to trick me,” Simon said, taking a halting step backward. “You think you can beat me.”
“Of course I do. Just like you think you can beat me. So let’s find out which one of us is right. You’ve been waiting for this moment. Dreaming of it. Aching for it. And you know this is the only way to end it. You and me, toe to toe. And with my dying breath, I’ll give you the one thing you want more than anything.”
Simon squinted at him, the knife wavering in his grip. “What’s that?”
“My respect,” Felix said. “Because you’ll have proved—to me, and to the entire world—that you truly are the master of assassins.”
Simon stepped behind his chair. Felix braced himself, his shoulders clenched, preparing for the bite of the blade across his throat. Then he felt rough, blistered hands tugging at his wrists, and Simon’s knife sawing at the ropes.
“You’re right,” Simon said, “of course. Of course you’re right. That’s the only way this can end. Thank you, Felix, you’re very considerate.”
While he babbled, Felix retreated deep inside himself. His nerves were on edge, muscles taut and ready, heart pounding a relentless beat, and he fought to hold himself together. He’d bought himself a chance, but only a chance, and Simon still had the knife. Wait until he unties your ankles, he told himself. The timing has to be perfect. One good kick in the face, as hard as you can, should knock him down. Then just keep kicking him until—
A sudden gust of icy wind jarred him from his thoughts, followed by the sound of Simon slamming against the stone wall.
“What,” hissed the woman in gray, her lace veil rippling, “do you think you’re doing?”
Her anemone fingers clutched Simon’s throat, squeezing. His eyes bulged.
“He’s my kill,” Simon wheezed. “Mine.”
The sister hurled Simon to the floor. The knife tumbled from his grip, skittering across the stones as he fell prone at Felix’s feet. He pushed himself up on shaky arms, glaring over his shoulder at her.
“Aita will be told about this,” she said. “Leave. Now.”
Simon snatched up the knife. As his furious gaze swung toward Felix, Felix tensed. He’s going to do it, he thought. One quick lunge, and she won’t be fast enough to stop him. He’s willing to die as long as I die first.
Instead, Simon brushed himself off, and smiled.
“All right,” he said, “all right. I’m trying to do you a favor, you know. You should have let me kill him. You’ll wish I had.”
The sister tilted her head, her shoulders rolling sinuously under her gown.
“Why? What do you know?”
“I know a lot of things.” Simon took a graceful step back, toward the open cell door, almost like the opening of a waltz. “I know he’s going to escape. I know he’s probably going to kill you.”
“There will be no escape,” the sister hissed. “There will be no salvation.”
Another dancing step backward, and Simon waggled the tip of his knife at Felix.
“You come find me when you do, Felix. You can’t escape destiny. You were made for me.”
“Leave,” the sister said.
Simon laughed as he disappeared around a bend in the hall. “You come find me,” he called out, his voice echoing off the stones. “I’ll be waiting!”
The sister slammed the cell door shut. Then she glided behind Felix’s chair. She stood there, a motionless sentinel, silent save for the rustling rasp of her breath.
Felix paid her no attention. His mind was racing, puzzling out Simon’s last words. He’d seen the decision written on his ravaged face—that heartbeat moment where he’d almost gone for it, taking his last chance to stab Felix dead even if it meant sacrificing his own life, and decided not to do it. What stopped him? It wasn’t self-preservation, Felix was certain; Simon had been a madman even before he’d become a walking horror. He remembered finding Simon’s rooming house and the scrawled pages of the “book” that spoke to an all-consuming obsession. He needed Felix to die like a man needed air to breathe.
Which means, Felix thought, he was serious. He actually thinks I’m going to escape. He’s confident that I will.
He was trapped, bound, condemned to die. No resources, no weapons, and the tiny thread of hope he’d found had just been torn from his hands by the veiled monster hovering silently at his shoulder. No one could have any reason to dream he’d get out of Aita’s clutches in one piece.
Unless, Felix thought.
Unless he knows someone is coming to rescue me. Which would explain why he was so desperate to finish it here and now. He’s not worried about Aita killing me first—he just doesn’t want me to slip away again.
The thought ignited in his heart like a burning coal. A spot of bright, glowing heat that drove off the chill of his cell, drove off the stinging in his skinned wrists and the pangs of hunger, and wrapped him in quiet strength.
I’m not alone. Someone is coming for me.
And though he’d told her to stay far from Mirenze, to wait for him, he had a damn good idea who it was.
Felix smiled in the shadows, and waited.



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
“Are you sure we can do this?” Achille asked. They’d carefully stained the boy’s blond hair and eyebrows with boot polish and muddied his light complexion with ashes from a blacksmith’s waste pile, leaving him dirty and ragged but passable at a glance. His pale blue eyes still marked him as a native Murgardt—or a half-breed, perhaps—but now he could slip away from the roving bands of partigiani before they got a good look at him.
Gallo sighed. He’d undergone a transformation of his own, his homespun clothes swapped for a rich man’s finery. Silver rings dripped from his fingers, a golden pendant around his neck accenting folds of burgundy velvet and silk.
“No,” he replied, then stared at his reflection in the mirror. “I look ridiculous.”
“You look exactly as you’re meant to,” Renata said, standing behind him and adjusting his jacket on his shoulders. “Like a man with more money than sense. Careful with the rings, they’re from Sofia’s own collection and she’ll want them back. Used to belong to her husband.”
“She’s welcome to them. Are you sure there’s no other way?”
Renata took a step back and folded her arms, studying his reflection.
“Positive. Sykes and Lydda are arranging their invitations to Aita’s party right now, and I’ll be their unwilling guest. That leaves you two. This plan depends on all five of us being in the room together.”
“What if she doesn’t believe us?” Achille asked. Renata winced, looking to Gallo. He sighed again.
“Be ready to run,” he said. “Very, very fast.”
On the high street, the Duke’s Bequest was the place to see and be seen: a restaurant built upon a tall belvedere, its green, bright platforms ringed by lattice railings and coils of lush ivy. Mirenze’s aristocracy, the merchant princes and moneylenders who made the city’s wheels turn, relaxed under rippling canvas awnings painted blue and gold. With Achille following on his heels, Gallo climbed the stairs to the rooftop and kept his chin held high, projecting all the confidence he didn’t feel.
He caught glances here and there, his entrance like a splash in a piranha’s feeding pond. Curious eyes took in his clothes, his jewels, and the gift cupped in his hands before him: a box of lacquered teak, a foot wide and a few inches tall. He ignored the glances, his mind racing through his lines. It felt like the words were spilling out of his head, and it was all he could to do snatch at them, to pull them back in a tangled jumble. The more he told himself to stay calm, the tighter his chest became, the more erratic his steps, and he was half-convinced everyone in the Bequest had already marked him as a fraud.
Gallo was no actor, and this was no kind of job for a fighting man. Still, it was his job to do. He steeled himself as best he could and looked to the table at the far corner of the belvedere. There she sat, the queen of the piranhas, in a radiant golden gown. Two men flanked Aita’s chair, dressed in the black livery of House Grimaldi, and two others kept a respectful distance from the table—but close enough to move in a heartbeat, if they were needed. All of them openly carrying blades, their faces like blank masks. Two guests sat cross from her, slouching in iron-wrought chairs.
“You put out the bounty, we answered,” Lydda told her. “We’ve got her, all wrapped up like a present, and we expect to get paid for the work.”
Aita lifted a napkin, giving her lips a dainty pat. A plate sat before her, fresh bass with lemon—apparently she had ways around the fishing blockade—the meal barely touched.
“Not the point. If you’d come to me a week ago, even a few days ago, we’d have done business. I only needed Renata as bait for a fish I’ve already caught. The girl is worthless to me.”
“About that fish,” Sykes said. “I understand you’ve got something gruesome in mind.”
Aita gave a careless shrug. “It’s a matter of face. I don’t share my father’s love of cruelty, but there are times when an example must be made.”
“Seems to me, if you really want to put a hurt on the poor bastard…” Sykes leaned in, propping an elbow on the table and lowering his grizzled voice. “You kill his woman first. Make him watch. That’ll break any man.”
Aita half raised her wineglass, paused, and favored him with a faint smile.
“This is what I like. Creative solutions to vexing problems. I think we can make this work after all. And what have we here?”
Her eyes shifted, looking past her guests, and fell upon Gallo. He clenched the box in his hands so hard his knuckles turned white. Aita’s gaze felt like a scalpel, peeling back all of his lies before he could speak them.
“Apologies for the interruption,” he said, forcing himself to take a step closer to the table. “I’ve just come to pay my respects.”
“Respect is never an unwelcome gift. And you are?”
“Gallo Parri, of Lerautia. I’m in the business.”
Aita chuckled. “In the business, are you? You’ll have to be more specific, signore. My family has investments in several lines of commerce.”
“All right,” he said, trying to sound nonchalant. “I run a string of purse dippers, some doxies too. I’m looking to move up in the world.”
“Ah. A purse snatcher and a pimp. And I thought my current company was illustrious. At this rate, a rat catcher will be attending my table any minute now.”
“More than that,” he said quickly. “Much more. I recruited the best thieves in Lerautia—they’re all asking to stand under my banner. And I want to stand under yours.”
“The best, you say.” Aita brushed her fingers against her bodice, mockingly impressed. “That’s funny, because I’ve never heard your name before.”
He fumbled at his memories, the advice Lydda and Sykes had given him when they’d concocted this plan. A name, at the tip of his tongue…
“Fulvio Scutese will vouch for me,” he said. “We ran together for a few years, before I struck out on my own.”
The bounty hunters happened to know Scutese was a big man in the Holy City’s underworld. They also knew he wasn’t in any position to talk to Aita, seeing as he was rotting in the city’s prison. They’d put him there.
Aita’s eyes narrowed, scrutinizing Gallo. “I know Fulvio. My father greatly respected him, and he always offered generous tributes. It’s been a while since I had the pleasure of his company, though. Does he still have that mane of handsome black hair?”
Gallo almost sighed with relief, grateful that Sykes had made him memorize every last detail. Instead he let out what he hoped was an easy laugh and shook his head. “You must be thinking of someone else, signora. Fulvio’s a redhead.”
“Yes.” She tapped the tip of her index finger against her lips. “I must be. Is there anyone else who could vouch for you?”
Now he drew on his own memories. Bad ones.
“The smuggler, Stathis Floros.”
Aita’s eyes narrowed one hair’s breadth more. “Stathis is dead.”
“That he is.” Gallo took a deep breath, remembering the night he was called to the murder scene. It felt like a lifetime ago—he and his old friend Amadeo standing side by side in the carnage, the air thick with the stench of blood and bile. “He cheated me on a deal.”
“The condition of the body was kept from the public,” she said. “If you were there when he died, you can tell me the details.”
“I killed him in his art gallery. Cut his fingers off, one by one, until he gave up the combination to his safe. Then I made him eat them.”
“That matches what I was told. But if you don’t mind my saying so, Signore Parri, you don’t look like the kind of man who does that sort of thing.”
Gallo kept his voice as even as he could. The weight of Aita’s stare felt like a giant’s fist, making his knees tremble as it crushed him into the ground.
“If you don’t mind my saying so, Signora Rossini, I’m successful because I don’t look like the kind of man who does that sort of thing. I’ve been told I could pass for a member of the papal guard.”
Aita chuckled and sipped her wine. “I wouldn’t go that far. And who’s the ragamuffin cowering behind your legs?”
Gallo glanced over his shoulder. “Achille, my servant. He’s a mute. Keeps my secrets for me. He was my very first student.”
“Interesting. Come closer, boy. Let me look at you.”
Achille took a halting step out from behind Gallo, wearing his fear on his face. Gallo was suddenly glad they’d come up with the idea of him being mute; he didn’t have any lines to fumble or facts to misremember. Aita studied him for a moment.
“If you’re Gallo’s first student, and he’s got the best thieves in the Holy City clamoring to work under him, you must be very skilled indeed.” She glanced over to one of her bodyguards. “Orso, turn your back. Achille, I want you to lift Orso’s coin purse. If you can do it without him feeling a thing, I’ll consider that ample proof of your master’s knowledge.”
As the bodyguard turned around, a velvet sack dangling from a string on his sword belt, Achille froze. His eyes darted to Gallo, trapped in a blind panic.
Lydda snorted and shoved back her chair.
“Oh, please, like that’s any kind of test. No offense, but your boys are all fists and no finesse. Let’s give him a real challenge.” She looked at Achille and patted the purse on her hip. “I’m gonna close my eyes. Have a go, and let’s see if you get a coin or a clout upside the head.”
As she turned, Gallo caught what she was doing: she positioned herself between Aita and her bodyguards, keeping her hip turned so the purse was just outside their field of vision. So they couldn’t see as Achille opened it with trembling fingers, tugging out a tarnished copper coin with moves a sleeping drunk wouldn’t miss. He held it up to the light and silently tapped at her sleeve.
Lydda opened her eyes. Her hand whipped out, blindingly fast, and snatched the coin from his fingers.
“Not bad,” she said to Aita. “Felt a tiny pull at the end there, but in a crowd he’d have taken me, easy. The boy’s a pro. Reckon the old man is, too.”
“Respect isn’t the only gift I bring,” Gallo said. He felt a bead of nervous sweat tickling at the corner of one temple. He stepped in, between the bounty hunters, and set his teak box on the table. Gallo brushed the sweat away, masking the gesture behind an idle scratch, as Aita glanced downward.
Aita slid the box over, moving aside her barely touched meal to make room. What she found inside made her eyes sparkle.
“This is beautiful.” She lifted a necklace—ornate woven silver, the sky for a constellation of pinpoint diamond stars—from its bed of crushed red velvet. “It’s…it’s exquisite.”
“We have our sights set on bigger prizes than coin purses.” Gallo nodded at the necklace as she put it to her throat. “Please, accept this as our first small payment of tribute. I brought more, actually, but that was the only box small enough to carry without attracting odd glances from the city guard. I’d be happy to deliver the other gifts at your leisure…if, of course, you find my offer worthy.”
Aita beamed and nodded at one of her bodyguards. He stepped in, silent, and clasped the necklace around her slender throat. It had been another gift from Sofia Marchetti’s jewelry box. “When you take it off her corpse,” Sofia had told Gallo, “try not to get blood on it. It’s a family heirloom.”
“I think we can do great things together,” Aita said. “Listen, I’m throwing a little get-together in a couple of days, for my most important business partners. Why don’t you come? I can introduce you around, and we can discuss terms.”
“I wouldn’t miss it for the world,” Gallo said.
“Excellent. It’s going to be an evening to remember.”
“Of that,” Gallo told her, “I have no doubt.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
Carlo wasn’t sure exactly where he was. West, somewhere down a tangled road that cut through dying forests, far from home. He couldn’t complain. When the Browncloaks had asked where he wanted to be taken, where he wanted to spend the rest of his life hidden in exile, “west” was the only word he could manage.
They were quiet, his appointed escorts. He’d gotten their names—Berenice and Corrado—but nothing else out of them. They’d traded their brown cloaks for simple farmers’ clothes and dressed him the same way. His sensitive skin was accustomed to velvet and silk; now his lavish wardrobe was a single outfit of coarse-spun linen, frayed and patched and dusty from the road. That wasn’t the end of his transformation. They’d shaved his head bald, a quick and dirty disguise, and nicks and scabbed-over cuts decorated his shorn scalp.
“And to think,” he murmured, staring at his reflection in a grimy mirror, “I used to rule the world.”
His escorts didn’t respond, beyond their glares of annoyance. He didn’t blame them.
They’d stopped at a roadhouse for the night, laying down a few coins to share a rented room. It wasn’t much to look at: a couple of dirty straw mattresses, a table and a lantern, a mirror and a dusty washbasin. Simple fare for simple travelers.
Carlo was surprised how little he minded.
“Come here,” Corrado said, beckoning Carlo to the table by the window. The Browncloak was gruff, with broad shoulders and neck muscles like chiseled rock. He shaved his face about as well as he’d shaved Carlo’s head, his cheeks pitted with thin and faded scars. Carlo wandered over, curious, while Berenice sat on one of the mattresses behind him and quietly read from a book of prayers.
Corrado reached into his sack and brought out a surprise: a bottle of Itrescan brandy and two small wooden cups. He slapped them down on the table.
“Made it out of the Holy City, nobody on our tail.” Corrado beckoned again with curling fingers. “Time to celebrate. Drink with me.”
As he edged closer to the table, Carlo’s mouth went dry as desert sand. The brandy glistened, deep amber like burnt honey, singing like a siren in the ocean deeps.
“No, thank you.” Carlo stumbled over the words, forcing them out before he could say the exact opposite. Committing to them. “I don’t drink.”
“Sure you do.”
Corrado uncorked the bottle, letting it breathe, and splashed a finger of liquor into each cup. He picked one up and lifted it to his nose.
“Mm. Smell that? Perfection.”
Carlo could smell it from three feet away, or at least he imagined he could. Musky-sweet, a hint of the flavor to come as it trickled down his throat, banishing his thirst. It called out like a glass of fresh-squeezed lemonade on a hot summer day. Pleasure and relief.
He bit his bottom lip and shook his head.
“I…I don’t drink. Not anymore.”
Just one, though, he thought. Just one to be polite. That couldn’t hurt. He didn’t reach for the other cup, though. He’d gotten sober enough to learn the difference between the truth and a pleasing lie.
“Why not?” Corrado asked. “We heard you’re quite the drinker.”
Carlo looked from him to the bottle.
“I don’t want to be that way anymore. I…I wanted to be a better man. For Livia.”
Behind him, Berenice spoke up.
“Livia’s not here right now.”
“No,” Carlo said, “that’s true, but—”
“Come on.” Corrado nudged the second cup toward him. “One drink. Don’t be rude.”
Carlo picked up the cup. He held it in trembling fingers, half of him wanting to down it in one quick gulp, half wanting to hurl it across the room as hard as he could, anything to drive the temptation away.
The Browncloak knocked his cup against Carlo’s and lifted it in a toast.
“Bottoms up.”
But Corrado didn’t drink.
Corrado just stood there, with the cup an inch from his lips, and stared at Carlo like a vulture eyeing fresh carrion. And as Carlo brought his own cup close to his mouth, the rich aroma of the brandy couldn’t entirely hide something else. A scent he couldn’t put a finger on. Something like curdled milk. Something like treason.
“Signore,” he said, “may I ask you an honest question, man to man?”
“Of course,” Corrado replied. Both of them frozen, eyes locked over their cups.
“If I were to refuse this cup,” Carlo said, “what would you do then?”
“That’s a very good question.” Corrado considered it for a moment, his tone conversational. “I suspect…I suspect I would pin you on the floor, right here, and have Berenice hold you still while I forced this entire bottle down your fucking throat.”
“Livia,” Carlo said, feeling a wrench of pain in his chest. He didn’t think he had a heart left to break. But there it was. “She was never going to let me go, was she? She just wanted me taken out of sight before you killed me.”
He heard Berenice stand up behind him, the rustle of straw.
“No,” she said, “she really did want you kept safe. We have other orders.”
“You’re…betraying her? You’re betraying the pope?”
Corrado set his cup down. “It’s not betrayal. It’s guidance. The Saint Returned doesn’t always know what’s best for her.”
“But we do,” Berenice said. The floorboards groaned at Carlo’s back as she took a step closer.
“You’re a threat to her reign,” Corrado said. “We can’t allow that.”
“Ah.” Carlo’s gaze flicked to the cup in his hand. “What’s in this?”
“Widowkiss. It’s quick. Painless. You’ll just fall into a gentle sleep, then die. So why don’t you make it easy on yourself? Drink up, Carlo. Greet your death with some dignity.”
Carlo studied the cup, then chuckled. “A fine notion, signore, but I’m afraid there are two things about me that you fail to understand.”
“Oh?” Corrado asked. “Do tell.”
“Number one, I love my sister. I love her enough to try, hopeless as it may be, to protect her from the likes of you. And number two…I have never been dignified.”
He flung the cup, splashing the poisoned brandy in Corrado’s face, then snatched up the bottle. He slammed it down on the edge of the table, shattering it, leaving a bottleneck in his hand edged with a ring of jagged glass. Carlo spun as Berenice shrieked behind him, coming at him with a knife. He feinted left and she stabbed the air. Then he lunged in and drove the broken bottle into her throat. She fell back, gurgling, arterial blood spraying a crimson mist as she tumbled onto the straw mattress; one of her open hands flailed in front of her, trying to ward off the mortal blow she’d already taken.
Corrado hit him from behind, roaring like a bull, wrapping his chiseled arms around Carlo and lifting him off his feet. As Carlo squirmed like a hooked fish, thrashing and kicking, the two of them stumbled across the tiny room together. Carlo slammed his head backward and heard the satisfying crack of cartilage as Corrado’s nose broke against his skull. Staggering back, Corrado hit the bedroom mirror, shattering it under his weight.
One of Corrado’s arms slipped up, toward Carlo’s face. Carlo’s teeth closed over the Browncloak’s muscular forearm and clamped down, chewing like a terrier with a rag toy. Skin split and hot coppery blood flooded his mouth. Corrado bellowed in pain, yanking his arm away, his grip weakened just enough for Carlo to wriggle free. He hit the floor and grabbed a long shard of the broken mirror. The sharp glass sliced his palm and his fingers, sending a burst of white-hot pain up his arm. Carlo gritted his teeth, swung his fist straight up as he rose from a crouch, and sliced open Corrado’s belly with the tip of the shard.
The glass blade glistened like a wet ruby as Carlo lashed out again and again. Piercing Corrado’s guts, his lungs, his heart, as his would-be assassin coughed and choked on his own blood. Corrado slumped to the floor, gave one last feeble kick, then fell still. His wide, glassy eyes, spattered with flecks of scarlet, stared up at Carlo in mute shock.
Carlo’s trembling fingers opened. The mirror shard tumbled to the floor. The faint tap-tap-tap of blood from his wounded hand dribbled down onto the broken glass, like a distant drumbeat. Carlo looked on in silent horror. Frozen, surrounded by the wreckage and the corpses of the two people he’d just been forced to kill. The pain in his hand, dull and throbbing, jolted him to action. He crouched down and tore away a strip of Corrado’s shirt. He wound it around his hand and yanked it tight. Carlo grabbed the dead man’s sack, his meager supplies for the road, swinging it over one shoulder. He looked to the door.
Then he ran.
*     *     *
Livia stirred in the night, warm beneath the furs in her borrowed bedroom in the papal manse. She couldn’t take her father’s old suite, not yet; the memories of seeing him in that bed, wasting away, were a ghost she couldn’t banish.
A tapping sound roused her. A faint clinking noise, somewhere close in the gloom. She pulled back the furs and rose, the soles of her feet icy against the smooth marble floor. Another tap. She crossed to the window, pulling back the sash, and looked down into the silent gardens.
Carlo stood in the shadows. A handful of pebbles in his hands, the ones he’d been tossing at the window to wake her. Just like he’d done when they were children. Their eyes met, and he put his finger to his lips. Something in his gaze, something haunted and pleading, sent a chill down her spine.
She turned from the window, dressed as quickly as she could, and strode out into the hallway. The two Browncloaks standing guard outside her door snapped to attention.
“Good evening, Your Holiness,” one said. “Where are we taking you?”
“Nowhere.” Livia shook her head. “I mean, I’m just going for a short walk. Don’t worry, I’m not leaving the grounds. Just wait here for me.”
Her guardians shared a dubious glance but held their post as she swept down the corridor.
The trilling of crickets filled the darkened garden, and the trees rustled as night birds lit upon gnarled branches. Livia crossed the pebbled path, slow and cautious, her brow furrowed.
“Carlo?” she whispered.
“Here,” came the reply from behind a shadowed rosebush. He crouched there, waving her close with a trembling hand.
She lifted her cassock’s hem as she carefully stepped across a flower bed, glancing back over her shoulder. As she came close, he tilted his head.
“Livia? What happened to your hair? And your eyes, they’re…different.”
“Carlo, what are you doing here? What part of ‘exile’ do you not understand? I begged you—”
“They tried to murder me, Livia.”
She blinked at him. “Who?”
“Your people. The Browncloaks.”
“That’s ridiculous. Where are they? Where are Berenice and Corrado?”
“Dead.” He swallowed. “It was self-defense. They tried to poison me. When that didn’t work, the knives came out. Livia, listen, they don’t serve you. They said they weren’t going to follow your orders because they know what’s best for you. Sounded like it wasn’t the first time they’ve done this, either. They think you’re some kind of saint. I came back to warn you.”
“I’m…” She paused, too many thoughts hitting her at once, too many suspicions. “I’m fine, Carlo. They’d never hurt me. It’s you I’m worried about.”
“You say that now, Livia, but if they’ll kill to protect their ‘saint’…what happens if they stop believing? What happens when whoever’s giving the orders says you’re in the way?”
Livia cast another glance over her shoulder. A Browncloak strolled by one of the far garden arches, silhouetted in torchlight. She stayed low, next to her brother, and took a deep breath.
“I’ll figure it out,” she said. “In the meantime, I want you here, with me, while I get to the bottom of this. I’ll keep you safe.”
Carlo shook his head, giving her a sad smile.
“I can’t stay,” he said. “You were right when you sent me away. There are too many people who would use me to get at you. I only came back to warn you. After tonight you’ll never see me again. Nobody will. I promise.”
“Carlo, you don’t have to—”
“Yes. I do.” He took her hand in his. His eyes glistened in the dark. “I ruined everything. I didn’t mean to, but I did. Now things are finally being set right. I won’t risk that. I won’t risk you.”
Carlo’s fingers touched the ring on Livia’s finger.
“This was always yours, Livia.”
He bowed his head, his lips brushing the face of her ring. Then he pressed his forehead to the back of her hand, silently shaking.
“I have to go.”
Livia pulled him into an embrace, one arm tight around his shoulders, her hand stroking his hair. He slowly eased away. He rubbed his hand across one cheek, smearing a trickle of tears, and smiled.
“Besides,” he said, “I’m just too handsome and charming. I’d overshadow you, just by being my radiant self.”
Livia swallowed, feeling a lump in her throat. Her smile mirrored his. Just as shaky, and she bit her bottom lip to keep the grief from her eyes.
“True,” she said. “Carlo, someday, if things change, if it’s not so dangerous—”
“I know.” He touched her arm. “Someday. But for now…”
He didn’t finish saying goodbye. He just turned and ran, loping across the gardens, a shadow in the dark.
Livia sat beside the rosebush. Her fingers traced the flattened grass where her brother had been.
Then she rose, straightened her cassock, and walked toward the torchlight. She needed answers. And one way or another, she was going to get them.



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
Not far from the papal manse, Nessa and her coven worked late into the night. The ransacking of the Black Archives was nearly complete. Excellent, Nessa thought as she studied the piles of manuscripts. The sooner we leave this place, the better.
At a long table in a side gallery, Despina and Vassili showed off their work. Maps, a half dozen of them, some etched on unfurled scrolls and others torn from the pages of books, ending in a ragged parchment hem.
“Right here,” Despina said, her sharp fingernail rapping one map, an ink X marking a spot near the Carcannan border. “This is where the Gianni expedition vanished.”
“Also where the Kahler expedition fell to what they described as a ‘sleeping sickness,’” her brother said, “and more notably, according to these logs, barely a league from where Starling wanted to found a new covenstead thirty years ago—until the old Dire expressly forbade her from doing so. No explanation given, and Starling died in an ‘accident’ a week later.”
“We know why,” Nessa replied. She leaned in, lantern light glinting off her glasses as she studied the maps. “It’s a place of old power. If it’s not Wisdom’s Grave, it’s a milestone on the road there. Excellent work. Let’s finish cataloging the archive. Everything worth studying, we’ll load in the coaches and take with us. I want to be away from Lerautia and on the open road as soon as we’re done.”
Vassili tilted his head. “Is there an urgency, Mistress?”
“Only insofar as we’re depending on the hospitality of our natural enemies. Livia Serafini is too busy to think of double-crossing us right now, but give her enough time—and enough worry over the idea of being caught in the company of witches—and she might talk herself into a bad idea. No, we don’t belong in cities; we’re beasts of the wild. That’s where we’ll find safe haven. And a new home.”
She turned away, intent on checking on Mari and Hedy. She didn’t have to look far: Hedy stood behind her, lingering at the gallery arch, wringing her hands with quiet anxiety.
“What is it?” Nessa asked.
“Mother, may I have a moment of your time? I…may have an idea.”
They walked to the far gallery together, silent. Hedy took a deep breath.
“I know you’re not worried about…about the old books, and the vision your mother saw—”
“I’m properly cautious,” Nessa said. “Worry is a waste, caution a wisdom.”
“Right.” Hedy turned to face her, looking up, hands still clasped tight. “I just can’t stop thinking about it. So I poured myself into my lessons, to focus—”
“A wise choice.”
“It gave me an idea. A…a backup plan. Just in case things”—Hedy grimaced—“in case things don’t work out the way we want them to.”
Nessa stared at Hedy over the rims of her glasses. “I’m listening.”
Hedy started to pace the room as she spoke, hesitant, then slowly animated, her eyes lighting up as the words flowed faster.
“Okay, right, so, when we use a Cutting Knife and travel through the Shadow In-Between, we’re using the transitive property of the initial consecration to change the quality of our flesh. Changing our…our resonance, so that the Shadow doesn’t tear us apart and we can cross safely.”
The fingers of Nessa’s good hand stroked her chin as she listened. “Very good,” she said. “Continue.”
“According to the works of Von Brandt, we leave echoes as we travel. Sometimes we hear wind chimes, or catch the scent of roses, or cinnamon. Those are very, very old echoes, from the first people to walk the paths through Shadow. They linger, even though the events that caused them happened centuries ago. Maybe even longer.”
“Mm-hmm,” Nessa murmured. A proud smile rose to her lips, watching her apprentice work.
“If we accept, for the sake of argument, that your mother was right—that you and Mari are somehow trapped in a cycle of death and rebirth—then we also know that you learn our art every time you come back to life. You don’t remember anything from your past lives, not until it’s too late to do anything about it. You’re always starting from the beginning.”
Nessa’s smile vanished. Swallowed by the memory of her mother’s vision and the sight of her lover lying dead in Nessa’s cold and pale arms.
“Where are you going with this, Hedy?”
“Resonance,” Hedy said. “I think I can invent a ritual, powered by your own blood—your unique essence—to create a permanent echo inside the Shadow In-Between.”
“To what end?”
Hedy gave her a determined smile. “To send a warning. To yourself. We know, when you’re reborn, that you’ll always learn witchcraft. You’ll always learn to travel through Shadow. So we leave a message there, with your name on it. A message with everything you need to know, everything you need to remember, everything you’ll need to stop this from ever happening again.”
Nessa approached her, studying the girl. Then she cupped Hedy’s cheek in her palm, gently lifting her face.
“Quick, clever girl,” Nessa said. “You truly are my daughter.”
Hedy beamed up at her, her heart-shaped face aglow, but she stumbled over her words. “It—it won’t be easy, or safe. We’ll need a lot of your blood, more than you should give.”
“Not an outrageous risk. Make the preparations. We’ll do it tonight, when the others are sleeping. If I’m tired from the bloodletting, I’ll rest in the coach as we leave this forsaken city.”
*     *     *
Mari tossed and turned, restless with anticipation. She’d had a bad feeling since they descended into the basalt galleries below Lerautia’s great library, a feeling like the door slamming shut at their backs might never open again, entombing them down here forever.
That was folly, of course. It had opened plenty of times since for the librarians to bring down water and meals to the busy “team of papal scribes” working diligently below. And earlier that night, they had ferried down simple cots of thin canvas stretched over wood for their guests to sleep on. No blankets and no pillows, but that was all right; Mari was accustomed to living rough. A span of scratchy canvas beat sleeping on the icy stone floor any day.
Still, she couldn’t sleep. Not after a dream of the archive door bolting shut from the other side and stones laid against the wood, piled ten feet deep. Cutting them off from freedom, away from the sunlight, left to starve and die in the dark.
Mari lay on her back, her vision murky in the gloom, and took deep breaths.
Despina and Vassili were asleep. Their cots side by side, each draping one arm over the edge so their limp fingertips brushed together. They snored softly, in perfect harmony. Mari smiled at the sound. Then she rolled over and furrowed her brow. Nessa’s and Hedy’s cots were empty.
She rose, careful not to wake her sleeping siblings, and padded toward the gallery arch. From there she slipped down the corridor, to the three-way junction at the foot of the archive steps. She heard sounds coming from the far end of the hall. Whispers echoing off the glistening basalt. As Mari crept closer, she could make out Nessa’s breathless voice.
“My name is Nessa Fieri. Maybe yours is, too. I’m—I’m not certain how all this works. But if you’re receiving this, then listen and understand: you are in terrible danger.”
Mari peered around the corner and froze.
A black void ringed with rippling flames hung in the open air, the iris of a giant, baleful eye. It was an eye that had never seen love. With her legs crossed and upturned palms raised at her sides, Nessa hovered before it. Her wrists were open like the pages of a book, and her blood flowed in scarlet ribbons, twists of bright silk that wove a helix around her floating body before streaming into the void.
Hedy stood at her side, her lips moving in a soundless chant, a ponderous tome open in her hands. She turned, startled. Nessa swiveled her head around to follow Hedy’s gaze, swiveled it farther than her neck should have allowed. Her eyes were crimson, nothing but marbles of swirling blood.
“Mari,” Nessa said, “go back to sleep.”
A sudden lethargy fell upon Mari’s shoulders like a warm blanket, tugging her down, turning her thoughts to fuzzy static. Sleep sounded like an excellent idea. She made it two steps up the hall back toward her cot, her shoulder pressed to the wall for support. Then she slumped to the floor, already dreaming.



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
The next morning, Dante looked across Marcello’s library with a curious eye. The last time he’d been in this room, sitting on the velvet sofa near the wall of bookshelves and sipping the cardinal’s whiskey, he’d made a dramatic—and he believed at the time, permanent—exit.
“I see you fixed the windows,” he said, remembering how Mari Renault had smashed her way inside to rescue him.
Marcello chuckled lightly as he poured from a decanter, filling two cut-crystal glasses and offering one to his guest.
“That was quite the exciting afternoon. And I do appreciate your willingness to let bygones be bygones on that particular affair.”
Dante took the glass. “What’s a little attempted decapitation between friends? We both came out of it all right, by the looks of things. You said it yourself, back in Livia’s council chamber: no harm in showing respect for a fellow player of the game. Here’s to your health.”
They clinked glasses and tossed back a swallow at the same time. Dante sighed with pleasure as the rich whiskey burned its way down, kindling a fire in his belly.
“All the same,” Marcello said, “I was surprised to find you on my doorstep. Whatever you’re after, I doubt there’s anything I can do for you that Livia can’t.”
“That…is where you’re wrong. Cardinal, from one enthusiast of intrigues to another, is your offer to serve our new pope a genuine one?”
Marcello arched an eyebrow. “If it wasn’t, I’d lie anyway. So don’t take my word for it. Look at what I have to gain, and what I have to lose. Livia’s just made me a comfortably fat spider in the heart of my very own web. I get all the perks of being a heartbeat from the throne and none of the risks. If I was stupid enough to endanger that, I’d deserve every last bit of her wrath and then some.”
Dante stroked the black V of his goatee as he considered the cardinal’s words.
“Both of us, then,” he said, “have a vested interest in securing her reign. We can’t let her do anything…foolish.”
Marcello’s eyes narrowed. “What do you know?”
“Did you wonder, signore, at the ease with which we seized the papal manse?”
“I mostly wondered at the incompetence of our Imperial ‘protectors.’ I trusted too much in General Baum’s skill. Nothing against the man, but his attention was drawn in ten directions at once and he really wanted to be off in the west, beating back the Terrai rebels. He got sloppy, and that made his troops sloppy.”
“There’s more to it than that.” Dante ran a finger along the rim of his glass, cradling it in an uncertain hand. “We had help.”
“Help?”
Dante nodded. “Livia…recruited a coven of witches.”
Marcello blinked. He paused a moment and tilted his head at Dante.
“That’s terrifying.”
“Yes.”
“It’s terrifying,” Marcello said, “that an educated, grown man still believes in witchcraft.”
“I’m serious.”
“So am I.” Marcello shook his head, grinning at him. “Come now, friend. You know as well as I that the fear of the occult is just another means of keeping the rabble under control. Oh no, things are going bump in the night: best cling to the loving arms of the Mother Church for protection. We invented monsters so we could take the credit for banishing them.”
“You didn’t see their handiwork. I did. The bodies we found…”
“You saw this so-called coven’s work, or just the aftermath?”
“The aftermath was enough,” Dante told him.
“Far from it. I pegged you for a man of logic, signore, and you’re sorely disappointing me right now. I’ll tell you exactly who Livia recruited to the cause: a pack of knife-toting maniacs who believe they’re witches, probably deranged on all manner of mind-warping herbs. No magic, just murder most savage.”
Dante sipped his whiskey, studying Marcello, trying to find a way around his wall of reason.
“All right,” he said. “Let’s concur for the sake of discussion. They’re not really witches; they’re just highly skilled murderers who have taken on that mantle.”
“Much better.”
“Which doesn’t change the fact,” Dante said, “that they’re here, in Lerautia, and can be tied directly to our new pope. If their involvement were to be exposed, try sharing your ‘logic’ with the peasantry then. They’ll want Livia burned at the stake for consorting with the powers of darkness.”
Marcello’s amusement faded. He reached for the decanter, uncorked it, and poured another splash of whiskey into each of their glasses.
“I see your point. Why are they still here, pray tell?”
“Payment for their help. Livia gave them unfettered access to the library’s forbidden archives. Plus two coaches and a chest of papal gold, for when and if they decide to leave.”
“Our Livia,” Marcello said, “is quite the resourceful lady, isn’t she? How did she find this alleged ‘coven’ in the first place?”
Dante pursed his lips, deciding how much more to share.
“No idea,” he replied.
“Right,” Marcello said.
“The point is, what if they don’t leave peacefully? What if they decide to blackmail her, or just expose her, to strike at the very heart of the Church? Livia’s insisting on keeping her promise to them. She’s…well, more scrupulous than either of us, but I fear it’s going to bite her in the back.”
Marcello raised his glass. “While we made no such promises.”
“I know you have pull with the city militia. And I suspect you can draw upon other resources. Men who can do dirty work and keep their mouths shut about it.”
“That would be a fair suspicion.”
“Livia can’t know,” Dante said. “The coven has to disappear. And so do two coaches, a team of good horses, and a chest of gold.”
“I like where this is going. I suppose you’ll want to split the gold fifty-fifty?”
Dante took a deep breath.
“No,” he said, “it’s yours. All of it. There’s just…one complication.”
“We are well past one complication. What is it?”
“Do you remember the bounty hunters who rescued me? Werner Holst and Mari Renault?”
Marcello looked to the window, distant a moment, as if he could hear the glass shattering.
“Not by name, so much, but it’s hard to forget a mad-eyed girl hurling herself through your window headfirst. Or half my household staff beaten bloody by a fat man with a stick. A most exciting afternoon indeed.”
“One of them is with the coven now,” Dante said.
“Tell me,” Marcello said, “it’s the fat man with the stick.”
“The girl. Mari.”
Marcello’s teeth clenched. “So we’ll send more men. Not a problem. It’ll be nice to have assurance that I’ll never cross her path again.”
“It’s not that,” Dante said. “I want to save her.”
Marcello reached for the decanter.
“They’ve done something to her,” Dante told him. “Twisted her mind somehow.”
Marcello sighed and topped off his glass. “It was already quite twisted when I met her, as I recall. Feral little thing.”
“I want to fix her.”
The cardinal’s lips curled into an amused, lopsided smile. “And you’ll do that how, exactly?”
Dante tossed back another swallow of whiskey. He ignored the decanter in Marcello’s outstretched hand and clung to the empty glass, pacing the library as he thought out loud.
“There has to be a way. If I could get her away from them, remove their influence, make her see reason—” He snapped his fingers, whirling to face Marcello. “There are herbs, aren’t there? Herbs that can…sedate the mind. Open someone to suggestion.”
“Salamander root.” Marcello, sanguine, sipped from his glass. “I’m told it’s highly effective. Never seen the need, myself, when it’s so much easier to just purchase someone’s affections. And on the subject of purchasing affection, isn’t this a long road to walk just to get under a woman’s skirt? For all of Lerautia’s prayers and piety, I can tell you where to find a brothel with the most exquisite talent on display. They’ll take your mind off all your worries, and you don’t even have to say goodbye when you’re done with them.”
Dante glared at him. “I don’t want her like that. I just…I just want the old Mari back. The one I traveled with. The one who believed in fairy tales.”
Marcello set down his glass.
“You,” he said, “are showing all the signs of a man obsessed. That’s bad business, signore, and you know it. Or you would know it, if you weren’t wrapped up in your little delusion. Fine. I’ll help you, but only because these so-called ‘witches’ are putting Livia’s throne at risk, and neither of us can have that.”
“And Mari?” Dante asked.
“I’ll procure the drugs and a place to hide her. What about the rest of the coven? Any other lost souls needing Dante Uccello’s kind and loving salvation?”
Dante ignored the mockery and shook his head. “No. They have to die.”
“I’ll keep you appraised. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to visit the manse and have a word with Livia. I just ran her latest batch of impossible dreams past the College of Cardinals, and I have an answer for her. I’m afraid she’s not going to like it.”



CHAPTER THIRTY
At that moment, politics and policies were the last thing on Livia’s mind. She’d fallen into a fitful sleep after her brother’s visit to the garden and the ominous warning he’d left her with. “They said they weren’t going to follow your orders because they know what’s best for you,” he’d said. “Sounded like it wasn’t the first time they’ve done this, either.”
And as she went through her morning rituals, bathing in stone-cold water and shivering while she dried her body with an ivory towel, she thought back to Sister Columba.
I told Kailani to take her into exile, Livia thought. Just like Carlo. And they tried to murder Carlo.
Her brother’s blood had nearly been on her hands. Now she wondered if Kailani had made her a murderess by proxy, too.
Then there was Freda, and the “miracle” that had turned Livia’s hair the color of fresh-fallen snow. The events of that day were a maddened jumble in her mind, a tangle of screams and stampeding feet and wild magic like a firestorm in her breast—but one snatch of memory rose to the surface. As she fell, her heart pierced by the archer’s quarrel, Freda had moaned, “Hurts. Didn’t—didn’t know how much it would—”
A strange thing to say, under the circumstances.
Unless she’d been expecting to be shot. Unless she’d been prepared for the hit, just not the pain.
Amadeo was half right about the attack, Livia thought as she pulled a forest-green cassock over her head, her arms fumbling into the long, flowing sleeves. His suspicion that it was arranged so I could invoke a miracle and win the people’s hearts.
I think it was arranged, all right. FOR me.
Her first instinct was to confront Kailani, but with one hand on the doorknob, she changed her mind. She had no proof, nothing to fall back on if Kailani denied it. Nothing but her brother’s words, and she didn’t dare reveal he was still alive; the Browncloaks would just hunt him down again and finish him for good.
There was one other place she could find the truth, though.
As Livia left her rooms, the two Browncloaks at the door fell in behind her, a silent escort. By now she’d gotten used to her self-appointed guardians and their constant vigilance, a shadow always at her back, but today she fought to suppress a shudder at the sound of their bootsteps. She knew her hands weren’t clean either; she’d used them for dirty business back in Itresca, from killing some of Rhys Jernigan’s guards and ferrying the queen to freedom, to the cold-blooded murder of Rhys’s spymaster. All the same, she’d believed the Browncloaks to be a tiger on a sturdy leash: ferocious, dangerous, but under her firm control.
Now she knew they’d been up to dirty business of their own. Shaping her reign, vanishing her enemies, ‘protecting’ her as they saw fit while she wallowed in blissful ignorance. I’m not holding the leash, Livia thought, and I suppose I never did.
Which meant she had a force of zealous killers living in her house, preparing her linens and cooking her meals. And the second they stopped believing in her, that tiger could turn and claw her heart from her chest.
In the throne room, sunlight streamed down from arched windows thirty feet above, washing across beds of black loam where wildflowers grew in a tangled riot of color. An emerald carpet led the way to the throne of carved ivory. Livia thought back to her father as she settled into the lumpy, cold seat. She remembered, as a girl, when he’d let her try it for the first time. She’d complained that it hurt her back and he should add pillows.
She’d never forget Benignus’s gentle laugh and what he said as he swept her up in his arms: “A throne should never be comfortable, Livia. Responsibility should always be a burden, never a pleasure. That’s how a ruler stays honest.”
A gaggle of courtiers closed in around her, but she held them back with a single, tired wave of her hand. She looked to one of her escorts.
“Bring me Freda.”
Fifteen minutes later, they ushered the freckled girl into the throne room. She looked at Livia like a wayward child caught red-handed in the middle of mischief.
“You—you wanted to talk to me?”
Livia nodded. “Everyone, leave the room, please. I need a few minutes with my friend.”
Her silent guardians cleared out the courtiers, then returned to their posts beside her throne. Livia gave them a hard-eyed look.
“Everyone, please.”
The great doors sealed behind them with a leaden click. And in the quiet vastness, under a shaft of dusty afternoon sunlight, Livia and Freda were alone.
“Freda…we’ve been friends for a while now, haven’t we?”
She tilted her head, uncertain. “We—we have, yes.”
“Do you remember the day we met? Amadeo brought you to the manse, to pick the lock on Carlo’s office door.”
Freda smiled at the thought. “He was so amazed I could open a simple lock. I was amazed he couldn’t. And you—I mean, I knew you were the Lady in Brown, but I didn’t know how important you really were.”
“That’s right. You didn’t know I was the pope’s daughter. And it didn’t matter, did it? We were all there, risking our lives to try and protect this Church. To do the right thing.”
Freda’s head bobbed. “Yes, ma’am.”
“Every step of the way, through the escape from the Alms District to Itresca to here, you’ve been at my side. You were right there with me when we landed at the beach, remember?”
“I was so scared,” Freda told her. “But you didn’t seem scared at all, holding that sword high and walking right into the fight. That made me feel better.”
“I was scared, too.” Livia rose from her throne, stepping up to the girl. She took Freda’s hand. “But I felt stronger,” she said, “because my friend was with me.”
Freda’s bottom lip quivered. She avoided Livia’s gaze as she asked, “What…what did you want to see me about?”
“I think you already know.”
“I don’t.” Freda’s voice dropped to a whisper. “Honest, I don’t.”
“You’ve been carrying a burden, Freda. A burden that I think somebody forced you to carry. And that’s not fair. I’m going to make it easy for you, all right? You don’t have to confess. I’m just going to tell you what I think happened, and all you have to do is say yes or no.”
Their eyes met.
“The day of the procession,” Livia said, “you knew you were going to be shot. So that I’d be forced to invoke a miracle and save your life. I think it was Kailani’s idea. And it was another Browncloak who was up in that window, with the crossbow. You did it so the people would see what they saw in Itresca.”
Freda’s lips parted, voiceless, the denial slowly dying in her throat. Then she threw her arms around Livia’s waist and squeezed tight, the tears flowing like water from a burst dam.
“I’m sorry,” she cried. “I knew you’d be mad if you found out, but she said it would fix everything, that they’d look at you the way they did in Itresca when you saved her life. They’d all know you’re really the chosen one, that you’re Saint Elise returned to us—”
“Freda, Freda, shh.” Livia’s hand rubbed a slow circle against her shoulder. “It’s okay. I’m not angry. But—listen to me, all right?”
She held fast as Freda wept, letting it all out, letting go of the guilt she’d been dragging behind her like iron chains. Then she gently untangled herself from the girl’s grasp, holding Freda at arm’s length, stooping a bit to look at her eye to eye.
“Listen to me. I’m not a saint. I’m not anything special. I’m just Livia.”
Freda snuffled. “But…there was a miracle. The Gardener did save my life.”
“That’s right. Because you’re special.”
Freda wiped her hand across her nose, her eyes red. “I…I am?”
“You are,” Livia said. “But, Freda, please—never do that again. I can’t just…command a miracle to happen. It doesn’t work like that. You could have been killed.”
“I know.” She swallowed, snuffling again.
“Did Kailani order you to do it?”
“N-no.” Freda shook her head. “I volunteered. If it wasn’t me, somebody else would have. I wanted…I wanted to prove my faith.”
Livia took the sleeve of her cassock and mopped at Freda’s cheeks, smearing the tears away.
“That is one thing,” Livia said, “you never need to prove. Not to me, not to the Gardener, not to anybody.”
“You’re not going to tell Kailani I told you, are you? She’s going to be so mad at me.”
Livia’s thoughts turned to Kailani. And to Sister Columba.
“Let me worry about Kailani. What else has she been doing behind my back?”
“I don’t know.” Freda held up her open hands. “Swear it, I don’t know. She talks to a few of us to more than the others. In private.”
Livia remembered the names of Carlo’s escorts. “Are Berenice and Corrado two of them?”
Freda nodded.
“Thank you.” Livia took a deep breath. “I’ll take care of everything. Just…go on with your day, and forget we ever had this discussion. Everything is going to be all right.”
Easy words to say. She just had no idea how.
A rapping sounded at the throne-room doors. One parted a few inches, and Marcello poked his head in.
“Is this a bad time?”
“I don’t know,” Livia said, folding her arms across her chest. “Were the doors closed?”
He ignored her and let himself in.
“I do apologize,” he said, “but you wanted to know as soon as the College had a response. And according to your minders, there’s an Imperial diplomat coming this evening. I assumed you’d want to talk to me first.”
Livia sighed and looked to Freda. “I do need to handle this. Go on. Everything’s going to be fine.”
Freda gave her a quick hug, then pulled away. As she scampered out of the throne room, dodging around Marcello, Livia tried to project an air of quiet confidence.
She only wished she could feel it.



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
Marcello watched Freda go, an amused look on his face, and shut the door. He carried a small sheaf of papers, each ornately inked, some stamped with Livia’s personal seal and some with the rust-red mark of the College of Cardinals.
“Doing some counseling?” he asked. “You know, that’s what you have priests for.”
“Spending a few minutes with a good friend. So, you were able to get everything I asked for?”
Marcello winced. “Everything is a lot to ask for. We talked about this, Livia: there’s going to be a lot of give-and-take if you want to keep the College on your side. They need to feel respected; they need to know you’re not going to just yank the rug out from under their feet.”
“It is an old and dusty rug,” Livia said as she strode toward him. “Do you know what you do with old and dusty rugs, Cardinal? You take them out behind the house and beat them clean.”
“I did my best. For a first try, I’d say we came out better than expected. They said yes to funding two of your proposals.”
Livia stopped in her tracks, frozen as if she’d been struck by an arrow.
“Two?”
Marcello nodded.
“Out of seventeen?”
“I told you,” he said, “it’s too much, too fast. People are afraid of change, especially when their livelihoods depend on the status quo.”
“This shouldn’t be about their livelihoods, Marcello; it should be about making people’s lives better. It’s a church, not a countinghouse.”
“I hear a lot of ‘shoulds’ from a lady who ought to know better. Politics are about what is, not what should be. And the situation is that you can’t come storming in like a conqueror. You need to play the game. Try to be more like your father.”
Livia’s hands clenched at her sides.
“My father,” she said, her voice strained, “was a good man.”
“Yes. Yes, he was. And if you think that means he didn’t get the job done just like every other pope before him, you’re a damn fool. He knew every man in the College. He knew what they wanted and he knew what they needed, and he traded favors like a master. Hell, when he needed to make nice with Emperor Theodosius, know what he gave him? A nice juicy war.”
“That’s not true,” Livia whispered.
Marcello bore down on her, feeding on her uncertainty. His gestures growing bigger as her voice grew smaller.
“Of course it’s true, and you know it. All that prime real estate in Belle Terre, just outside the Imperial noose? Theodosius’s prick got hard every time he thought about it. And then your father just happened to write an encyclical condemning Terrai paganism, and it just happened to get waved under the noses of the Imperial faithful, building a groundswell of support for an invasion. Know what came next? Twenty years of war, bordering on genocide. Your father did that. He condemned the Terrai to slavery and death, and do you know why? Know what he got out of it?”
Livia didn’t respond. Marcello’s voice dropped as he moved closer, his eyes like a bird of prey’s.
“Land and money for a shiny stone cathedral in Diefenbach Province. See, he needed that to pander to a voting bloc of influential cardinals whose families lived in Diefenbach. And in turn, they approved the funds to build a string of foundling houses to shelter and feed Verinian orphans. He traded the lives he didn’t care about for the ones he did. And he did it many, many times.”
Livia turned her back on him. She couldn’t keep the horror from her face, couldn’t stop the tears from stinging her eyes. She wanted to rage at him, to shout that he was wrong, lying, anything but right about her father.
But she knew he was telling the truth.
Marcello’s voice was gentle now. “It’s not your fault, you know. If you’d been born a man, you would have been taught these things. Who expected you to be anything but someone’s trophy, another favor to trade away? You were never meant to make decisions. You’ve had to learn all of your lessons the hard way.”
He took a step closer, standing just behind her left shoulder.
“And I’m afraid this is another hard lesson to learn. The College controls the purse strings of the Church. You can ask them to dance, but you can’t force them to march. And if you alienate these men by pushing too hard, you’ll get nothing at all. They said no fifteen times today…but they said yes twice. You should be proud of that.”
Livia responded with the faintest bob of her head.
“I just…thought we’d won,” she whispered.
“We have. Perhaps you need to temper your expectations of what ‘winning’ means. No one’s asking you to abandon your dreams, Livia, just to…rein them in, a little. In five, maybe ten years, we can get a good slice of these proposals approved. With modifications, here and there, to make them easier to swallow.”
“Ten years,” she echoed.
“It’s a long hike, not a short sprint. You need to learn how to relax. To enjoy yourself. The position has perks, you know. Ease into it. Take a stroll in the garden, and smell the roses.”
“I’m here to work, Marcello. The cold and the hungry won’t stop being cold and hungry while I’m ‘smelling the roses.’”
“All right, all right. I’m just trying to be helpful. I’ll go convey your effusive thanks for their generosity. Oh, just one thing. Everybody’s talking and I’m dying to know: how did you do it?”
She looked back at him. “Do what?”
He pointed at her face. “That. It was a brilliant move, and I have to say I’m impressed. The whole city’s buzzing. Now, faking a miraculous cure, that’s easy: a quarrel shaft with the head removed and a sheep’s-bladder filled with blood, and suddenly you’ve got a nasty ‘wound’ to lay your healing hands on. I was going to suggest it myself, if you hadn’t come up with the idea on your own. You dyed your hair and eyebrows, of course. What I can’t figure out is your eyes. What did you do to them, to make them look like that?”
Livia stared at him.
“You don’t think it was a miracle?”
“No,” Marcello said with a faintly smug smile, “because I’m not six years old, or an imbecile. I understand, you want to keep your secrets, that’s fine. However you pulled it off, you have my admiration.”
Livia felt hollow inside. Exhausted. “Thank you,” she said. “I think I’d like to be alone now.”
He left her there. With her throne and her thoughts. With her Browncloaks out of control and her cardinals in polite rebellion. She felt like the ruler of a castle of cards, all that she’d done and all that she’d built ready to buckle under a single puff of wind.
*     *     *
She couldn’t stay. It was risky foolishness, she knew that, but Livia needed two things: to be away from the manse, and away from everyone she knew. Just an hour to herself, to be alone, someplace far from trouble.
Memories surged back as she stepped into her old suite. Her hearth, long gone cold. The mattress where she’d hidden Squirrel’s spellbook between furtive reads. Her scourge, the instrument she’d so desperately used to try to purge her sinful thoughts with pain, its knotted leather strands still flecked with dried blood.
And in a corner of the hardwood floor, gathering dust, a single yellow parakeet feather. A reminder of the sacrifice she’d performed too late, condemning the Alms District to burn in the wake of Amadeo’s desperate rescue.
It was all a part of her, but it wasn’t. The painful memories felt like they belonged to someone else, mute and faintly aching but alien all the same. She’d passed through tests and trials and walls of fire; this room belonged to a young woman who hadn’t seen the things Livia had seen, hadn’t done what she’d done. She felt if she turned around fast enough she might catch a glimpse of herself. But if she did, what could she possibly say to that other, younger Livia? Would she shout a warning? Tell her to turn back?
There’s nothing I could tell her, Livia thought, and no warning she would hear.
In her closet, beside the wall of tacks and notes and blue yarn—the chart of conspirators she and Amadeo had woven just before her father died and the world went mad—she found one of her old burlap cloaks. She tugged it on, pulled the hood low, and slipped out into the hallway. It was an ironic disguise: the Browncloaks had modeled their uniforms off that very garment, and now they barely gave her a second glance, just another of their number making the rounds. She left the residential wing, left the manse, and stepped out into the fading sunlight alone.
Not far from the manse, a prayer hall stood at the end of a sleepy road. Most of the city preferred the opulence of the White Cathedral, rising up over Lerautia like a pure white gull with its wings spread wide, but a few smaller halls like this one—built long before the cathedral was a gleam in its architect’s eye—still kept the lights burning.
The front door squealed behind Livia, and her eyes adjusted to the gloom. It was a humble place. Just a few weathered pews and a moldering green runner between them, leading to the Gardener’s Tree. Not a real tree, fed with a skylight and tended by devoted priests like you’d find in a bigger church, but a gnarled wooden sculpture with gold tinsel for leaves.
Livia was alone. The tattered runner was soft under her slippers as she crossed the empty hall and knelt before the tree. She folded her hands and bowed her head in prayer.
In the leaden, dusty silence, the words wouldn’t come. Livia felt an icepick jab of pressure behind her left eye. Another migraine coming on. A reminder of the occult toxin in her veins, her contamination, her self-inflicted curse.
It was funny. They compared her to Saint Elise. A genuine miracle worker. A woman anointed by the hand of the Creator. A leader and a heroine, who healed the sick and fed the hungry. Tricks, Livia thought. Tricks that are slowly killing me. That’s all I have to offer.
She pulled her hood back, ice-white hair cascading down her shoulders, and looked up at the tree in silent reverence. The tinsel leaves glimmered in the faint light from the stained-glass windows.
I’m just a cheap imitation, Livia thought. No wonder I can’t succeed. I thought I could do the Gardener’s work. Heal the Church. Make things better. Maybe that’s why I can’t find the words to pray. I’m nothing like Saint Elise. Why would the Gardener even want to talk to me?
“Your Holiness?”
She blinked, torn from her thoughts, and looked to her left. A potbellied priest in a cassock, his hands clasped tight before him, stared at her in shock.
Livia nodded, her shoulders sagging. “Don’t tell anyone I’m here, all right? I just needed some time alone.”
“Of course, of course. If you’d like to talk…”
“No, I just needed…it doesn’t matter.” She rose to her feet. “I should get back.”
The priest, still wide-eyed, took a step back.
“Well, thank you. I mean, thank you for gracing our home. I—I assumed if you came by at all, it’d be to see the art collection. Your…people, the ones in the cloaks like yours, they’ve been visiting all day.”
Livia paused in midturn. “Why?”
“You don’t know? Oh my. Oh dear. Can I show you? It’ll just be a minute, and you’ll be pleased, I promise you!”
“Show me,” Livia said.
He kindled a lantern and led the way down narrow cellar steps. Beneath the prayer hall, yellow light glowed over canvases and statuettes on wooden plinths, tarps, and lashed-down crates.
“I don’t know if you’ve heard, but there’s been quite a bit of trouble in Mirenze,” the priest said. “Just before they locked it all down, the clergy managed to smuggle the antiquities from the Cathedral of Flowering Grace out of the city. They were afraid of looters.”
“Why store the art here, and not up at the White Cathedral?” Livia paused at a painting of her father, captured in his younger years. Strong, chin high, the sun a golden halo behind his head.
“Normally it would have been. No idea why we were asked to keep it all here, to be honest. But a happy duty is a happy duty.”
“Is this what you wanted me to see?”
The priest glanced at the painting and shook his head. “Oh, no, something even better. Come, come.”
She followed him on a winding trail to the back of the cellar, his lantern held high.
“Given what people are saying, Your Holiness, I thought you might find this, um, relevant. Part of the Flowering Grace collection was a real gem: the only known portrait of Saint Elise to be painted during her lifetime.”
They rounded a corner and stood before the canvas. Saint Elise gazed out at Livia from her gilded frame, painted large as life. She was a crusader saint, a warrior queen bearing a flaming sword. Livia froze, paralyzed. Taking in her fearless stance, her blazing eyes.
And her hair, white as the freshly fallen snow.
“I thought,” Livia said, barely able to speak, “that Elise had dark hair.”
“According to most of the histories, yes, but this was apparently painted just a couple of years before she died at the Battle of Westbridge. The way I read it, she’d been summoned to the home of a desperate family whose only child was dying of plague. She laid her hands upon the child’s brow and prayed, and the Gardener granted a healing miracle. Saint Elise fell into a slumber, and when she awoke, her hair had turned white.” He nodded at Livia. “Proof of her purity and the Gardener’s will.”
Livia stared at the portrait, feeling the room slowly spin.
“May I have a moment?” she asked. “Alone.”
“Of course. I’ll leave the lantern.”
She waited until he’d left, until she heard the cellar door click shut, until she was alone with history.
Then, Livia laughed.
Slowly at first, a tittering giggle on the edge of madness, and then she couldn’t hold it back any longer. She fell to her knees under the righteous gaze of Saint Elise, beating her fists against the stone floor, howling with laughter as tears streamed down her face.



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
The Empire had come to Mirenze, to reclaim what it had lost and to punish the defiant.
General Baum’s crusade regiments, no longer needed in the Holy City, marched two days to the east. They moved slowly, crossing the open fields in great box formations, banners flying and trumpets blaring. There was no intent to deceive; they wanted the people of Mirenze to see the doom that was coming for them. Baum himself was gone. He’d sprinted to the western front to lead the fight against the Terrai, but his lieutenants had their orders.
They made camp outside every gate and rolled the battering rams up front.
There was no assault, not yet. Just a quiet statement. A warning of things to come if Mirenze didn’t open its gates and offer an unconditional surrender.
A graveyard hush fell over the streets, an entire city holding its breath. Mothers pulled their children indoors and shuttered their windows long before nightfall. The partigiani massed in hunch-shouldered, dark-eyed mobs, grumbling against fear and roving with naked steel in their fists. Waiting.
As the sunlight died, the Imperials kindled cook fires. Their lights blazed against the dark, crackling and red as a murderer’s knife. Weiss stared down from the top of a curtain wall, keeping a lonely watch with his bland face and his strangler’s hands, and turned up his collar against the chill night wind.
That was it, then. Kappel had failed. Why and how? Didn’t matter. He wasn’t coming, and neither was the pope. Holding Carlo hostage was Lodovico Marchetti’s last desperate plan to keep the Imperials from pounding his “free city” into blood-soaked rubble, and now it was too late.
Weiss struck a match against the rampart. It flared to life and he cupped his hand over it, shielding the tiny light from the wind as it slowly burned its way down. The flame singed his fingers and he flicked the wooden nub away. It landed at his boots beside twenty of its cousins.
“You got a name?” he asked.
The silent, gray-veiled creature at his side had come to the ramparts an hour or so ago. She hadn’t said a word, standing watch just like Weiss was, lingering a few feet away. She didn’t seem to want company, but she didn’t seem to want to be alone, either. Weiss was bored enough for idle conversation.
“Sister Rose,” she hissed.
“Rose. Pretty name. I’m Weiss.”
“I know.”
He didn’t have anything to say to that, so he went back to lighting matches. Once the thrill wore off, three singed fingers later, he tried again.
“It’s all good and fucked, isn’t it?”
“Yes,” Rose agreed.
The brisk wind ruffled his hair. Weiss took a deep breath, tasting sea salt in the air.
“Anybody could end this, you know. Just grab Lodovico, march him out there, and hand him over. The Imperials would install a new governor, slap a few wrists, and that’d be the end of it. That’s all they’re here for. But these poor bastards are convinced that the Imperials bombed the Ducal Arch and planned an invasion all along.” Weiss shook his head. “Hell of a lot of people about to get killed over a lie. What do you call that, a self-fulfilling prophecy?”
“Why don’t you do it?”
“Do what?”
“Hand him over,” Rose said. “End the slaughter before it begins.”
Weiss snorted. “Sure, and then when he tells them it was my men who delivered weapons to the Terrai rebels, they’ll hang me right next to him. What about you? Why don’t you do something about it?”
Rose turned her head slightly, staring at him from behind her lace veil.
“The current course of events,” she said, “does not displease us.”
Weiss looked her over from head to toe.
“What are you, anyway?”
“A sister of a holy order. A servant of the King of Rust.”
Weiss chuckled and hooked his thumbs in his belt. “I’ve been a lot of places and seen a lot of kings. Never heard of a king of rust.”
“You worship him as we do, though you know it not.”
“Sister, I don’t worship anything or anyone. Never met anyone deserving the respect, myself included. Know what kneeling down buys you? A kick in the teeth, every time.”
Weiss looked out over the campfires. The Imperial soldiers scurried like ants in the dark. Ants in steel shells, with their mandibles honed killing-sharp. He tried to imagine what it would look like from up here when the order came and they began to swarm.
His voice softer now, Weiss said, “I feel like I’m at the end of all things.”
“Will you die here, then?”
“Sure as hell not planning on it.” Weiss glanced back over his shoulder, toward the shuttered city. “Right now, my men are moving the bombs into place. That’s the end of our obligation to Lodovico. We’ll wait until the attack begins and get out of town, any way we can. Probably find some dead soldiers—or make some dead soldiers if we can jump a stray patrol—strip their uniforms and get out undercover. Maybe we’ll steal a boat if the Imperials don’t have the entire harbor barricaded. What’s your way out?”
“If we do not wish to be seen, we will not be seen.”
“So you wanted me to see you,” Weiss said, “when you came up here about an hour ago. But you didn’t say anything.”
Rose offered a slight shrug. “Your light is fading in an interesting way.”
“Light?”
“My vision is not like yours.”
“Just a guess,” he said, “but if I took a peek under that veil of yours, I wouldn’t like what I saw, would I?”
“It would depend,” she told him.
“On what?”
“On how deep you can see.”
Rose drifted a little closer, standing beside him on the wall.
“I was a princess once,” she said.
Weiss gave her a sideways glance. “Sure you were.”
“I was. I ruled from a tower of black glass in a city of burning lights, in the heart of a desert.”
“The Caliphate?”
“Farther than that.” Rose’s gloved fingers, inhumanly long, stroked the battlement. “I dreamed of becoming a queen. So I built my tower high and I built it well.”
“So what happened?”
“I fell.”
Weiss chuckled, humoring her. “Pleasure to meet you, Your Ladyship. So when did that all happen?”
Rose paused, tilting her head.
“The language of time is strange,” she said, “and we are moving in opposite directions. Long-ago-then for me, not-yet-never for you. What did you mean when you said you feel like you’re at the end of all things?”
Weiss lit another match, then shook it out. He rubbed the stubble on his cheek.
“Hard to explain. It’s not the fear of death. I don’t fear death, never have. I feel pretty much the same way I do about life: I’m indifferent to the whole idea. Besides, I’ve been in nastier spots than this and I came out clean. No, I’m not dying tonight.”
A susurrating rasp drifted from under Sister Rose’s veil.
“What?” Weiss said.
“Nothing. Go on.”
“You ever see an avalanche? It starts a long time before the rocks fall. A slow, drifting slide, and then the thunder. That’s what this feels like. Like things are in motion tonight. Not just here. Everywhere. The world is sliding apart, the pieces all falling in a way that’ll never be put right again, and it’s too late to stop it.”
“And when did it begin, do you think?” Rose asked.
“Maybe twenty years ago, when they murdered Lodovico’s old man and set him on the road to revenge. Maybe longer than that.”
“Everything,” Rose said, “is a reaction. Every choice grows from the consequences of another choice. An ocean of ripples from countless pebbles thrown.”
Weiss struck one last match. He held it up between them, casting a flickering orange glow across Rose’s gray veil.
“It feels like somebody lit a long, slow fuse,” he said. “All these years it’s been quietly sizzling down. And it’s almost at the end.”
“What’s waiting at the end?”
“Same thing that’s waiting at the end of every fuse.”
Weiss tossed the glowing match over the wall. They watched it plummet into the dark, a firefly in the shadows.
“That’s when everything burns.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
Storm clouds flowed over Lerautia like a mob of black-winged ravens, blotting out the stars. Kappel stood at the window of the safe house garret, watching lightning crackle in the distance. Fat droplets of rain spat at the window, drawing slow, wet lines as they rolled down the glass.
Nightmare weather, the Dustman thought and turned to face his men.
They were nine in all, discarding their peasant clothes and tugging on their counterfeit Imperial armor, lacing up boots and cinching sword belts tight. Kappel put his hands on his hips, running over the plan in his mind one last time, and cleared his throat.
“Listen up,” he said. “I don’t need to tell you how important this is. Our one and only chance of success—hopefully earning Weiss’s forgiveness and buying our lives back in the process—is serving up Pope Livia on a silver plate. We’ve got to take her alive and reasonably undamaged.”
“How much is ‘reasonable’?” one of his men snickered. Kappel shut him up with a hard look.
“Now, she’s expecting what she thinks is an Imperial envoy with a military escort. That’s us. I’ll talk her into giving us a tour of the mansion, anything that gets her away from the bulk of her guards. We’ll kill her escorts, stuff a gag in her mouth, and exfiltrate through the nearest window. We hit hard, we hit fast, and if we do this right we’ll be out of town before anyone knows she’s missing.”
Kappel clapped his hands twice, sharp and loud.
“Muster up,” he said. “Let’s go steal a pope.”
*     *     *
Marcello crouched in the cabin of an elegant coach, running his fingers over the smooth brass lock of a sea chest. It opened with a faint metallic pop, the lid sliding up on freshly greased hinges.
Inside, gold ingots piled upon gold ingots in neatly stacked rows, each one stamped with the papal seal. Gold, shining like fire.
Marcello smiled and closed the chest. He hopped down from the coach and spread his eager hands wide, looking from the pillared facade of the library to his gathered band of men on the street. Storm clouds roiled in the night sky above, and a sudden burst of wind spattered icy drops of rain across his sallow cheeks.
“Gentlemen,” he said, “I’m glad the inclement weather didn’t keep you away.”
He’d recruited half of his squad from the less-scrupulous arm of the city militia and the rest from the sort of dive bars frequented by hard men with cheap blades. Not personally, of course—Cotton-Eye Vinz, his usual informant in those circles, had done the hiring for him. One of the sellswords, sporting a long scar along one twisted lip, stepped forward.
“Rain ain’t a problem,” he said. “I’ll swim through piss if you’re payin’ me to do it.”
“That’s the kind of work ethic I truly admire,” Marcello replied over the amused snorts of the man’s comrades.
“So what are we really up against in there?” another asked.
“Five or six severely delusional individuals. They believe they have”—Marcello rolled his eyes—“magic powers. Don’t discount them, though: they’re dangerous, and every last one of them is a known murderer. The most important thing is the girl named Renault. She’ll be easy to spot, the only one of them wearing armor. I need her alive. Once you have her, bring her to the city’s prison. The warden owes me a favor, and he knows what to do. He should have a cell ready and waiting.”
“And the rest?”
“Do with the others as you please,” Marcello said, “but in the end, they all need to disappear. Make sure the bodies are never found.”
*     *     *
The door to Felix’s cell chunked open, flooding the tiny box with light. He squinted, eyes stinging, as rough hands undid his bonds and hauled him to his feet. A fresh twist of rope yanked taut around his wrists, binding his hands behind his back, as two silent men in the black livery of House Grimaldi marched him along a dank stone corridor and up a long flight of steps.
Every window in Aita’s family estate had been flung open, curtains rippling with a gust of chill night air. A storm brewed on the horizon, creeping toward the walls of Mirenze and driving the wind ahead of it. It was so cold Felix could see a hint of his breath on the air. That must be why I’m trembling, he told himself.
The mansion’s ballroom had been set for a banquet. Servants scurried with trays and mops and dustcloths, making the marble shine and the long feast table a sight to behold. Nothing but the finest for Aita’s party guests.
And there was Aita herself, in a gown of gold that matched the flow of her hair, her heels clicking on the ivory marble as she strode toward him.
“Felix.”
“Aita.” He nodded toward the wall of open windows. “It’s a little cold in here, don’t you think?”
“It needs to be. You’ll see why, shortly. My guests are due to start arriving any minute now. Oh, and so is your rescue attempt.”
He blinked. “My what?”
A sly smile rose to Aita’s lips. She tilted her head, just a bit, the candlelight catching the thin scar along her cheek.
“You’ll see. I am in control of all things. Don’t you know that by now?”
She leaned close and murmured in his ear, “Hope is the greatest of cruelties. Be kind to yourself in your final hours, and let it go. This is the heart of my kingdom. There is no hope here.”
She stepped back and gave him an appraising look.
“Goodbye, Felix. It’s time to die.”
*     *     *
Leggieri sat on the floor in his ransacked workshop, gazing at the devastation by candlelight. The Dustmen had followed in Simon’s wake, and what they hadn’t stolen, they’d destroyed out of petty malice. One-of-a-kind prototypes, snapped and shattered. His notes, his pages, sketches born from his dreams, torn to shreds. A lifetime of art and invention, gone.
A length of steel chain rattled as he turned his head. They’d leashed him like a mongrel, one stretch of chain around his left leg and another collaring his throat, keeping him within five feet of his worktable. That was where they’d driven him around the clock, forcing him to build copy after copy of the Infernal Machine. Twelve in all, each one with the power to take hundreds of innocent lives.
He’d wept, once. They beat him until he stopped.
Now they’d finally left him alone for a few hours, allowing him to sleep. But he hadn’t. Not when he couldn’t close his eyes without seeing the faces of the dead. He wondered how many would be waiting for him on the other side.
The cellar door jolted open. Weiss marched down the steps with three of his men in tow. He ignored Leggieri, his eyes darting to the nail-studded barrel—its long tube and trigger mechanism set carefully into the lid—and waved the others ahead.
“There it is, last one,” Weiss said. “Take it up. Careful, now.”
He looked to Leggieri.
“Last one.”
Leggieri’s head sagged. And Weiss drew a long-bladed knife from his boot. He stood over the artist, studying him.
“You know what that means, right?”
Leggieri nodded.
“You did good work,” Weiss told him, “so I’ll make this quick and clean. You won’t feel a thing, I promise. You earned that.”
“I just hoped,” Leggieri said with a heavy sigh, “that Simon would have been here.”
Weiss tilted his head at him. “You wanted to see that freak again? Why?”
“Because, Signore Weiss, your men are ruthless, they are cruel, but they are also very sloppy.”
“Explain yourself.”
Leggieri raised his face, and Weiss almost took a step back. He couldn’t count how many men he’d seen on death’s doorstep—men who knew they were about to meet their end at his hands—and they faced it in all kinds of ways. Some begged, some sobbed, some raged.
Leggieri, though, was placid. Content. Almost…pleased.
“Because they brought an artist the tools of death and paid no attention when little things went missing. Like a length of cord, and some tiny striking flints. And a few fistfuls of powder from each one of the bombs I made for you.”
Weiss looked down. Seeing Leggieri—and seeing the cord in his clenched, trembling fist, running under the workshop table.
“Get out,” Weiss screamed at his men, turning to run. “Get out now—”
Leggieri smiled as he yanked the cord.
*     *     *
Sister Rose stood beneath the brewing storm clouds, just across the lane from Leggieri’s villa, raindrops spattering her gray lace veil. For a moment, all was silent.
Then thunder rippled and the ground answered with a full-throated shout that shook the street like a rag doll in a bulldog’s teeth. It was the sound of an avalanche, stones tumbling, roaring loud enough to shatter windows as the villa’s roof exploded in a torrent of white-hot fire that lit the night sky brighter than sunlight.
Another sister glided up alongside Rose, both of their lace veils turned upward as they gazed at the spreading blaze.
“I told him,” Rose said, “that his light was fading in an interesting way.”
“This city teems with fading lights,” her companion said.
“It does tonight.”
“Let us harvest offerings to our king.”
They left as one, drifting away, the firestorm at their backs.
*     *     *
Outside the city walls, at Mirenze’s southern gate, heads rose and fingers pointed at the plume of smoke in the sky. Sergeant Reiter, commander of the southern detachment, stalked through the Imperial camp looking for answers.
“Are we fighting? Hey, Klein! Over here. Did you hear that explosion? Are we fighting?”
Klein raced to keep up with Reiter’s long-legged strides. “I don’t know. No word from the western gate. Is that their work? Did they start without us?”
“Gardener’s balls, what happened to waiting until first light? All right, send a courier over to the west gate. Tell them to find out what’s going on.”
“It’ll be twenty minutes before he gets back. What if the western detachment misunderstood the orders and went in ahead of us? They might need flanking support right now!”
Reiter tugged at his close-cropped beard. If he guessed wrong and ordered an assault, he’d be the one ruining General Baum’s carefully laid battle plan. It could break his career.
If he guessed wrong and held his troops back, though, Imperial soldiers already inside the walls would die because of his inaction.
“Damn it to the Fields,” Reiter snapped. “All right, I’m taking full responsibility. Rally the signalmen and get that ram into position. We’re going in now.”
And so began the invasion of Mirenze.



CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
On the road back from the church, a slow rain began to fall. Light, and bitterly cold. Livia tilted her head back, catching droplets on her face and feeling them trickle down her neck like fingers of ice.
The priest had heard her laughing down in the cellar. Then screaming. Eventually she’d found her center, smoothed her skirts, and bottled up the seething cauldron of emotions in her heart. As she left the church behind, he watched her go with confused, frightened reverence.
Saint Elise had been just like her.
An accidental witch.
Or perhaps just untrained, sloppy, as Livia had been. Where did you find your doorway? she wondered. When did you take your first steps into the dark? You performed so many miracles on the battlefield, Elise, and now I understand why.

That’s where the blood is.

But when they brought you to that ailing, dying child, you knew what you had to do. Just like I did. And you gave part of your life to save him. Just like I did.
And then you died, not long after, before the Shadow could twist you into a monster. Or maybe you were just good at hiding it.
People thought Livia a holy woman, mistaking her witchcraft for the intercession of a loving Gardener. And now she knew Elise had done the same things she had. A realization that walked her mind down corridors darker than the empty streets.
Out of all the saints and all the miracles, she thought, what are the odds that we were the only two people faking it?
She stopped in the street, the iron-wrought fence of the papal manse just ahead. Livia tugged back her hood and looked up to the heavens, as if her gaze could pierce through the storm clouds and the firmament and the stars. Searching for an answer to the question she dreaded to speak.
“Are you really up there?” she whispered.
No reply. Not even thunder.
She returned home. Back to her rooms, hanging up the brown cloak, sorting through her wardrobe for a dry cassock. She eyed herself in the sitting mirror. The Imperial envoy was due at any moment, and no doubt the door would soon open, attendants insisting on painting and primping her for the occasion.
They would have to wait. It was time to set at least one wrong to rights. It was time to confront Kailani.
Livia put her hand on the door, then paused. She walked back to her wardrobe and found a long, needle-thin hatpin. She fixed it carefully under her sash at the hip. Out of sight but easy to reach. Just in case.
She didn’t have to go looking. Kailani found her, racing up a hallway with two Browncloaks in tow.
“Mistress,” she said, bowing deeply at the waist, “we have to get you ready for the envoy. Will you be receiving him in your throne room, or—”
“I need to talk to you.” Livia faced her with eyes of stone, ignoring the hammering in her chest. “Alone. Now.”
Whatever Kailani saw in Livia’s gaze, it made her take a half step back. She waved off her escorts. “It’s all right. Meet us in Her Holiness’s chambers. We’ll be along shortly.”
They stood beside one of the open arches leading to the papal gardens, in the light of a guttering torch. The rain was coming strong and fast now, a drumbeat keeping pace with Livia’s heart.
“I’m going to ask you a question,” Livia said. “And you’re going to answer it.”
“Anything,” Kailani said.
Livia stepped closer, closing the distance between them.
“Did you murder Sister Columba?”
Emotions washed over Kailani’s face in a torrent. Livia read fear, shame, anxiety—and then pride. Kailani lifted her chin and met Livia’s stare.
“Yes,” she said.
Livia cradled the memory of Columba’s face in her mind’s eye. The woman who had helped raise her, guide her, teach her right from wrong. Columba had betrayed her in the end, but for the best of reasons.
And Livia had been the unwitting instrument of her death, sending her off with her executioner.
She tried to speak, but the best she could manage was a broken-hearted “Why?”
Kailani’s voice was cool and even. “Because we know what’s best for you. People like Columba, people like your brother—they’re threats to your rule. You are the Saint Returned. You need our protection, so you can set the world right.”
“I am not,” Livia said through gritted teeth, “a saint.”
“Yes, you are.”
“No, I am not. I am not a saint. I am not special. I’m just a woman, Kailani. No different from you.”
Kailani’s jaw clenched, her steely facade cracking like a plaster wall.
“Yes, you are. You’re the Saint Returned. Say you are!”
“No,” Livia said. “You’re wrong. I’m sorry, but you’re wrong.”
“Yes, you are!” Kailani shouted. She turned and ran, storming out into the garden, into the rain.
Livia ran after her. Thunder pealed in the churning skies overhead, the clouds lit by blankets of lightning. The rain poured down, spattering across leaves and wildflowers, trickling down the gutters. The centerpiece of the garden, the great tree of black iron, glistened in the dark.
“Why can’t you just face reality?” Livia demanded. “Why do you have to make me into something I’m not? Why won’t you stop putting me on a pedestal? I’m just me.”
Five feet ahead, Kailani whirled to face her, her hands balled into fists. “No!” she shouted.
“Yes. I’m sorry, Kailani, but it’s true—”
Tears streamed down Kailani’s cheeks, mingling with the rain. She threw her head back and screamed, “Why can’t you be what I need you to be?”
Livia didn’t have an answer. She took a step closer, eyes wide, watching Kailani fall apart.
“I told you, back in Itresca,” Kailani said. “My family. They died in the Alms District massacre. They…every morning I wake up, and I expect to find my husband lying beside me. I expect to hear my son laughing. And then I remember, and it hurts, it hurts all over again.”
She spread her hands, helpless.
“But it happened so that you could rise to power. And it happened so that I and the others, so many of us, so many of us alone now—it happened so that we could serve you. Because the Gardener knew you’d need our help. And someday, when I return to the Garden, I’ll see my family again. And they’ll know that their deaths weren’t in vain. They will know that I walked with a saint and made the world right.”
Livia approached her. The rain battered down, matting her ice-white hair to her shoulders, drenching her gown. All that she’d learned weighed upon her like chains of iron.
And what if there’s no Gardener, and no Garden? she asked herself. What if it’s nothing but lies, and all we have, all we are, is here and now?
She paused, looking into Kailani’s eyes.

Does it matter?


It wouldn’t change what’s good. It wouldn’t change what’s right. And it wouldn’t change what I set out to do.

Kailani threw herself to the pebbled walk, kneeling, grabbing the hem of Livia’s cassock and pressing it to her face as she wept.
And nothing changes the fact that her heart is broken. Nothing changes her sorrow, the hole in her world. Nothing changes the truth: that I did this to her.
“Please,” Kailani sobbed, her voice ragged.
I may be damned if I speak a lie, Livia thought. But then again, I may be damned anyway. And in the end, as long as my work is done, what happens to me doesn’t matter.
“Kailani,” she said softly. Kailani lifted her head. Raindrops rolled off Livia’s shoulders, down the strands of her snowy hair, and fell onto Kailani’s upturned face like a baptism.
“It is true,” Livia told her. “I am who you say I am. I am the Saint Returned.”
Then she lifted Kailani to her feet, and pulled her close, and held her in the storm as she poured out the last of her tears onto Livia’s shoulder.
“Hear me,” Livia said, her voice barely louder than the rain. “I have plans, and wheels turning. Nothing can ever be done outside my sight, lest those plans go wrong. You will never take a life unless I command it. Never again. Do you understand?”
“I was just trying to protect you—”
“I know.” Livia gave her shoulders a squeeze. “I know. And I forgive you. But if you are called to serve me, then serve me. That means trusting my judgment and knowing there may be matters outside your understanding. Never kill again, not unless I command it. Tell me you understand.”
“I do,” Kailani breathed. “I understand. No more killing.”
In the dark, in the heart of the storm, Livia felt the dawning light of hope. She could take on the mantle they’d given her, false as it was, if it meant bringing the Browncloaks under her control. If it meant steering their zeal toward the good and the right. They’d all seen too much violence, too much bloodshed on the long hard climb to the papal throne. That was over now.
I can do this, she thought. Next I’ll come to terms with the College of Cardinals somehow, and heal the Church once and for all.
A long and terrible night is almost over. Daybreak is coming.
“Let’s go,” she said to Kailani. “We’ve got to dry off and get changed. That Imperial envoy should be here any minute now.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
The Imperials arrived two hours later, drenched from the storm and wringing out their cloaks on the puddle-spattered marble of the manse’s foyer. “I’m so sorry,” said the young Browncloak who rushed to greet them. “Most of the staff is sleeping now, but I could wake one of the maids and bring in refreshments—”
Kappel gave the man a winning smile, running fingers through his rain-slicked hair. “Nonsense, don’t bother a sleeping soul. This is entirely our fault. The roads were thick with mud, and the horses had a devil of a time getting through. Will it still be possible to see Her Holiness tonight?”
“Yes, sir. She waited up for you. If you’ll follow me?”
Kappel nodded, a gracious guest, and waved for his men to file in behind him.
*     *     *
Amadeo couldn’t sleep. His dreams rejected him, throwing him out of slumber and out of his rumpled bed. When reading didn’t help, he thought a stroll through the manse might tire him out. That was how he happened to be coming up the hall toward the foyer just as their late guests arrived. He approached, curious, thinking he’d introduce himself.
Then one of the men in Imperial armor turned, showing his face, and Amadeo froze.
Those bloodshot eyes. That hyena smile. Amadeo felt like he was falling, tumbling back in time, hearing the roar of flames as the stench of burning wood and smoldering corpses clogged his throat.

“Hello, hello,” the axman had said, striding from the billowing smoke with gore dripping from his blade. “Hope you didn’t think we forgot about you.”


“Who are you?” Amadeo asked as the Alms District burned around them. His voice barely audible over the screams.


“We’re the Dustmen.”


“Why? Why are you doing this?”


The axman shrugged.


“It’s fun, isn’t it?”

And when the refugee fleet pushed away from the harbor, leaving the Holy City behind, he’d been there. Standing on the dock, locking eyes with Amadeo as he offered a grim salute.
Amadeo watched the delegation pass, following one of the Browncloaks. Heading straight for Livia, he thought, his muscles petrified but his mind racing. What could he do? Shout? Raise an alarm? He’d seen what the Dustmen were capable of. No telling how many of the household staff they’d butcher on their way to the throne room. Besides, almost everyone was asleep; they’d timed their late arrival perfectly, ensuring that even if things went wrong they’d have plenty of time to get to Livia.
Livia wasn’t alone. She’d have her elite with her. And as much as Amadeo feared their manic zeal, the Browncloaks could stage an ambush. Take the Dustmen down before they revealed their true intentions.
But only if he got there first.
He turned and ran up the hall, heading the other direction. Picturing the layout of the vast papal manse in his mind, its twists and turns, making his way to the throne room.
*     *     *
The axman had a name. Tresler. It wasn’t the one he was born with; like all the Dustmen, he’d abandoned that on the night of his initiation, shedding his meaningless past in favor of a meaningless future. A nihilistic creed suited his temperament: he moved through life like a shark on the prowl, devouring everything in his path. Making the world less in his wake.
Tresler wasn’t pleased about tonight’s mission. Kappel wanted everything quiet, smooth, in and out without a fuss. Not even any killing, if they didn’t have to. Boring. Still, the idea of getting back on Weiss’s good side had its own appeal. So did the thought of a two-day ride to Mirenze with Livia Serafini as their unwilling guest. They weren’t allowed to kill her, but that left all kinds of fun in the realm of possibility.
A glimmer of movement in the corner of his eye jolted him from his idle fantasies. The hairs on the back of his neck prickled, battlefield instincts kicking in. As he walked along with the pack, he lifted one cupped hand and flashed a string of hand signals behind the Browncloak’s back.
Maybe trouble. Left. Checking it out.
Then Tresler silently broke ranks, one hand on his sword belt, and stalked off in search of fresh prey.
*     *     *
Amadeo’s lungs burned, a stitch in his side as he jogged down another lonely hall. He cursed his age, slowing him down, taunting him with memories of what it felt like to be young and fast and strong. He gritted his teeth and kept going. Not too much farther, and he wasn’t going to let Livia down.
Then a man, moving like a blur, barreled out of a darkened side corridor.
Tresler hit him like a battering ram, slamming Amadeo up against the wall and driving a fist into his gut. His hand, clamped over the elderly priest’s mouth, stank of rotten fish.
“Remember me?” he asked. Their eyes met as Amadeo wheezed, struggling to breathe. “Oh, you do. You got away from me twice before, Father. That’s two times luckier than any man alive.”
Another brutal punch knocked the last of the wind from Amadeo’s lungs. Tresler reached down to his boot, and Amadeo heard a slithering metallic sound.
“Don’t see anything you can climb to escape this time. Don’t see any little girls with rocks, either. You’re all out of miracles.”
Amadeo tried to talk. Tresler pressed his hand harder over his mouth and whacked the back of Amadeo’s head against the alabaster wall.
“But it’s not you that you’re worried about, is it? Aw, don’t worry, Father. We’re not gonna kill Livia. She’s going to be an insurance policy, to keep the Imperials from turning Mirenze into a smoking crater. She’ll live.”
He moved closer, squeezing Amadeo between his body and the wall, his voice dropping to a friendly whisper.
“Course, she might not want to after a few days in our company. And once she gets to Mirenze, she’ll spend the rest of her life in a cage. Maybe Lodovico Marchetti will toss her his table scraps.”
Tresler lifted his hand so Amadeo could see what he’d pulled from his boot. A thin-bladed stiletto.
“Just wanted to give you something to think about, while you’re dying.”
Amadeo cried out behind Tresler’s hand as the dagger slid between his ribs, tearing skin and muscle and burying itself deep in his chest.
He shook, suddenly pale, his eyes like sea glass, and inched down the wall to collapse at the Dustman’s feet. Tresler whistled a happy tune as he strolled away.
*     *     *
Livia sat on her throne, shifting anxiously and fighting every urge to call for a pillow or two. Her father’s admonition about the importance of an uncomfortable throne was never far from her thoughts. If he put up with this, so can I.
To one side of her chair, one of the Browncloaks—ten in all, an honor guard to show a little muscle to the Imperial delegation—stifled a yawn behind his hand. Kailani shot him a murderous look. Livia chuckled as she raised her palm to her lips, the yawn contagious.
“We’re all tired, I know,” she said. “I’m sorry this is taking so long.”
“You don’t need to apologize,” Kailani grumbled.
The doors to the throne room swung wide. Kappel stepped through, dropping into a sweeping bow.
“Your Holiness,” he said. “It’s a pleasure to meet you at last.”
*     *     *
For a moment, Amadeo thought he was outside. A trembling chill seeped into his bones, the rain turning to drifting snow, the night becoming a cold, clear day under a frosty winter sun. The suffering ebbed away as he felt a gentle call, tugging him toward the sunlight. Time to move on. Time to rest.
No, he thought in a burst of rage and drove his fist against the blood-soaked marble. The jolt of pain brought him back to the hallway, back to clarity, back to agony.
He grabbed the corded hilt of the dagger, still jutting from his chest, and let out a keening cry through clenched teeth as he wrenched it free. It fell from his shaking hands, clattering to the floor.
Then he crawled.
He dragged himself along, forearm over forearm, leaving a slug trail of blood in his wake. Every muscle screamed, every breath igniting a burning hell in his lungs. No became his mantra. A drumbeat chant of defiance in his tortured mind, driving him on, one inch at a time. No, he wasn’t going to die here, not like this, not now. No, he wasn’t going to let the Dustmen win. No, he wasn’t going to fail Livia when she needed him most.
No.
Amadeo reached for a doorknob, his shaking fingers straining. They slipped and he collapsed to the floor. He tried again. This time they clamped down tight, and he hauled himself to his feet. He pressed himself to the wall as he staggered toward the throne room on wobbling, traitorous legs, counting the last breaths in his body.
*     *     *
The meeting had been a pleasure so far. The envoy, Kappel, was courtly and refined, and the knights accompanying him—even the one who came in late, muttering something about an upset stomach—were unflinchingly professional. Livia made small talk, trying to feel out the real reason for their visit.
“Given the sudden change in Church leadership,” Kappel explained, “obviously, we just want to ensure we have good relations from the very start. Say, would it be all right if we walked a bit while we talked? I’ve never actually been inside the papal manse and I’d love to see it, if you don’t mind.”
“Of course,” Livia said as she rose, secretly grateful for a chance to get off the throne for a bit. A twinge shot up the small of her back. “I’ll show you the galleries; my father’s art collection was—”
One of the throne-room doors flew open and Amadeo stumbled through, his cassock drenched in enough blood to turn the green to glistening black. He collapsed onto the floor, one hand stretched out before him, and wheezed two words.
“Dustmen…trap.”
Kappel lunged for Livia’s arm. Behind him, Kailani didn’t hesitate. Her sword sang from its sheath and swung up in one swift, brutal thrust, shattering Kappel’s spine and punching out through his throat. The Dustmen fanned out, drawing their blades. They had training and teamwork on their side. The Browncloaks had rage. They roared in fury as they swarmed the Dustmen, carving and kicking and battering them down. Livia raced through the fight, dropping to her knees at Amadeo’s side and squeezing his hand.
“Hold on,” she gasped. “I can heal you. I can fix this.”
“Nuh.” Amadeo shook his head. “N-no. Don’t save me.”
“Yes,” Livia said, pressing her hands to his chest. Hot blood spurted against her sticky palms, in tune to the dying rhythm of his heart. “I can help you.”
“Your promise. No more magic. No more…hurting yourself. Keep your promise.”
Tears burned in Livia’s eyes. “That was—we weren’t talking about saving you. Please, Amadeo, let me do this. Don’t leave me. There are bodies here; I can use their blood. It won’t hurt me.”
Amadeo’s lips curled in a weak smile. He reached up with his other hand and stroked her hair with trembling fingers.
“Could change you,” he croaked. “The corruption. Not worth saving me if it means losing you. Keep your promise. I’m not…I’m not going far, Livia. Never far.”
His fingers brushed her cheek.
“So proud of you.”
And then his hand fell limp. And his eyes softly shut. And Amadeo Lagorio slept forever.
She didn’t know how long she knelt there, over his body. Her tears falling like droplets of melted snow, splashing onto his chest. The throne room was silent when she rose.
Three of the Dustmen lay dead, carved to pieces on the marble floor. The other six had been forced to their knees, glaring defiance with their hands bound behind their backs.
Livia looked them over, one by one. Her gaze fell upon the last of them. The one who had arrived late.
“Did you kill him?” Her voice was iron wrapped in velvet.
“Yeah,” Tresler said, “I did. You gonna cry about it some more?”
She approached him like a lioness closing in on a wounded gazelle. Slow. Deliberate. Her tear-stained face set in stone.
“A man who scorns weeping,” she said, “is a man who knows that no one will weep for him. Tell me: do you know his name?”
“Don’t know, don’t care.”
Livia took a deep, slow breath.
“His name was Amadeo. And he was the best man I’ve ever known. He was my teacher. My mentor. My friend. He was a spot of light in the darkness.”
“Save it for my trial.”
Livia stared at him. “This is your trial. And I find you guilty.”
His cocky sneer faded fast.
“We—we’re unarmed,” Tresler said. “We surrendered.”
Livia turned her back on him and walked to her throne.
“Amadeo would have counseled me to turn you over to the city guard,” she said as she sat down, regal and cold. “Amadeo would have encouraged me to show compassion. To find the Gardener’s love in my heart, and express that love in the form of mercy.”
Livia’s hands settled upon the armrests of the throne.
“But Amadeo isn’t here. He isn’t here because you took him away from me.”
She looked to the Browncloaks.
“Kill them all.”
The Browncloaks descended on the bound men, their blades raised, and the still night air became a cacophony of pleading, screaming, and the sounds of crackling bones and wet, tearing meat. Everyone in that room had known Amadeo. Everyone in that room had loved him.
They took their time. The Dustmen died slow. Tresler slowest of all. When they finally let him die, there wasn’t much of him that still looked human.
Livia sat back and watched the butchery, her eyes like winter ice. The stiff-backed throne wasn’t so uncomfortable anymore. She didn’t feel it.
She didn’t feel anything at all.



CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
Mari stirred from her slumber as a gentle hand rocked her shoulder back and forth. She squinted, eyes bleary, looking up at Nessa.
“Is…is it morning already?”
“No,” Nessa said. Behind her, Hedy was rousing Vassili and Despina. “Dawn is hours away. Come on. We’re leaving.”
Mari sat up fast, swinging her legs over the side of the cot. She rubbed at her sleep-encrusted eyes. “Why are we leaving? I thought we were heading out at first light.”
“Instincts,” Nessa told her. “The longer we’re here, the less I like it. I’ll feel better when we’ve left Lerautia behind. So we’ll get a head start and beat the sun. All right, everyone, now that we’ve got everything worth keeping in orderly stacks, we’ll ferry it out one armload at a time. Once we get the first batch to the coaches, Mari will stand guard while we go back for the rest.”
“Look who gets the easy job,” Despina said, giving Mari a wink.
“Won’t be easy if anyone sees what we’re up to,” Vassili said, “so let’s be quick about it.”
Hedy stood beside Mari as they loaded their arms with manuscripts and maps. The girl bounced on her toes. Mari tilted her head and smiled. “Excited?”
“Aren’t you? The maps all point to something the old Dire didn’t want us to find.”
“But we don’t know what it is. Anything could be waiting for us out there.”
Hedy grinned at her. “That’s what makes it an adventure! Whatever waits at the end of the trail, we’ll face it together. As a family.”
Despina took the lead, ferrying her armload of books up the long basalt stairway. Her brother was right behind her. Nessa, the only one with empty arms, lingered behind. She touched Mari’s sleeve and caught her eye.
“I’m thinking,” she said as they climbed the steps, “we may settle in one place for a time. There are years of study in these pages, mysteries upon mysteries to unravel. Do you have any skill at carpentry?”
“I’m no artisan, but I can cut wood and drive nails.”
“Fair enough.” Nessa smiled. “Worm and Shrike will want their own little nest, just for themselves, but I was thinking we could build a cabin like my old one. A bit bigger. Big enough for the three of us.”
Mari looked back at Nessa, lost in her eyes for a moment.
“I’ll build you a palace,” Mari said.
At the top of the stairs, Despina shifted her burden and shouldered open the archive door. She gave Vassili a knowing smile and an eager tilt of her chin as she pushed on through. Words silently passing between them.
She didn’t see the burly silhouette looming before her, or the arc of the broad-headed ax as it whistled through the air.
Despina’s head bounced down the basalt steps as her corpse crumpled to the library floor.
The sound that Vassili made shouldn’t have come from a human throat. It was a shriek of bottomless grief, of incoherent animal rage, of half a world dying. And as Marcello’s men flooded the stairwell, shoulder to shoulder as they charged with blades drawn, the air around him crackled with dark lightning. His veins bulged, growing thick and wormy and coursing black. He charged, barreling into the pack of killers, his hands turned to lupine claws that tore through leathers and spilled a screaming man’s guts onto the blood-streaked tile.
“Get behind me,” Mari shouted, shoving ahead of Hedy as the twin sickles snapped from her belt. “Vassili, come back! Don’t let them surround you.”
“Too late for him.” Nessa drew her Cutting Knife. “Opened himself to the Shadow. He’s already dead. Hold them off, I’m carving an exit.”
Mari held her ground halfway down the stairs as more men came at her, Nessa chanting behind her back, strained and winding syllables weaving in the air. Beyond the door Mari heard the sounds of clashing steel and a frenzied roar, like a wolf with its leg caught in a trap. She didn’t have time to worry about Vassili, not with two swords coming at her at once. She sidestepped one, caught the other in her sickle and twisted hard, ripping it from her attacker’s grip. She spun, following through, and turned his throat into a ragged wet mouth. His partner lashed out with a boot, kicking her hard in the chest and driving her back as she grunted, struggling to keep her footing with her toes at the edge of a blood-slick step.
Mari became a cyclone of steel, her sickles flashing. Another assassin fell, screaming, wriggling down the staircase like a gutted fish. More pressed in, and still more. Mari stumbled down another step, losing ground. Then Nessa’s knife carved the air and tore it asunder. Mari could feel the howling void at her back, devouring air and warmth, the stench of blood mingling with the sweet scent of roses.
At the top of the stairs, the glint of a crossbow. The bolt shot over the attackers’ heads, past Mari, and speared Nessa’s leg. She cried out and slumped against the wall, the knife dropping from her convulsing fingers as she clutched at her wound.
“I won’t go,” Hedy was shouting. “I won’t leave you!”
“Hedy, obey me—” Nessa took a labored breath. “Mari, get her out of here! Saving Hedy is all that matters!”
Biting her bottom lip, with her arms burning and sweat matting her tangled hair, Mari batted aside another blade and sliced her attacker open from his neck to his belly. He fell, shrieking and kicking on the stairs, a living obstacle the men behind him had to clamber over. That bought her a few precious seconds.
Nessa was down, her leg useless, mere feet from the hovering void. Hedy, eyes wet with terrified tears, clung to her arm. First Hedy, Mari thought as she sheathed her sickles and ran to the bottom of the staircase, then I drag Nessa through. She wrenched Hedy’s grip from Nessa’s arm and took her by the shoulders.
“Go,” she said. “We’ll be right behind you, I promise.”
“You don’t understand, you’re going to die—”
“Hedy.”
For a moment, the world stood still. The sounds of battle muted, as if underwater, and the shadows looming at Mari’s back moved in slow motion. Mari looked Hedy in the eyes and held her shoulders tight.
“We love you,” Mari said. “Now go.”
She shoved Hedy backward, as hard as she could, sending her tumbling into the void.
Then the pommel of a sword smashed across the back of her head, driving her to her knees and flooding her vision with stars. As she collapsed to the basalt floor, she saw the portal sealing fast and vanishing, leaving her and Nessa behind.
Everything went black.



CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
Aita strode through the halls of her family estate, eyes as bright as her golden gown. Her men followed her, a pack of thugs and killers squeezed into ill-fitting finery.
“Gardener’s blood,” one said, rubbing at his arms, “why are all the windows open? It’s colder than a nun’s tits in here.”
“A little surprise. Thank you all for coming to my party. I think you’ll find, with the Imperials at the gates—and ready to storm the city at any moment, if they haven’t started already—that my home is the safest place in Mirenze. I’ve prepared the guest suites, and you are all invited to weather the coming storm in the luxury your hard work has earned.”
“Grateful for that,” another said, “but what happens when they show up and kick the doors in? How do you know the Imperials won’t ransack this place?”
Aita paused at the ballroom’s double doors, turning to favor them with a smile.
“Because I’ve been in communication with the Empire since this entire mess began. Ensuring them that I—and the newly-appointed officers of the Banco G-R, meaning you gentlemen—are loyal to the Empire, repudiate the deeds of the traitor Lodovico Marchetti, and stand ready to do our civic duty and rebuild this great city.”
A man in the back let out a low whistle. “Bold. Lotta money in rebuilding?”
“More than we’ll be able to count. Make no mistake: war is good for business. Once the Empire asserts control, turning Mirenze back into a client state, they’ll need any damage repaired and the wheels of commerce turning as quickly as possible. After all, a ruined city can’t pay tribute. We won’t just dip our fingers into the feeding trough; we’ll go elbows-deep.”
“Sounds good, but what if Lodovico finds out you went behind his back?”
Aita touched her fingers to her bodice and let out a tiny chuckle.
“Please. The Imperials will crush his ‘citizens’ militia,’ and I don’t doubt his mercenaries will flee for the hills once they realize it’s an unwinnable fight. If Lodovico is even still alive come sunrise, he’ll be in a cage waiting for his execution.” She turned, resting one delicate hand on the ballroom door. “Now I don’t know about you, but I’m famished. And it’s time for the first of many surprises tonight, which I believe will delight and entertain you.”
She threw open the doors, leading the procession inside. The guests fanned out behind her, taking in the sights: the long feast table, laden with food and bottles of imported wine, pristine porcelain and crystal glittering under the light of twin chandeliers.
And the table’s centerpiece, Felix Rossini, with hands tied behind his back and his head in a wire noose.
He stood in a washbasin upon a slab of ice. His shoe started to slip, sliding sideways, and he struggled to keep his footing before the noose could cut into his neck. One of Aita’s followers stepped up to the table, eyeing him like an animal at the zoo.
“Is that…?”
“Gentlemen,” Aita said, “meet the source of our recent ills. My soon-to-be ex-husband, Felix. I wanted to give him a memorable send-off. Now you see why the house is so cold. Believe me, I conducted exhaustive testing, working out the perfect timing. Right now, he’s merely…inconvenienced. But as the ice slowly melts, one drop at a time, it will slip from under his feet. Leaving the noose to strangle and slice into his noble throat. He’ll struggle, he won’t be able to help it—that’s my Felix, fighting until the end—but that’ll just make it worse. I estimate he has a good…oh, four or five hours of suffering ahead, with each passing second worse than the one before.”
A guest swiped a bottle of wine from the table, yanking the cork with his teeth and spitting it onto the floor. “Damn, Aita. I’d have just bashed his brains in and called it a day. You really know how to hurt a guy.”
Aita laughed, a faint blush on her cheeks. She took a glass from the table and held it out, expectant, and a servant rushed over to fill it from a decanter of spring water. Then she locked eyes with Felix as he silently glared daggers at her.
“Oh, I haven’t started to hurt him yet. Like I said, more entertainment to come.” She raised her glass high. “Drink up, gentlemen, and celebrate. Here’s to our shared fortunes in the year to come. The Imperials may rule the day, but we are the night. This city belongs to us.”
They drank, and reveled, and ate, while more guests and latecomers arrived. Aita’s servants came and went with fresh plates and more bottles of wine, their pale faces averted from the man in the noose. Aita reclined in a high-backed chair set toward the back of the room, away from the feasting table; there she conversed quietly with one guest at a time, discussing business in low tones as she cradled her crystal goblet.
Renzo, one of her new lieutenants, was the most recent arrival. She hadn’t expected the brute to dress properly for the party, but his dirty peasant clothes—one sleeve dark with somebody else’s blood—made her arch an eyebrow.
“Well, I didn’t exactly have time t’ dress up pretty,” he told her. “It’s happenin’ right now. Imperials hammered down the south gate and started kickin’ tail all over the place. I barely got here in one piece.”
Behind him, Aita saw Gallo Parri arrive, his mute boy carrying a wrapped gift box in his hands. She gave them a polite smile and a wave, then turned back to Renzo.
“Good,” she said. “Soonest begun is soonest done. How’s the patriotic resistance faring?”
“Like a raw steak in a meat grinder, how d’ya think? And in all the blood and smoke, I kept seeing…them. Messin’ with the dead bodies.”
Aita tilted her head. “Them?”
“You know.” Renzo put one hand to the side of his mouth, leaning in. “Them. Those creepy bitches in the lace veils.”
“We are properly referred to,” said the woman hovering just behind him, “as the Sisterhood of the Noose.”
Renzo froze as the color drained from his face.
“I’m gonna,” he stammered, “I’m gonna go pour myself a drink now. Over there.”
“Enjoy,” Aita said, holding in a chuckle until he awkwardly edged away, all but running to the other side of the ballroom. She reached out and took the sister’s hand in greeting. Gloved fingers coiled sinuously around hers, five writhing snakes wrapped in gray velvet.
“He speaks the truth,” the sister said. “The invasion has begun.”
“And Lodovico?”
“Sits in the governor’s manse, looking out upon his folly and dreaming himself a king. He will be dead by morning.”
Aita’s eyebrows lifted. “Your work?”
“No. He has paid us. We will not harm him. Nonetheless, he will be dead by morning.”
“I’ll take your word for it, then. Would you like to stay for the party?”
The sister turned her head, her veiled gaze slowly sweeping from one side of the banquet table to the other, then back to Aita.
“I should not.” She looked to the ballroom doors. “Besides, you have more interesting guests arriving.”
Aita turned her attention to the doors, where a pair of uncomfortable-looking servants led in her last arrivals to the party: Lydda and Sykes, with Renata—her hands secured before her in sturdy manacles—walking sullenly between them. The bounty hunters surveyed the room with hungry eyes. Lydda’s mammoth driftwood crossbow shifted on her back as she put a hand on one hip.
“Oh,” Aita called out, “Felix, look. Your fiancée is here.”
She studied the wash of emotions on his face as he looked to Renata, straining in his noose. Elation, fear, anticipation. He was a book with open pages. Renata was better at this game. Her expression was a card-player’s mask, but there was no mistaking the nervous energy in her shoulders, the ready-to-fight bounce in her walk.
“The second surprise of the evening,” Aita said, capturing her guests’ attention. “Renata Nicchi, Felix’s lady love. We can’t send him into the afterlife alone, now can we? That’d be cruel.”
Over the chortles of the crowd, Felix shouted, “Let her go, Aita! This was between you and me.”
“It still is. People need to learn what happens when they cross me.” Aita fixed her gaze upon the guests. “And what happens, to be perfectly clear, is that you get to watch while everyone you love is skinned alive. And after I’ve destroyed all that you hold dear and all that you’ve ever cared about, after I’ve burned your entire world to the ground and salted the soil, then I might allow you to die.”
Some of the laughter faded, her lieutenants sharing nervous glances. They’d gotten the message.
“Hear me and understand,” Aita said softly. “I am in control of all things.”
“That’s what you think,” Renata snapped—then froze. Her eyes went wide, almost bulging, as she looked down at her manacled wrists. She gave them another tug. Nothing.
“She thought they were gonna be unlocked,” Lydda said, snickering.
Sykes shook his head at Renata. “Told you, kid. Told you we might switch sides if Aita made us a better offer. And that day we met with her at the Duke’s Bequest, that’s exactly what she did. There was never gonna be a rescue. We were just walking you straight to your grave.”
“For the record,” Aita said, holding up three fingers, “that’s surprise number three.”
Sykes pointed at Gallo and Achille. “They’re in on it too.”
Aita’s men fell upon them, grappling their arms and yanking the gift box from Achille’s hands, patting them down. They pulled a long boning knife from Gallo’s boot and a thumb-length blade hidden behind Achille’s belt, tossing the weapons onto the banquet table. Aita looked up to Felix, shaking her head at the look of desperate terror on his face, and spread her arms wide.
“I told you, Felix. There is no hope here.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
“You bastards,” Renata spat, kicking at Lydda. She laughed and stepped out of the way, gripping Renata by the forearm.
“Bring them here.” Aita eased back in her chair and crossed one leg over the other.
“Careful now,” Lydda said as they dragged Renata close, “she’s a feisty one.”
Aita’s lieutenants hauled over Gallo and Achille, keeping their arms pinned tight behind their backs. Aita gave them a passing glance, then turned to Renata.
“So, we meet at last. The famous Renata Nicchi. You don’t look like I expected you to.”
“What did you expect?” Renata asked.
Aita frowned. “I don’t know. A ravishing beauty. The kind of face that could make men go to war. Instead, you’re just…an ordinary barmaid. You’ve got cheap clothes and callused hands, and you wear every year of hard labor on your skin. You’re not unattractive; you’re just…average. You’re common. I’m not sure what he sees in you.”
“Maybe there’s more to a person than what’s on the surface. After all, look at you. All that natural beauty, your golden hair, your expensive gown and your riches.” Renata’s nose wrinkled in disgust. “And you’re the ugliest thing I’ve ever laid eyes on.”
Aita’s lips curled in a thinly amused smile.
“He really did go to war for you, you know. Never seen a man with that much fire in his heart. But…all wars end, and they always end badly for someone. It’s a shame. I like your spark, Renata. I’d like to think, in another life, in another place, we might have been fast friends. Your death will be very slow, and very painful, but it will not be personal. Please try to understand that.”
She turned away, looking Gallo up and down.
“And what’s your story, oh prince of thieves?” she asked. “What’d I do, kill your family?”
“I was just here to help the lass out. Try to set things right.” Gallo took a deep breath. “I said she’d be the death of me.”
“An astute observation. So what was the plan? Renata’s shackles come off, the two of you charge me with those little knives, and…then what? Did you actually think any part of this grand scheme through?”
“They were carrying Renata’s weapons,” Sykes said, nodding. “In the gift box.”
Aita chuckled and clapped her hands, waving for one of her lieutenants to hand it over. The box, wrapped in delicate gray tissue and a silver bow, rested on her lap.
“Oh my. I do love presents. Let’s see what you were going to kill me with.”
She pulled back the lid. It came up stiffly, as if fitted too tight.
Then she heard a cord snap.
And the row of Leggieri’s smoke bombs—four of them nestled on a bed of wood shavings inside the box—all went off at once.
Renata twisted her wrists, the trick manacles clattering to the ballroom floor, and twin daggers dropped into her hands from concealed sheaths under her sleeves. The cleaver whipped free from Sykes’s belt as he spun, driving it up under one man’s chin and splitting his jaw in half with a sickening crack. Lydda unslung her crossbow as smoke billowed around her, took careful aim, and fired.
The bolt sliced through the wire noose, dropping Felix to the banquet table as he gasped for breath.
“One thing you oughta realize about us by now—” Lydda said as she drove her boot between one of Aita’s henchman’s legs, doubling him over and shoving him toward Sykes.
“—is that we lie a lot,” Sykes said and chopped the cleaver down into the back of the man’s neck.
Achille, small and fast, darted through the chaos. He jumped up on the banquet table and snatched his tiny knife. Plates rattled and wine bottles spilled as he rolled Felix onto his stomach, sawing at the ropes binding his wrists. One of Aita’s men, quicker-witted than the rest, grabbed for him; a hand clamped on the man’s shoulder, spinning him around just in time for Gallo’s fist to pulp his nose and drop him to the floor.
Aita was gone, her chair empty, the gift box tossed to the floor and still hissing as it spat plumes of gray fog. Renata went hunting. The smoke snatched at her breath, making her throat itch and her eyes water, but determination drove her footsteps.
She strode through the smoke, her knives poised and ready like a viper with two heads. She turned at the sound of a maniacal scream. A shadow barreled toward her: Aita, gripping a carving knife, shrieking with incoherent rage as the blade whipped at Renata again and again, driving her back across the ballroom floor. Renata held her footing, waited for a split-second window, and darted in, throwing her shoulder into Aita and knocking her back. One of her daggers sliced a red rent in Aita’s gown, drawing a strangled-cat yowl of pain.
“What’s wrong,” Renata asked, “don’t know how to brawl? Guess that skill’s just too common for you.”
She smashed her elbow into Aita’s face, sending her staggering. Renata took a deep breath and swallowed smoke. It burst from her lungs in a wet, ragged cough, her vision blurring, a taste like burnt charcoal on her tongue. Aita was coughing too, clutching one hand over her mouth and one to her bleeding hip as she turned and ran.
“Renata,” Gallo shouted over the din, “over here! Hurry!”
She watched Aita fade into the smoke, every nerve screaming to chase her down and finish it—but they were still outnumbered by Aita’s men, and every passing second, the smoke slowly clearing, would whittle down their odds of getting out alive. She spun and sprinted toward the voice, dodging around the coughing, choking outlines of men in the fog. Gallo stood at one of the open windows, his foot up on the sill. He waved to her, caught her wrist, and gave her a hand over the sill, onto the dewy grass outside.
“They’re waiting at the stables. Let’s go!”
They raced across the rolling lawn, down to the stables, where Sykes, Lydda, and Achille were harnessing a pair of draft horses. Renata’s lungs burned and she gulped down the clean night air, cold and crisp. In a sudden panic, she looked left and right and—
—and there he was, stepping down from the back of the coach. Felix turned to her and smiled, and opened his arms wide.
She ran to him. And he pulled her close and held her tight, lifting her off the ground, spinning her around as they laughed. Then her feet touched the ground and he kissed her like they’d been kept apart for a lifetime. She pulled away, slowly, and brushed her fingers across the stubble on his cheek.
“I know I asked you this once before,” Felix said, “but it feels like ages ago, and I need to make it real.”
He clasped her hand and fell to one knee.
“Renata Nicchi, will you marry me?”
Renata smiled down at him, shaking with relief, with joy, with an elation that burned like fire.
“Still yes,” she said, one balled-up hand fumbling at her eye. “Always yes. Yes.”
Up on the driver’s perch of the black coach, Sykes punched Lydda in the arm.
“This right here,” he said, “this is why we don’t help people. Hey, you two! Get on board or you can walk to the docks. I’m sick of both of you and I just met him, so he must be extra insufferable.”
Lydda sat back and smiled.
Felix opened the coach door, holding it as Renata stepped inside, sitting on the bench across from Gallo and Achille. Felix followed her in.
“That’s right, that’s right,” Sykes grumbled, “all aboard, here we go.”
With a crack of the reins, the horses lurched from the stable, taking a hard turn to the left and thundering toward the mansion gates.
“You’ve been making interesting friends,” Felix told Renata.
She laughed. “You don’t know the half of it. Felix, this is Gallo and Achille.”
“At long last,” Gallo said. “She’s your curse now, Signore Rossini, and I wish you all the luck you’ll need to survive living with her.”
The coach rattled through the streets, hoofbeats pounding across blood-slick cobblestones. Renata paled as she glanced out the window. A mob of civilians ran up a side street, screaming, trampling each other to escape. And behind them came an implacable wall of Imperial troops, their blades hammering their raised shields as they marched like a juggernaut.
The carriage rocked on its wheels, hit from the other side by a blast of arid heat as the sky flared orange and a guttural roar echoed off the dilapidated houses. Behind a wall of boarded-up shops, flames licked at the air.
“Was that—” Achille said.
“No.” Felix shook his head. “Not the Imperials. Lodovico Marchetti.”
“How do you know?” Gallo asked him.
“Because he’s done this before. And I know Lodovico. If he can’t have Mirenze, he’ll make sure nobody can.”
Renata’s stomach clenched. And reading the tight lines of Felix’s face, he was feeling the same thing she was. Just let it go, she told herself. You have each other. You have your lives. Mirenze isn’t your responsibility, and neither is Lodovico Marchetti.
The carriage slowed to a crawl. A press of bodies filled the road to the docks, packing the streets as they struggled to find any escape they could. Dragging crates and lugging bindles over their shoulders, whatever meager possessions they could carry, consigning the rest of their lives to the fire. A haunted-looking man, his clothes torn and soot-stained, carried a squalling infant in his arms.
“That’s it,” Sykes called down, giving the roof of the coach a kick. “We’re not getting any farther like this—rest of the trip’s on foot.”
As they clambered out, joining the teeming masses, Renata jumped up on the driver’s perch to get a better look. Down below in the harbor, ships were leaving. Leaving with decks packed full, with people clinging to masts and dangling from railings, the boats so overloaded that they floundered in the icy water.
“Looks like nobody’s stolen the fishing boat yet,” Lydda said. “Let’s get down there before they do.”
Sykes nodded. “Can’t tell if the Imperials have a blockade out there, but half of us are Murgardt. We’ll just dump our weapons overboard and play ‘poor innocent refugee.’ That’s our safest way out of this cinder.”
Another explosion boomed at their backs, the shock wave bursting windows and spraying glass across the screaming crowd as they pushed and shoved toward the harbor. In the distance, down the road they’d just traveled, a firestorm swept across the cobblestones.
Renata jumped down from the perch and met Felix’s eyes. He nodded, a wordless understanding passing between them.
“Let’s get moving,” Gallo said. “The sooner, the better.”
“You go,” Renata said. “We’re staying.”
Gallo arched an eyebrow at her. “Huh?”
Felix put his arm around Renata’s shoulder. “Lodovico. He has to be stopped.”
“This isn’t your fight,” Gallo told them. “Look, we’re finished, the boat’s waiting for us, let’s go.”
“He made this our fight,” Renata said. “He dragged us into this madness. Felix and I have to finish it. Together.”
Sykes snorted. “Great. You two have fun with that. We’re leaving.”
Lydda put a hand on her hip. “Barmaid.”
Renata turned her way.
“You did all right.” Lydda gave her a nod. “Watch your left. You’re still sloppy about guarding on that side.”
Renata smiled. “If you ever end up in Kettle Sands, stop by the bar. Drinks are on the house.”
“Oh, we’ll hold you to that.”
Gallo stepped up, shaking his head.
“You’re really going after him.”
“He knows where the bombs are,” Felix said. “He’ll destroy this entire city if he thinks he’s going to lose, and by the time the Imperials get to him there won’t be a Mirenze left to save. It’s up to us.”
“All right, then.” Gallo took a deep breath. “Signorina, I’d say it’s been a pleasure to travel with you, but that’s the kind of lie that damns a man to the Barren Fields. And, Felix…your lady walked through fire to find you again. Treat her right.”
Felix nodded, firm. “I plan to.”
Achille raced over and embraced Renata. “Thank you,” he whispered as he pulled away.
Gallo looked to Achille. “You got anyplace to go, lad?”
Achille shook his head.
“Might as well come with me, then,” he said with a long-suffering sigh. “Now that you’ve touched her, her bad luck’s probably rubbed off on you. For that matter, we may all be cursed.”
“We could teach the kid how to hunt,” Sykes said as the four of them walked away, blending into the crowd.
“You’re not teaching him a damn thing. He’s going to be a respectable young gentleman.”
“Yeah, yeah. Keep talking, old man. I might still decide to pitch you overboard…”
Felix and Renata moved to the side, standing under a dirty canvas awning out of the stream of people. The faces of the crowd—desperate, lost, terrified—turned Renata’s backbone to cold steel.
There was no question when his hand curled around hers. No second thoughts, no glances back toward the harbor and the promise of escape. She wouldn’t have been able to live with herself. Neither would he.
“It’s a long way to the governor’s manse,” Felix said.
“Let’s go, then,” Renata said. “This madness. All of it. It ends tonight.”
They turned as one and walked against the crowd. Reunited at last, in the eye of the storm.



CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE
For a city of piety and peace, Lerautia had a prison to rival any other. It was a squat block of ugly stone with a courtyard at its heart and a hangman’s gibbet for a centerpiece.
Dante and Marcello walked side by side down a dank corridor, faces grave, both of them trying to hold the contents of their stomachs down. The bowels of the prison stank of piss-soaked straw and sweat, the stagnant air so cold in places that Dante’s breath left curlicues of frost, and in other stretches it felt as if he were standing next to a roaring furnace.
The warden, mopping his brow as he ambled up to meet them, looked like a whipped dog who was expecting a kick at any moment.
“There’s trouble,” he said.
Marcello folded his arms. “Of course there is.”
“What of Mari?” Dante demanded. “Is she alive?”
“The one with the sickles, right? We got her. But here’s the thing: I know you only wanted her, but the boys grabbed a second prisoner. I guess they were hoping they’d get a bounty price for her.”
“Tell me you didn’t put them in the same cell,” Marcello said.
“Of course not! No, I’ve got her on the other side of the building. She ain’t much of a threat. One of her hands is all withered up, like she’s half corpse already. They got her chained up by herself, so she can’t work no curses on anybody.”
Marcello rolled his eyes. “Well, it’s certainly a relief that she won’t be ‘working no curses.’ I feel safer already.”
Dante leaned close to Marcello and whispered in his ear.
“She has to go. If Livia finds out about any of this—”
Marcello nodded, then looked to the warden. “I have a notion. How fast can you arrange an execution?”
The warden shrugged. “First light. It doesn’t take long.”
“Good. You see, as it turns out, Carlo had a witch on his payroll. That’s why he was able to beguile the minds of the weak and turn them against the good Pope Livia. We’ll burn the other prisoner at dawn. Dante, you stay here and do what you do best: whip up the crowd and give them a story to remember. I’ll be at the manse, keeping Livia distracted until the deed is done.”
“Brilliant,” Dante said. “Now what about Mari?”
The warden winced. “That’s the other problem.”
They heard her shouting before they saw her, locked behind rusted steel bars. She paced the floor like a caged tiger, stripped down to her linens and her weapons gone, but the three guards keeping a safe distance from the bars—two of them sporting freshly blackened eyes and the third cupping a cloth to his broken nose—showed she was no less of a threat. Spilled porridge coated one wall, a wooden bowl lying amid the straw scattered at her feet.
She saw Dante and lunged, one arm shooting between the bars, her fingers straining to claw at his eyes. He jumped back, breath catching in his throat.
“Where,” she shouted, “is my liege?”
“Mari, listen, we’re here to help you. You…you should really eat something.”
She glared and pointed at the spattered porridge. “It tasted wrong. They put something in it.”
The warden looked to Dante and lowered his voice. “We’ve got another bowl ready.”
“Mari,” Dante said, “you don’t understand. You’re confused.”
“Confused? Oh, no, it’s all very clear. We had a deal. And you broke it. I want my liege, Dante, and I want her now. Where is she?”
Dante took another step back, withering under the heat of her glare.
“Mari, this—this isn’t you.”
“Isn’t me?”
Mari quirked a half smile, her voice dangerously soft. She prowled toward the bars of her cell.
“Would you like to know who I am, Dante? Do you really want to know?”
Her smile slowly turned feral as she tilted her head. Looking more like a predator with every passing heartbeat, a panther on two legs, a powder keg of compressed rage and hatred about to explode.
“I am Mari Renault, servant of the Owl. Coven knight. And you have made me your enemy. I swear to you now. I swear by my honor and my blades. I swear by my blood and my fealty: if you do not release me and bring me to my liege, this instant, I will kill every man in this prison. And you? You, I’ll save for last.”
“Mari.” Dante wrung his hands. “She’s…she’s twisted your head around. But it’s all right. I’m taking care of you now. I’m going to fix you.”
“I’m not broken!” she shrieked, the cell bars rattling as she threw herself against them, both hands clawing frantically at Dante’s face.
He stepped back with the warden, both men whispering as she slammed her shoulder against the bars again and again, screaming his name.
“We have to get her to eat,” Dante said. “Once the first dose is in her, she’ll…she’ll calm down. She’ll be docile after that as long as we keep her drugged.”
“Could use a feeding horn,” the warden said with a shrug. “It sure as hell ain’t nice, but it’ll get the job done.”
Dante took a long look at Mari. His shoulders sagged as he nodded his assent.
“Do whatever it takes.”
They brought up more guards. Eight in all, poised and ready at the cell door. The warden stepped up with his key, sweat beading on his forehead. The lock clanked and he jumped back, the guards flooding her cell, tackling her to the floor with the weight of their numbers as she screamed and kicked and spat. While the others pinioned her arms and legs, one grabbed hold of her jaw and forced it open.
As her shrieks turned into muffled, choking sobs, Dante looked away.
“This is for your own good,” he said, the words hollow on his tongue. “Someday, you’ll thank me for this.”
Marcello gave him a grave look.
“I’ll leave you to your little project,” he said. “Make sure the other one burns on schedule. I’ll keep Livia distracted until the deed is done. And, ah…thanks for the gold.”
The cardinal turned and walked away, shaking his head.
*     *     *
There came a point, Nessa had learned, when pain became abstract. Not a thing to be suffered so much as observed, like you were an outsider to your own body.
The guards had taken turns beating her when they brought her in. No reason, except that they could. They’d gotten bored when she finally went limp and stopped responding. She wasn’t sure how long that had taken. Maybe hours. Her good hand was broken, at least two fingers. Maybe three ribs. They’d stomped on her glasses, leaving her cell a hazy blur that wavered in and out with the pain. The world was wrapped in gauze and razor blades.
The heavy iron chains binding her wrists and throat irked her. They were undignified.
All her dreams were on Hedy’s shoulders now. Not for a rescue—she didn’t want to torture herself with hope—but to continue her work. She was smart. She was strong. She wouldn’t fail.
Her thoughts turned to Mari, but that was its own kind of torture. She only hoped they didn’t take her for a witch, that they’d believe her a sellsword by her weapons and treat her as one. It was better to hang than to burn.
Nessa slumped with her back against the cell wall, her chains cold and still.
A figure moved into her field of view. Blurry, distant, small as Hedy. Nessa squinted.
The figure stepped forward on the blistered stumps of her feet, her skin charred black.
“Squirrel,” Nessa whispered. The chains rattled as she opened her arms wide. “Come to Mother.”
And her apprentice came and lay beside her and let Nessa hold her ravaged body close. Nessa stroked her burned scalp and crooned a tuneless song into the dead girl’s ear.
“You have a sister,” Nessa told her.
Sounds rustled deep in Squirrel’s tortured throat. Nessa nodded, understanding.
“Yes, of course you know. She’s very talented, just like you. I think you two would have been great friends.”
Another strained croak.
“Yes,” Nessa said, “Mari is…very special to me. Funny. I’ve gone from hoping my mother was wrong to hoping she showed me the truth. Do you think people can be reborn, Squirrel?”
Squirrel’s tiny hand rested over hers. Nessa sighed.
“She must be so frightened right now. I wish…I wish I could at least say goodbye.”
Another blurry figure, broad-shouldered, stopped outside the bars.
“Who are you talkin’ to?” the guard demanded.
Nessa sat alone in her cell.
She didn’t reply. She had nothing to say to the cattle, and anything she wanted to say would invite another beating.
“Keep it quiet,” he said, suddenly sounding uneasy. “You’ll get yours soon enough. They’re burning you at sunrise.”
As he walked away, Nessa sagged against the stone. Pain, she realized, could become an abstract thing. Despair could not.



CHAPTER FORTY
There was nothing left inside Mari now.
She sat in her cell, quiet and still. A porcelain doll with her hands in her lap. She sat just the way they’d placed her and saw no reason to move.
“Mari,” whispered a voice. Her drugged mind, moving at the speed of dripping molasses, struggled to place it. A girl. She’d known a girl once. What was her name? Hedy. No, that wasn’t Hedy.
It came again, hovering in the stillness.
“Mari. Wake up.”
Mari’s gaze slowly turned to the far corner of her cell. To a patch of shadow, thicker than the rest. A puddle of oil smeared upon the wall, glistening in the torchlight like a cockroach’s shell. Something about the shadow called to her. She crept forward on her hands and knees, inching across the icy stone, her thoughts struggling to keep up with her body.
“Hello?” she whispered.
“Mari…”
Flame-seared hands, twisted into claws, shot out from the darkness. Mari fell over, thumping onto her back, as the corpse of the burned girl leaped upon her. She straddled Mari’s chest, her weight squeezing the breath from her lungs, and leaned in close as her hands clamped like a steel vise against the sides of Mari’s head.
“Wake! Up!” Squirrel shrieked, and Mari’s mind exploded.
A storm ignited inside her skull, blue lightning coursing through her thoughts, lancing down her spine, setting every nerve aflame. Mari bucked under the dead girl’s body, convulsing—then fell still.
Mari opened her eyes slowly. No girl. No patch of shadow. Only her, alone. She sat up.
The door to her cell rattled open. One of the guards, carrying a wooden bowl of porridge. He wore shabby leathers and a truncheon on his hip, swaggering in without a care in the world.
He crouched down beside her and shoved the cold bowl into her lap. “Here. Eat. You understand?”
She turned her head and blinked at him.
“You’re close to my size,” she told him.
He frowned. “What do you mean by—”
Then she grabbed him by the hair and slammed his face into the wall. He groaned, blood spilling down his nose from a gash in his forehead. She did it again. And again. And again, until his body finally went limp.
She shoved the guard to the floor, his face like a smashed tomato, and set about her work.
*     *     *
As the sun rose over Lerautia, an eager crowd gathered in the prison courtyard. Executions were always popular. Especially on days like this, when they’d dismantled the hangman’s gibbet on the raised platform and replaced it with a wooden pole surrounded by armloads of kindling.
A platoon of armed guards formed a cordon around Nessa as they marched her to the pyre. The faces of the peasants were a hazy blur in her vision, their jeers and taunts one roiling and mindless froth of hatred. Nessa stared straight ahead, holding her chin high. Armored in her disdain.
Dante looked on from the sidelines as they tied her to the post. He judged the crowd, getting a feel for their energy. He’d do his part, giving them a story about Carlo’s witch and how many of them—not them, of course, but perhaps their friends and neighbors—may have been taken in by her evil enchantment. How else to explain why they didn’t greet Pope Livia with open arms when she arrived, now that she’d worked miracles and proved the Gardener’s will? With Carlo gone and his witch burned, true grace could finally return to the Holy City.
“So what about the other one?” the warden asked him.
“By tonight, if we keep up the feedings once an hour, she’ll have enough salamander root in her system to tranquilize an elephant. She’ll be…receptive. I’ll take her somewhere, maybe rent a house in the country, where I can keep her safe.”
“Long as you get her away from me,” the warden said with a shiver. “Who’s this ‘liege’ she kept screaming about?”
Dante nodded to the pyre. “Her.”
The warden shook his head. “This is an ugly business.”
“Story of my life,” Dante said.
One of the courtyard doors whistled open. A guardsman, drenched with sweat and wide-eyed, stumbled over the threshold.
“The girl,” he panted, “she’s—she’s loose!”
Dante’s brow furrowed. “What? How? She’s harmless.”
“She forced her way into the armory. Then she—then she—” His face paled and he clapped his hands over his mouth.
“Stay here,” Dante told the warden. “I’ll take a look.”
Dante strode through a prison gone mad. Ragged men hooted and banged on their cell doors with glee, the smoky air electric. Another guardsman came sprinting up the hall and waved his hands frantically.
“Other way, other way!”
Dante stepped past him and rounded the corner.
Mari Renault stood before him, a river of corpses at her back. Guards’ bodies, maybe a dozen, each one cut down and butchered before she moved on to the next. She’d dressed herself in stolen armor and drenched herself in so much blood—streaking her tangled hair, spattering her face, coating her hands—that he couldn’t tell what color her leathers had originally been. In her left hand, she held a razor-honed rapier. In her right, a dagger with a black iron hilt.
“I told you what would happen,” she growled.
Dante turned and ran as if damnation were on his heels.
*     *     *
Mari let him go. She followed, relentless. A door shattered under her boot, swinging wide and flooding the corridor with the first light of dawn.
A courtyard. A teeming crowd of peasants, and at their heart, an unlit pyre.
Nessa.
A guardsman charged her from the left, screaming. Her rapier flashed and a fresh corpse hit the cobblestones. A smarter one tried his luck on the right, feinting with his blade. She saw it coming, darted inside his reach, and punched her dagger through his left eye. She ripped the blade away and kept walking, leaving him shrieking as he clutched his ruined face. Mari heard frantic shouts in the distance, Dante calling for the city watch, the clang of a bronze bell summoning reinforcements.
Panic spread through the crowd, people falling and scrambling over one another to get out of her way. She strode through the parted sea and climbed up on the platform.
Nessa gave her a tired smile. “You came.”
“I always will.”
Mari sheathed her rapier and sawed through Nessa’s ropes with the dagger. Nessa tumbled as the ropes parted, too weak to stand, and fell into Mari’s arms.
“They hurt you,” Mari said.
“I’m all right. But…I don’t think it’s going to matter.”
Dante returned through the open courtyard gates—and at his back, the Lerautian militia. They came in tight ranks, guardsmen with swords and pikes, pushing back the peasants as they surrounded the platform. Then still more, cavalry taking up the rear, forming a wall of horses and men at the gate. They fanned out to cover the courtyard doors, cutting off every escape.
“It’s no good, Mari. I’m happy that you came for me, but there’s just too many of them. We can’t fight them all.”
Mari looked out over the crowd. At all the upturned faces staring their way with hate and fear in their eyes.
“I know,” she said.
Nessa leaned against the wooden post and gave Mari an understanding look.
“You…didn’t come to rescue me, did you? You knew this would happen.”
Mari bowed her head.
“A knight goes where her liege goes.”
Dante shouldered his way through the militia, standing at the lip of the platform.
“Mari,” he said, “please, come down from there.”
Nessa reached up with trembling fingers and touched Mari’s cheek.
“Mine.”
Mari put her hand under Nessa’s and gently kissed her fingers.
One of the guardsmen lit a torch. Dante scrambled over, flailing at him, shouting, then sprinted back to the platform.
“Mari,” he said, “you have to come down. They’re going to light the pyre whether you’re standing on it or not. This is your last chance!”
“The time we spent together,” Mari said to Nessa. “I think…I think for the first time in my life…I was happy.”
A solitary tear rolled down Nessa’s cheek.
“Me too,” she whispered. “Mari, listen to me. This is not the end of our story. This is the beginning. We will live again. We will find ourselves in another place, another time, another life, and you may not remember any of this but I will. And I promise, I will find you. I will move the heavens and I will tear the world to shreds if that’s what it takes to find you and bring you back to me. If a chasm stands between us, I’ll fill it with the bodies of every fool who defies us, and walk across. If a god blocks my path, that god will bleed. We will be reunited. Soon. And next time, nothing will stop us.”
The guardsman with the torch stepped toward the pyre, raising the flame high. A rippling cheer washed through the gathered crowd. Dante charged in front of him, blocking his path as he screamed, “Mari, please!”
“Your mistress requires one final service,” Nessa said. “I don’t want to burn, Mari.”
Mari nodded. She pulled Nessa into her arms.
Dante’s screams, the jeers and shouts of the crowd, the entire world faded to gray as they shared one last kiss. Their lips parted, and they gazed into each other’s eyes.
“Don’t keep me waiting,” Nessa whispered.
Mari held her tight.
And drove her dagger into Nessa’s back.
Nessa went rigid, a strangled gasp escaping her lips…then silence. She slumped in Mari’s arms.
Mari laid her down gently, as if putting her to sleep.
“My liege,” she whispered, her head bowed.
The crowd fell into a shocked silence. Mari rose. She glanced at the bloody dagger in her hand, then at the guardsmen surrounding the pyre.
“How lucky am I,” she murmured, “how blessed above all other women, to know the exact day and hour of my death. How few receive such a gift.”
Dante shook his head, taking a step back. “Mari, don’t. Whatever she said, she was lying to you. Don’t do this.”
“My name is Mari Renault,” she called out. “Knight of the Owl.”
The rapier sang from her scabbard, and she held it high.
“So greet me gladly, men of war! Do you seek glory in death? I’ve come to deliver it. Do you seek absolution for the murder of my love? I shall grant it in blood and in pain. Live or die, when this day is done your names will be sung, and you’ll be lauded as the heroes who slew an evil witch and her black-hearted knight. I am here to make you legends.”
She brought the rapier before her, the steel reflecting the fire in her eyes.
“Kill me and be quick about it,” she said, “for I’ve an appointment to keep.”
She leaped down from the platform with a guttural roar, blades flashing, and carved into the militia’s ranks. They swarmed her, some going down in a crimson spray and others slicing her armor and her flesh, a hundred tiny wounds.
Then a guardsman ran up behind her and drove a sword through her back, impaling her heart.
She was dead before her body hit the cobblestones.
They hoisted her up and threw her onto the pyre. Mari’s lifeless head rested in the curve of Nessa’s pale arm. And then the guardsman tossed the torch onto the piled kindling, and the fire took them both.
*     *     *
The crowd cheered as the flames spread across the kindling and the bodies, sending plumes of gray smoke toward the newly risen sun.
And in the heart of the crowd, her face shadowed beneath the hood of her cloak, Hedy squeezed her hands into fists and trembled in silence. She didn’t dare show her grief. Didn’t dare shed a single tear.
Tears were for later.
She took one last look at the pyre. Nessa’s and Mari’s bodies were dark, distant forms beneath the rising flames.
Three bodies, now. A girl stood in the fire, though Hedy was the only one with the eyes to see her.
Squirrel looked to Hedy and lifted her fingers to her heart. A quiet salute.
Hedy did the same. Then she turned and made her way through the crowd, leaving the pyre behind. Setting out into the world, all alone.



CHAPTER FORTY-ONE
It took hours for Felix and Renata to cross the burning city. Imperial patrols barricading one street, bloodthirsty partisans rampaging on another, a third avenue swallowed by billowing fire. All of Mirenze fear-maddened and feral. They darted through the shadows, from alley to alley, making their way uptown. By the time they reached the gate of the governor’s mansion, the first rays of dawn were kissing the horizon.
They’d found a dead patrol on the way, the bodies torn limb from limb. Felix helped himself to a fallen soldier’s sword, the weapon short and light with a bronzed blade. Renata did the same. They strode through the gate side by side.
No one stood in their way. Lodovico’s mercenaries were either all spreading chaos in the streets, or they’d seen which way the wind was blowing and fled the city while they still could. Felix and Renata stood at the mansion’s front door and tried the handle. Locked. His ears perked, Felix heard shouting from the other side and footsteps rushing closer.
“Leave it, Simon,” Lodovico shouted as he opened the door. “We have to go now.”
He turned, saw the visitors on his stoop, and froze.
“Signore Marchetti,” Felix said, “I apologize for not writing ahead. Unexpected guests can be so inconvenient.”
“Especially when they’re here to kill you,” Renata added.
Lodovico stumbled backward, head shaking in mute denial. Then he turned and broke into a blind run. Renata and Felix swept through the door, into the stately foyer where a long and winding stairway curled up to a second-floor balcony. Lodovico scrambled up the steps, falling halfway and pushing himself up on his hands, desperate to get away.
Felix’s attention snapped to the other side of the room. Simon sauntered from a darkened doorway, dressed to the nines and smiling, one charred hand lightly holding the hilt of a dueling blade. Renata’s hand tightened on Felix’s arm as she stared at Simon, horrified.
“Look who came,” Simon crowed. “I knew! I knew you would! And this must be your delectable lady. You have taste, Felix. I approve.”
“Go after Lodovico,” Felix said to Renata. “I’ve got this.”
Renata gave a firm nod and raced up the stairs. Felix and Simon circled one another, making long arcs across the polished hardwood floor.
“Do you feel it?” Simon asked. “That crackling in the air? That’s destiny calling, Felix. Your entire life—every moment, every decision you’ve ever made—has served to bring you right here, right now. A sacrificial offering to the god of murder. You were born for this moment.”
“A god?” Felix shook his head. “No. You’re a low-rent thug who’s too cowardly for a real fight and too stupid to know when to die.”
“C-careful,” Simon told him, a catch in his voice. “You…you shouldn’t disrespect me.”
Felix’s jaw clenched. A gust of hot wind washed through the open door at his back, heat from the spreading city fires, leaving the tang of smoke in his throat. Memories hit him like a fist. Not the explosion at the Ducal Arch—he’d relived that so many times it could barely spark a nightmare now. Older memories. His father’s face. His sister-in-law’s smile. The night before his wedding, when he stood on the terrace of Rossini Hall with his brother, sharing a quiet moment in the rain.
Faces and voices that existed only in his memories now, for as long as he could keep them alive. And someday, even they might fade. Leaving him with nothing but the hollow hole Simon had torn in his heart.
“I spent a long time wondering what I’d say to you,” Felix said. “What would I say when I finally tracked you down, with a weapon in my hand? What can you possibly say to the man who murdered your family?”
Simon spread his hands. “I can’t wait to hear it.”
“Nothing.”
Felix brought up his sword. One foot sliding an inch to the left, his knees bent and his shoulders squared.
“This isn’t destiny, Simon. This isn’t some grand opera, some mythic battle for the ages. This isn’t even revenge. Because you aren’t worth it. I only have room for so many memories, and I won’t replace my family with images of your face. I won’t let the day they died overshadow the days they lived. I won’t give you that power over me. So I’m going to kill you now. And then I will never, for the rest of my life, speak your name again. Because you are nothing to me.”
Simon’s face twisted in outrage. He opened his mouth and started to say something. Felix didn’t give him the chance. He raced in and brought his blade swooping down. Simon raised his dueling sword and their blades met with a clang that sent Simon staggering, struggling to ward Felix off as he unleashed blow after furious blow. Simon ducked low, whirling, the tip of his sword slashing through linen and scoring a scarlet line across Felix’s stomach. Felix stumbled back, teeth clenched against the pain. Then he slid one foot behind him, catching his balance, and lunged.
He battered aside Simon’s blade and threw a vicious punch, feeling teeth shatter against his knuckles. Simon reeled, spitting blood as Felix rushed him. He hit Simon with his forearm and shoved him back, slamming him up against the wall.
The edge of his blade pressed against the charred flesh of Simon’s throat. The two men froze like that, eye to eye, close enough to feel each other’s labored breath.
“You see, Felix?” Simon told him. “We are—”
Felix slashed Simon’s throat from ear to ear. He fell to his knees, gurgling, wide-eyed as he clutched at his neck and a wash of hot blood cascaded over his fingers.
“No last words,” Felix said, then turned his back. He climbed the sweeping stairs, going after Renata, leaving Simon to die alone and forgotten.
*     *     *
Renata hunted Lodovico through the opulent rooms of the governor’s manse. She could hear distant screams from every open window and smell acrid smoke as her city burned. She stalked from doorway to doorway, her sword before her with both hands tight around the hilt, her eyes hard as flint.
She stepped into a study, where a hearth fire was down to its last glowing embers. Open veranda doors led to a balcony overlooking the city. She frowned. It was a far drop to the ground from here. Had he chanced jumping anyway? She headed for the balcony—
—and spun as Lodovico threw himself at her from behind the door, screaming, a fireplace poker swinging for her head. She batted it aside with her blade and swept her sword down as hard as she could. The blade chopped into Lodovico’s right leg, carving muscle and shattering bone. She wrenched it free as the leg went out from under him and he collapsed to the rug at her feet.
He fumbled for the fallen poker, still fighting. She kicked it away. It went spinning across the study, clunking against the legs of a writing desk.
“The rest of the bombs,” she said, pointing the tip of her sword at him. “Where are they?”
Lodovico rolled onto his back. He clutched at his wounded leg, his face contorted with pain. His breath, hitched and wheezing, came in ragged bursts.
“They were supposed to be a fail-safe,” he gasped. “The Dustmen were only supposed to use them if a neighborhood completely fell to the Imperial advance. I should have…I should have known, after the Alms District. They’re just setting them off for fun.”
Renata jabbed the sword closer to his eyes.
“Where are the rest? Tell me and I can help!”
The floor rocked under her feet, the entire house shuddering. Beyond the balcony doors, a quarter mile away, the morning sky lit up with a fresh gout of flame and the sound of tumbling rocks.
“That was the last one,” Lodovico said.
Renata stared at him, shaking her head. All her fury, her righteous rage, spilled from her body like the last grains of sand in a dead hourglass. Leaving only weariness and disgust behind.
“You destroyed my city,” she said.
“No,” he said. “I am a patriot. Everything I’ve done, I did for Mirenze. I spent twenty years crafting my plan. Twenty years. I wanted this city to be free.”
“You wanted revenge for your father.”
“I was entitled to it,” Lodovico snapped with tears of pain in his eyes. “My family was wronged. I was wronged. Is a son not entitled to seek justice for his father? And if the men trusted to rule the courts are the very ones who wronged you, what then? I had no choice but to seek other means of redress. I…I am a good man. Someday, people will look back and realize what I did. They’ll call me a hero.”
Renata stared at him, stunned.
“You really believe that, don’t you?”
“Everything I did, I did for Mirenze. I love this city.”
“You…love this city,” Renata echoed.
She took a step back. Then she lunged for him, grabbing his hair by the roots and yanking him toward the open veranda doors. He scrambled on all fours, howling as his wounded leg left a dark trail along the woven rug. At the balcony’s edge, she forced his head up.
They looked out over the city together. The light of the morning sun fell upon smoke and fire, shattered walls and caved-in rooftops. The Imperial shield walls, mopping up the last pockets of resistance, and the corpses of Mirenzei who had stood in defiance. Their home was a wasteland. Renata leaned down, as Lodovico’s eyes took in the aftermath, and shouted in his ear.
“Look what you did to it!”
She shoved his head away, leaving him to collapse on the balcony’s edge. His shoulders trembled, his eyes glistening.
“Congratulations,” Renata said, exhausted. “You loved it so much that you murdered it.”
He didn’t have a reply. Nothing but a muffled sob as he pressed his forehead to the floor.
“All your plans, all your grand dreams,” Renata told him, “and all you managed to do was destroy everything you ever touched. That’s what your revenge bought you. And you didn’t even win. You know, it’s funny. I came here fully intending to kill you for what you’ve done.”
Renata looked at the sword in her hand. Then she tossed it to the floor.
“No. I’ve seen enough killing for a lifetime. Done more of it than any woman should have to. And I’m finished.”
She turned and walked away.
Felix came up the stairs and pulled her into a quiet embrace. Her hand lightly touched the bloody swell along his stomach.
“You’re hurt.”
“It’s not deep.” He shook his head. “The bombs?”
“We got here too late.”
“I’m sorry.”
Renata took a deep breath, her cheek resting against his chest.
“Lodovico is in the study. Wounded, but still breathing. And I know you have every reason to kill him,” she said. “But will you do something for me?”
“Anything.”
She pulled away, still in his arms, and looked up at him.
“Don’t,” she said. “The Imperials can deal with him. Let that be the end of it. It’s over, Felix. It’s really over. We’re free.”
“Renata, I—I’ve done some things. Some things I’m not proud of. I’m not the same man I was when I went to Winter’s Reach. I—”
She put her fingers to his lips. He fell silent.
“You are the man I fell in love with. Nothing changes that. Nothing ever could.”
He smiled and closed his eyes.
“Ready to go?” she asked.
“A new start,” he said. “A new life.”
She took his hand.
“I think we earned it.”
*     *     *
Lodovico lay trembling on the balcony, looking out over his city through a curtain of tears.
She was right. Everything she’d said. His dream of twenty years was over. Mirenze was lost. The Imperials had won. And soon they’d be here, kicking in the mansion doors and dragging him out in chains. There would be no rescues this time, no miracles. He would be humiliated, executed, his family name forever shamed.
And the part that stung most of all: knowing it was his fault.
He pulled himself to his feet, his wounded leg burning, and sucked air through clenched teeth. There was one thing he could do. One last thing. He used a chair for a crutch, hobbling inch by inch to his bedchamber, then back again. He returned with what needed.
The linen sheets from his bed, coiled like rope around his shoulders.
He limped out to the veranda, leaning on the ornate railing for support. He tied one end of the sheet around the rail, giving it a firm yank to test the knot. The other end, he tied around his throat.
He took one last look out at the city, listening to the distant screams, the crackling fires. The sun was up now, shining down on what should have been a day of triumph. He imagined what it might have been like, and heard the faint sound of trumpets as the united people of a free Mirenze cheered him on.
“My people,” he said as he raised his arms high to address the sea of happy faces below the balcony. Every eye adoring him, grateful to him. Their leader, who’d brought them into a new golden age.
“I am your duke, Lodovico Marchetti. And I love you all.”
He leaned over the railing, his hands straining toward the rising sun.
“And to the Empire’s aggression,” he said, “this is my only reply.”
He closed his eyes.
“I defy you.”
His body tumbled over the railing. The sheet yanked taut. His neck snapped with a sudden, hollow crack. As the fires raged in the distance, clouds of smoke blotting out the morning sun, the lifeless form of Lodovico Marchetti hung in the courtyard of the governor’s mansion. His dangling toes swayed inches above the pebbled walk.



CHAPTER FORTY-TWO
Livia took her breakfast on one of the papal manse’s brick porches, still in her dressing gown. A pair of silent Browncloaks stood vigil at the doors. It was a beautiful morning, for someone, somewhere. The sun was bright and clean, not a cloud in the autumn sky. She bit back a surge of anger. Her friend was dead. Nothing in the world had any right to be beautiful today.
She’d barely touched her breakfast, laid out before her on a small wrought-iron table. No appetite. Besides, she couldn’t taste it. The toxin in her veins, her occult infection, had already tainted the Owl’s tonics—ironically, the concoction designed to stop the Shadow from killing her in the first place. The apple-tart flavor had turned to the taste of ashes.
Now it had spread to everything. No matter what was served to her, no matter how delicious it smelled, everything tasted like dirty ashes on her tongue. One of her five senses, lost forever to the spreading corruption.
“Livia?” said a small voice at her back. She turned and opened her arms as Freda rushed over to her. She clutched the girl close, Freda’s tears dampening the shoulder of her gown.
“I should have been there last night,” Freda whispered. “I should have been there for him.”
Livia stroked her hair. “No. Amadeo wouldn’t have wanted you to see that. He’d want you to remember him at his best, not at his worst.”
“Why didn’t the Gardener heal him? Didn’t you ask for a miracle?”
“I did,” Livia replied. “He said no.”
“It isn’t fair.”
“No.” Livia held Freda, her voice soft. “Nothing ever is.”
She glanced over as Marcello strolled onto the patio. He carried a small bundle of documents, wrapped up in twine and stamped with a host of seals.
“I just heard the news,” he said. “My condolences. I had my differences with Amadeo, but he was a good man and I respected him.”
Livia’s arms tightened around Freda, enough to make her squirm, as her bottom lip curled.
“You did, did you?”
Marcello nodded and set the papers down beside her breakfast plates.
“I did,” he said. “And I apologize for bringing you work at a time like this, but it might be a good distraction. I’m afraid the College needs your review of these new appointments as soon as possible. Could you work on them this morning?”
“Livia,” Freda mumbled, “you’re hurting me.”
Livia took a deep breath and relaxed her grip.
“Of course,” she said. “I’ll start on them now. And any response on my last batch of proposals? The modified budget?”
Marcello gave her a wounded look and clasped his hands before him.
“Sorry,” he said. “They’re still not going for it. I keep telling you, small changes. Slow and steady wins the race.”
Livia counted to five under her breath.
“Thank you,” she said, “as always, for your help.”
“Of course. I’ll leave you to it.”
She held her breath until the door swung shut behind him. “Snake,” she whispered.
“He’s not all bad,” Freda said.
Livia blinked at her. “Oh?”
“Hey, I grew up in the Alms District. You don’t live long unless you learn to notice details. And people are never everything they seem on the surface.”
Livia nodded to the chair beside her. “Sit.”
Freda sat down and Livia pushed her plates over.
“Oh, I couldn’t—”
“You can. Someone worked hard cooking this breakfast, and I don’t have an appetite. So tell me what you know about Cardinal Accorsi.”
Freda shook her head. “I’m not saying he’s a good person, just that…I think he’s scared, more than anything.”
“Marcello? Scared?”
“Think about it. Before you came along, he had the world in the palm of his hand. Every day was the same as the last one, nobody ever challenged his authority—at least, nobody who could put up a fight like you—and nothing ever had to change. Then you came and yanked the rug out from under him. It’s not his world anymore. And even if he’s still on top today, he’s not sure where he’ll stand tomorrow, and he feels like there’s nothing he can do to stop it. For the first time in his life, he’s not in control, and it’s not all about him anymore. So, yes. He won’t say it out loud, and he might not even admit it to himself…but he’s scared.”
“So when he says the College is resisting my reforms…”
“Oh, I’m sure he’s telling the truth,” Freda said. “He’s not the only one who feels that way. And they’re going to fight you with everything they’ve got, because they want to turn back time. To go back to the days when they felt safe. I’m not mad at them; I pity them. Because if they can’t change, the future won’t be kind.”
Livia gave her a tired smile.
“You see the best in everyone, don’t you?”
Freda shrugged. “It’s not a nice world. Not an easy world, either. I think that if everyone tried to see the good in the people around them—if they’d at least acknowledge that there is some good to see in everyone—we’d all be better off. I’d rather be hopeful and wrong than jaded and right.”
An idea had been simmering in the back of Livia’s mind. Now, looking into Freda’s eyes, she had no doubt.
“Freda, I want you to do something for me. Leave the Browncloaks.”
Her jaw dropped. “But…why? Did I do something wrong?”
“No. Quite the opposite. I want to give you a job as part of my personal staff.”
Freda blinked. “Me?”
“Amadeo was more than a friend. He was my advisor. My moral compass. He was my shoulder and my confidant. And he was a lot like you. He always kept his eyes on the high road, even when it was the harder way to walk. I didn’t always listen, I didn’t always hear him, but he was everything a papal confessor should be.” Livia reached out, resting her hand over Freda’s. “I want you to take his place.”
“But—me?” she stammered. “I’m a little, um, young—”
“You’ll grow into it.”
“I’m not even a priest!”
“Technically not a requirement. But would you like to study to become one?”
“Can I?”
Livia shrugged. “Last time I checked, I make the rules around here. So yes. You can.”
“When do I start? What do I do?”
“Right now. As to what you do…just remind me, Freda. Remind me what I’m here for. That said, I do have a mission for you. A secret mission.”
Freda lurched forward in her chair, eyes still wide, dropping her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “I’m ready.”
“Use those powers of observation of yours,” Livia said. “Go to the College of Cardinals and find me one good man. One cardinal who is honest beyond reproach and has the welfare of our people first and foremost in his mind.”
“Oof,” Freda said. “That might take a while.”
“I said I wanted to give you a job. Didn’t say I was giving you an easy job.”
Freda’s head bobbed, and her chair scraped as she shoved it back.
“You can count on me,” she said, already on the move. Livia watched her scamper off, and her faint smile faded away.
I hope I can, she thought. I’m betting the future on it.
*     *     *
It took four days. Four days before Freda—abandoning her brown cloak for the mint-green cassock of a novice theology student—sent eager word to Livia that she’d found the right man. His name was Cardinal Josef, one of the younger members of the College, with a bushy black mustache and a gentle voice. He was surprised when Freda, who had been disguising herself as a street urchin while she followed him on his errands, revealed herself to him as the pope’s new confessor. Doubly surprised when Livia summoned him to meet in her chambers, well after midnight, with orders that he come alone and avoid being followed.
“Please,” she said, gesturing to her window-side table. He reluctantly took a seat, his fingers nervously drumming on his knees.
“Your Holiness, if there have been any complaints about my work, I’m certain I can explain to your satisfaction.”
Livia sat down across from him, two thin candles burning between them. A halo of light in the darkness.
“Actually, you are, from all I can discern, exemplary. That’s why you’re here.” She paused, looking him in the eye. “Are you…afraid of me, Cardinal?”
“Well, I—that is to say—”
“Josef. You have a reputation for honesty. And honesty is what I need right now, like a woman in the desert needs water. Speak freely. I give you my word, there will be no consequences.”
He swallowed hard and nodded.
“A little.”
“Why?”
“Word’s been going around,” he said, “about your last confessor’s death. They say your Browncloaks took prisoners. Unarmed prisoners. And you ordered that they be tortured to death, right in front of you.”
“Oh. Is that what they’re saying? Interesting.”
“Is it true?”
Livia held his gaze.
“Technically,” she said. “I ordered that they be executed. And it did take quite a long time for them to die. Never actually said the word ‘torture,’ though. I was a bit out of sorts, considering my best friend had just bled out in my arms.”
He gulped again.
“Oh.”
“The good and the just have nothing to fear from me.” She slid a stack of documents, stamped with the papal seal, in front of him. “These proposals were submitted to the College last week. Universally rejected. I want to know why. Your honest answer, please.”
He flipped through them. Lips silently moving as he read, his head shaking.
“I…wish I could answer, Your Holiness, but I cannot.”
“Why is that?”
He looked up at her. “Because we were never given these proposals.”
Livia folded her arms, her eyes narrowing.
“Really.”
He nodded and went back to reading.
“This one I’d support,” he murmured, “this one, definitely…I’m sorry, this one just wouldn’t work—you’d be crossing some legal lines and setting a bad precedent, diplomatically—but I think we could reshape it in a way you’d like.”
“None of them. None of them were presented before the College.”
“Not in open session, no. Believe me, I’d remember.”
“What do you mean, ‘open session’?”
Josef looked up again and gave her a helpless shrug.
“Technically, all Church business is handled in open session. The College is too fragmented for that, though. Too many cliques and lines of alliance. In practice, most everything gets hashed out in small groups, behind closed doors, and only the most watered-down and toothless proposals make it to the floor.”
“Small groups,” Livia said, “like Cardinal Accorsi’s.”
Josef let out a humorless laugh. “Oh, that’s anything but small. The man’s an octopus. He’s got his tentacles in every piece of business and in every private meeting. Nothing slips his grasp.”
“He’s a bottleneck. So if I removed him from his office, things would start going smoothly, yes?”
Josef shook his head. “A bottleneck, not the bottleneck. And while you know as well as I do that the man is corrupt, he’s far from the only one. Some of my, er, colleagues make Marcello look like a bastion of morality. And some are probably even worse but much better at hiding it. Don’t get me wrong: the entire College hasn’t gone bad, far from it. Most of us are doing what we can to make things better. But with so many tangled alliances and so much backroom decision-making going on, it’s like dancing in a dark room filled with bear traps.”
Livia slumped back in her chair. She stared at Josef, dour, swallowed by her thoughts.
“Your Holiness? Is…is that all?”
“What would fix things, Josef? What would tear out the corruption at its roots?”
He spread his open hands. “You’d have to be an insider, to start with, to know who the biggest problems are. More inside than me. Someone with Cardinal Accorsi’s knowledge. But to know what he knows, you’d have to be just as corrupt as him.”
“Thank you,” she said, “you can go now.”
He rose slowly. He crossed her room in the dark but lingered at the door.
“Your Holiness?”
She turned to face him.
“If I may ask,” he said, “what are you going to do?”
“My job,” she said. “Thank you. You can go now.”



CHAPTER FORTY-THREE
The next evening, as fireflies danced in the gathering gloom, Livia paid a visit to Marcello’s estate. One of his servants, shocked to find the Holy Mother on the doorstep—alone, no less—ushered her inside and fell all over himself escorting her directly to the library. As he opened the door for her, she heard the cardinal’s voice.
“I told you that you were obsessed. At least it all worked out in the end, and now you can get your head right.”
“You could say I’ve learned from my mistakes,” Dante said, standing with Marcello by the windows. He looked over and blinked. “Livia. I wasn’t expecting you here.”
“Nor was I,” Marcello said, “but it’s a pleasant surprise. Welcome to my home.”
“Marcello. Dante. Close friends now, are you?”
Marcello chuckled. “We’ve managed to find some common ground.”
Dante approached, took her hand, and bowed to offer it a graceful kiss. Still, there was something different in his eyes. His usual suavity felt more like a cheap affectation than the real thing. He looks…shaken, she thought.
“Just as well,” he said. “I was coming to see you next. I’m leaving, as of first light. Word’s just come back: Mirenze is back under the Imperial flag.”
“Your throne awaits.”
“That it does. And it sounds like there’s a great deal of work to be done. Rebuilding may take years.”
“Vices are driven by idle hands,” Livia said lightly. “A bit of hard work might suit you.”
“It would be the first time, but one never knows.” He gave her a wink. “I’ll send word as soon as I’ve settled in.”
“Very good. May the Gardener’s grace travel with you.”
He offered a farewell wave and slipped out the door.
“So,” Marcello said, “why the social call?”
“To thank you. I’ve been doing a lot of thinking. A lot of soul-searching. And I realized…I was wrong. And you were right all along.”
The cardinal blinked. “Well,” he said, “not that I’m asking for a prolonged mea culpa, but I’d love to hear what you mean by that.”
“That’s why I’m here. You don’t have any wine, do you? This autumn weather makes my throat sore.”
Marcello held up a finger and hustled over to his little bar by the bookshelves.
“As a matter of fact, I do. A new bottle was just sent over this morning. A Carcannan red, by the looks of it, and a rare vintage. Let’s share it.”
While he uncorked the bottle and reached for a pair of cups, Livia stepped up behind him.
“I was angry when you told me I needed to play the game,” she said, “to be more like my father.”
The wine splashed into the glasses, thick as heart blood.
“Well, I was a bit harsh, but I think you needed a bit of harshness to wake you up. I meant it, Livia: your father was a good man. The best of us.”
He turned and offered her a glass. She lifted it in salute, holding it lightly by the stem, and clinked it against his.
“True.” She turned her back to him, lifting the glass to her lips as she strolled along the bookcase. He took a sip, swishing the wine in his mouth, gave it a nod of approval and followed her.
“So what changed your mind?” he asked.
She lifted the glass again, then turned to face him. “Reality. Everything I’ve tried has failed. I can’t force the College to do what I want. I can’t build the world in a day. Sometimes, failure is the impetus you need. The drive to try something new.”
She sat on his sofa. He sat beside her, almost grandfatherly as he listened, sipping his wine.
“It’s not easy to come here and admit I was wrong,” she said. “Not easy on my pride. A wise friend once told me that most people value their pride more highly than they value their flesh and blood. But she said there would come a day when I’d be tested, and if I remembered my past challenges, I’d find the strength to push through.”
“A wise friend indeed,” Marcello said, lifting his glass. “The sort of friend I’d hope to be to you.”
“Which is what I want. More than that.” She lowered her glass and looked into his eyes. “I want you to guide me.”
His eyes widened.
“Guide you?”
“Teach me. Teach me how to play the game. Make me your student and mold me. I’ve come too far, Marcello. Too far to fail. I want to be the pope my father was, but I don’t know how. And you are the only man I can trust.”
He swallowed, nodding slowly.
“Livia, I…I’m honored. I didn’t expect this from you.”
“And if you’d asked me a week ago, I wouldn’t have believed it either. But I need you, Marcello. Will you teach me?”
He reached over and put his hand on her knee.
“Of course,” he said.
She rested her hand over his and slid it an inch higher up her leg as she gazed into his eyes.
“I think we’ll work well together,” she said.
“Agreed,” he said and eased his hand a little higher. She let him.
Then he coughed. Winced, like something had stuck him in the belly.
“Marcello?”
He set his glass down on the floor, his hands suddenly trembling.
“I think—oh,” he said and slid off the sofa. His arm hit the glass, knocking it over, splashing red wine as he collapsed at Livia’s feet.
She was on her knees in a heartbeat, at his side, eyes wide as she squeezed his hand.
“Marcello? What’s wrong? Talk to me! How can I help?”
Sweat streamed down his brow, his face going ashen in the span of seconds. His breath came in labored gasps as his muscles twitched and convulsed.
“Poison,” he said. “Must have been in my dinner.”
“Oh no,” Livia gasped. “What can we do? Is there an antidote?”
His throat clenched, and he shook his head.
“Know these symptoms. Hangman root. Bad…bad way to die. Give it to someone you really hate. No cure.” He coughed again, blood speckling his pale lips.
She grabbed a pillow from the sofa and propped it under his head, mopping at his sweaty brow with the sleeve of her cassock.
“Who would do this to you? Why?”
“Someone in the—in the College, no doubt. Jealous of me. So stupid. I should have been more careful.”
Frantic, Livia clutched at his robes. “The files. You said you had files on every member of the College. Where are they?”
He forced a strained laugh. “Told you…trade secret.”
“Marcello, you’re going to die. Don’t leave me alone in the woods. Don’t do this to me. I will find the person who did this to you. I’ll avenge you. I swear I’ll avenge you.”
He struggled to take a breath, squinting as he looked her in the eye.
“You’re right. Hhhh—” His hands shot to his heart as he thrashed on the floor. “Hurts. Shove back the sofa. Floor safe, under a wood panel. Spin lock. Left, left, then right. Anyone who comes to you trying to replace me, that’s your best suspect. Watch Cardinal—Cardinal De Luca. I know he was planning something.”
“It wasn’t Cardinal De Luca,” Livia said.
She stared down at him, her feigned panic replaced by icy calm.
Marcello’s gaze snapped to her wine glass. The glass just as full as when he’d poured it for her. The glass she’d only sipped from—or pretended to sip from—when she had her back turned to him.
Marcello smiled.
He shook, racked with a sudden fit of hoarse laughter that faded into a weak, hissing giggle.
“Look at you,” he wheezed. “Just look at you. Who…who could have possibly imagined…that Livia Serafini would become my greatest student? Well played, girl. Well played.”
Marcello took one last rattling breath, and died.
Livia rose gracefully, stepped around his corpse, and shoved the sofa back one grating inch at a time. The wood panel lifted, the wheel of the floor safe spun, and she gazed upon her treasure: bundle after bundle of papers scribed in a tight hand, each one a catalog of sins and secrets, each one bearing a name.
She gathered them all up, clutching the bundles to her chest, and walked away.



CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR
Belle Terre was lost. The Terrai storm front surged across the broken land, the rebels’ lightning war laying waste to Imperial fortifications, their numbers swelling with every village they liberated. And now, just as General Baum had predicted, they’d come to the borders of the Empire itself. A small army forded the waters, laid down stakes, and claimed a crimson swath of Murgardt coastline.
It was the first time in six generations that anyone had dared plant a foreign flag on Imperial soil. Reprisals were in order.
Baum rode to the front lines. Camps and supply tents stretched farther than his eye could see, and regimental flags bore heraldry from the farthest-flung corners of the Empire. War machines rattled and rolled across the sunlit grasslands, hauled by straining teams of horses and men, while Imperial knights in bold, bright armor mustered with the cavalry. All around him, men were sharpening weapons and seeing to their kits, runners in bright blue caps racing from tent to tent with sealed messages.
It was all very quiet.
He could hear the pennants snapping in the cold breeze, canvas whipping in the wind, but barely a single voice. They were all together, but each soldier stood alone. Off in their own worlds, mentally preparing themselves for the work to be done. Everyone knew what they were up against. Baum had seen it himself, spying the coastline with a glass: the barbarian hordes, in their own ragged lines, making their own preparations for war. Some armed with the masterwork spears gifted by the traitor Marchetti, even more dressed in armor stolen from corpses and brandishing gore-stained Imperial weapons. They’d built tall frames of wood in the night, raising up the naked Imperial dead, putting their mutilations, the torments they’d suffered, on full display.
The general swung down from his saddle, handing his charger’s reins to a groom, and continued on foot.
This inspection, he supposed, was his own way of steadying his nerves. This was no petty skirmish; the rebels were going all-in, a death or glory bid to strike back against the Empire. And so was he. If their lines broke today, if the Terrai swamped them, he’d have no chance to raise more troops in time to stop the advance. They’d claim more than grass and beaches; they’d start taking Imperial cities. And everything he’d done to stop the emperor’s blood-hungry madness and set his nation to rights would have been for nothing.
He glanced at a towheaded young man—couldn’t have been more than fifteen—sitting on the grass with his breastplate in his lap. He fidgeted with the straps, buckling and unbuckling, buckling and unbuckling, a nervous tic. Baum stood over him.
“When you put that on,” he said, “take a deep breath before you buckle the straps.”
The young soldier looked up, his eyes going wide. He jumped to his feet and snapped a salute. “Sir.”
Baum nodded at the breastplate. “It’s tempting to buckle it as tight as you can, but if you inhale first, you’ll make sure it’s not so tight that it keeps you from breathing. I made that mistake in my very first skirmish. Damn near passed out on the battlefield.”
“Sir. T-thank you, sir.”
“At ease.”
The youth relaxed—a little—and Baum looked him over.
“This is your first time, isn’t it?”
“Is it that obvious, sir?”
Baum tapped the corner of his eye. “It’s in the look. It’s all right to be scared, you know. Doesn’t make you any less of a man. The real mark of a man is being afraid and doing your job anyway.”
“I won’t let you down, sir.”
“I know,” Baum said. “I’ve been at this a long time. I know a good soldier when I see one. Carry on.”
As he turned to go, the young man opened his mouth, then closed it again. Baum paused.
“What’s on your mind? Out with it.”
“Sir…” The youth swallowed hard. “Am…am I going to die today?”
Baum tilted his head. He weighed his words in silence.
If you’re in the vanguard, he thought, yes. Most likely, unless the Gardener’s smiling today, yes. And I know, because I’ve had this exact same conversation with a great deal of nervous young men who I never saw again.
“Stay in formation,” Baum told him, “keep your ranks tight, and follow orders. Trust your brothers in arms. They’re here to protect you, and you’re here to protect them. Keep all that in mind, and you’ll be just fine.”
His lie told, the general moved on.
His staff sergeants waited at the heart of the Imperial line, with armloads of dispatches and last-minute questions from the regimental commanders. Baum ignored them for a moment, opting to lift a spyglass and take one last look at the other side.
He ignored the tortured corpses, the gore-spattered armor. That was nothing but basic, textbook tactics. The Terrai used fear as a weapon, doing everything they could to break an enemy’s spirit before a battle even began. Baum looked past all that. He looked at the soldiers in the front line. He looked at their faces.
So many young men. So many of them, and they looked just like his.
“Sir,” one of his sergeants said, “if you’ll give the final approval, we can begin preparations for the assault.”
Baum didn’t answer him. He looked up at the noonday sun. Not a cloud in the sky.
“Bring me a white flag,” he said.
The staff sergeant blinked. “Sir?”
Baum slowly turned to look at him. “Was I unclear?”
They brought him the flag, a long square of white-painted canvas on a brass pole almost as tall as he was. Baum stepped forward, out onto the grasslands in front of his army. He held the flag aloft and waved it slowly, from side to side. Then he waited.
In the distance, across the open field and down by the water, a tiny square of white rippled in response.
“Keep everyone back,” Baum said, handing over the flag. “I’m going to parley.”
“Sir? Sir, this is highly irregular—”
The general ignored him. He walked, alone, across the newborn battlefield, his boots slick in the dew-damp grass. Two figures broke from the Terrai lines, approaching him. A straw-haired man with a long, narrow chin, garbed in black armor and a furred cloak, and a woman in wolf furs and corpse paint. The woman walked a step behind the man, one of her hands resting proprietorially on his shoulder.
The three of them met, between two frozen armies, separated by five feet of grass.
“Judicael Leclerc,” the man said. “Knight-commander and acting regent of Belle Terre. This is my wife, Ophelie.”
Baum gave a slow nod. “General Baum. A citizen soldier.”
“Is that the title you’re using? We’ve heard rumors. Rumors that Theodosius the Lesser is no longer Theodosius the Anything.”
“That’s correct. I am one member of a small military council. We’ve temporarily taken control of the government, to instill order until a proper successor can be found.”
Judicael glanced back over his shoulder, toward the rebel army.
“This must be very distressing for you. Let me guess: you want to know how we did it.”
Baum shook his head. “I already know. You were supplied with arms by a Verinian traitor. That, combined with Theodosius drawing down the troops and sending everyone to the desert, was enough to start the snowball rolling. From there, it became an avalanche.”
Judicael and Ophelie shared a look.
“Hmm,” Judicael said, “that’s about the size of it, yes. All right, my curiosity is piqued. Why did you want to parley, then?”
Baum looked into the distance and rubbed the stubble on his jaw.
“I was inspecting the lines. Talked to a soldier—a boy, really, younger than my own sons. He asked if he was going to die today.”
Judicael gave him an understanding look. “Did you lie to him? Tell him that if he followed orders and stayed the course, everything would be all right?”
“Of course I did. Wouldn’t you?”
He let out a humorless laugh. “Twice this morning already.”
“So I had a thought. Just a stray thought. Maybe even call it a whim.” Baum spread his open hands. “What if, instead of killing each other today, we just…don’t?”
Judicael looked to Ophelie again. She tilted her head, thinking, then gave her husband a firm nod. He turned back to Baum.
“We’re listening.”
“I’m tired, Judicael. I’m tired of noblemen starting wars they’ll never fight in, and I’m tired of lying to young men and sending them to die. Theodosius is gone. We have a chance—a chance, though we’ll probably fuck it all up—to do things differently for once. Let’s end this, you and me. Let’s end it today. A peace treaty between Belle Terre and the Empire.”
“And we should just let bygones be bygones?” Judicael said. “We should just forget that you invaded our land, massacred and enslaved our people—”
“Husband,” Ophelie said. “Hear him out. The Goddess wills it.”
Judicael fell silent.
“What’s the alternative?” Baum asked him. “You push at us; we push back. You take some of our land; we take some of yours. How long are we going to do this, Judicael? How many more years? How many boys are we going to throw into the meat grinder? How many generations are going to have to keep fighting this war? Yes. You’re aggrieved. You were wronged. And I am sorry for that. What we have, right here and now, is a chance to try a different way. Will you try?”
The couple stepped back. Baum watched in silence as they debated back and forth in hushed whispers. Judicael took a deep breath, and they returned to the parley.
“State your terms,” Ophelie said.
“You pull your men back across the water. The Empire will acknowledge Belle Terre’s original borders and issue a formal decree respecting your right to self-governance. I assume you’ve taken prisoners of war; you’ll release them and send them home.”
“We will send the soldiers home,” Judicael said. “The bureaucrats, we keep. As our honored guests, in case the Empire changes its mind.”
Baum smiled. “Do you think I care about what happens to the paper pushers?”
“Not a bit more than I do,” Judicael replied, mirroring his smile, “but someone has to pay the price for past wrongs. They’ll suffice.”
“Fair enough.”
“Don’t suppose you’d give us the emperor, too?”
“That’s off the table,” Baum said. “He’s an Imperial criminal. So he’ll be granted a swift, fair, and impartial trial by an Imperial judge, then hanged by an Imperial executioner.”
“I can live with that. We’ll want open trade lines. And reparations. We have a kingdom to rebuild, after all.”
The three of them talked on into the afternoon, and then into the night, calling for a table and maps and parchment and all the instruments of diplomacy while their two armies stood a silent watch. In the end, as a newborn sun rose over the grasslands, they’d taken their first fledgling steps toward changing the course of history.
And at least for a little while, nobody had to die.



CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE
Sitting at her dressing table, Livia stared at her reflection in the glass. Two attendants fussed over her, whisking a soft brush across her cheekbones, lightening some colors and darkening others. The endless, frustrating work of making her more pleasing to the eye. She’d grown to tolerate it. Kailani stood behind her, arms folded, watching protectively.
“Everyone knows their duties tonight?” Livia asked her.
Kailani gave a sharp nod. “They won’t fail.”
“And Freda?”
“I have two of my people watching her. She won’t come within a mile of the council chambers tonight, and if she tries, they’ll distract her. Mistress, may I ask a question?”
“Why did I remove her from your order?”
“That, and why is it so important she not be there tonight? She’s unfailingly loyal to you. Given how important this is—”
“I have plans, Kailani. Long-term plans. All I can say is that you need to trust me. You are my defenders, and Freda is strictly out of the loop. She is to know nothing about Browncloak affairs from now on, unless I explicitly say otherwise.”
Kailani bowed toward her image in the glass. “As you command.”
The attendants stepped away. Livia rose, graceful, and turned her back on the mirror.
“Very good. Now, let’s have a word with the College.”
Marcello’s notes on his fellow cardinals had been exhaustive, almost obsessive, and Livia had pored over each and every one like a scholar deciphering a forgotten language. He’d cataloged their weaknesses, their fears, vices, and crimes, and made spiderweb charts outlining who was beholden to whom. Who could be swayed, who could be bought, and even, as he’d once hinted, which ones were honest. Reading his frustrated and failed attempts to corrupt Cardinal Josef put a tiny smile on Livia’s face.
She’d made notes of her own, working out her master plan. And tonight marked the first step.
The council auditorium, meeting place of the College of Cardinals, awaited beneath the papal manse. It had been built like a bowl, with concentric circles of seats descending to an open ring and a single raised podium at the heart of the room, all under the warm, soft light of a vast crystal chandelier. The College had been called in for a special session, and now nearly fifty men in forest-green stoles milled about the room and waited to find out why.
The auditorium doors swung wide and Livia made her entrance. She descended the steps to the podium in silence while a pack of Browncloaks—a dozen in all—filed in behind her. Two of them stood at her back as she took the podium, the others shutting the doors and standing sentry around the edges of the chamber.
The room fell silent. Cardinals glanced up from their tiny knots of conversation, and cast uncertain looks her way.
“Please,” she said, “be seated.”
She waited as they filed into their chairs. A few coming up to the very first row, as close to her as they could, and others making their way to the farthest seats in back. They reminded her of errant, surly schoolchildren. Appropriate enough, she thought.
After all, she was there to teach.
“Thank you for coming,” she said. “I understand there’s been some tension over my appointment as your pope. Some resentments, some worries and fears of change. I hear you, and I feel your concerns. And I realize that I could do more to meet you halfway. I need to get to know you, each and every one of you, and understand your unique needs and challenges.”
She took in their faces. Folded arms here and there, a few strident nods. A few with uncertain eyes, not sure what to make of her.
“To begin, tonight, I would like to single out two of you for special recognition. Cardinals De Luca and Cavalcante, will you please join me down on the floor?”
The two men ambled down the steps, side by side, escorted by a pair of Browncloaks. They stood before her podium, their escorts at their backs. De Luca beamed like a cherub, preening for the crowd, while Cavalcante stared up at her and squeezed his arms close to his sides. Shifting his weight from foot to foot, like he suddenly didn’t fit in his own clothes.
“The two of you have served for many, many years,” Livia told them. “I’ve been told that, like Cardinal Accorsi, you have tremendous sway in the College.”
She paused, letting them bask in the compliment.
“Sway you have used to conceal and facilitate an impressive array of crimes, from stealing Church funds by the fistful to embezzling charity proceeds, and—in Cardinal Cavalcante’s case—operating a brothel out of a convent.”
De Luca’s jaw dropped open, as if he’d been slapped across the face. As murmurs rippled through the gallery, Cavalcante shouted, “That’s—that’s preposterous! You can’t make accusations like that!”
“Of course I can. Especially when your friend Marcello so carefully documented the proof. Oh. You all might notice that the good Cardinal Accorsi isn’t here tonight.”
She cast a long, slow gaze across the council chamber, making sure she had their full attention.
“That’s because he’s dead. And now, gentlemen, your long-overdue recognition.” She nodded to the Browncloaks standing behind them. “Give them what they’ve earned.”
Cavalcante spun just in time to see the meat cleaver flashing down, chopping into his arm at the shoulder.
Cardinals leaped to their feet, their screams as loud as the two dying men, running for the auditorium doors in a mad stampede as Livia’s followers did their grisly work. They’d been ordered not to make it quick. Cavalcante and De Luca writhed on the floor, their blood guttering across the pristine white marble, as a line of stone-faced Browncloaks formed a cordon across the doorway and stopped the panicked audience from escaping.
“Sit down.” Livia’s voice snapped through the air like a bullwhip. On the floor before her, a gurgling whimper escaped from De Luca’s throat. The cleavers fell, one last time. The auditorium went silent.
“None of you,” Livia said softly, “were given permission to leave the room. So take your seats.”
The Browncloaks stepped back. They made no motion to move the butchered corpses, leaving them on display as the rest of the cardinals, pale and trembling, inched back to their chairs. Livia waited until they were all seated before she spoke again.
“These two men were not the only corrupt elements in the College. No, Cardinal Accorsi—Gardener rest his soul—was a font of knowledge about each and every one of you. So now we’re going to play a little game.”
She leaned over the podium, peering at each of the cardinals as if she could see inside their minds. One cupped his hand over his mouth; another sat with white knuckles clenching the arms of his chair and his eyes squeezed shut. The stench of congealing blood and bile flooded the sealed chamber.
“The name of the game is ‘What Does Livia Know?’ You see, those of you conducting illegal business under the aegis of the Church might be perfectly safe. I could be bluffing. Perhaps the only crimes I could prove were those of these two men, right here, and I’m completely in the dark about everything else.” She waved her open hand, taking them in. “Or, perhaps I know everything. And what I’m doing right now is giving you a rare, once-in-a-lifetime chance to quietly mend your ways and come back to the light, before I call you to face judgment. Do any of you men like to gamble? Hm. I guess we’ll find out, won’t we?”
She gave them a moment to let that sink in.
“My father always said a ruler’s chair should be uncomfortable. That leadership should be a burden, a weight to carry in the service of others. Let this be your reminder. From this day forward you will clean up all of your messes, you will root out the corruption in this room, and you will remember your purpose as servants of the Gardener. You will do this, or I will do it for you. And in case there is any doubt of who addresses you tonight, let me be perfectly, unequivocally clear.”
She held up her right hand. The light from the chandelier danced across the face of her signet ring, dazzling like a diamond.
“I am Livia Serafini, and I am your pope. I left my home as a refugee. I returned as a conqueror. And from this day forward, when I speak, you will listen. When I give instructions, you will obey. And you will fear me.”
She rested her hand upon the podium.
“Any questions? No? Good. You are dismissed.”



CHAPTER FORTY-SIX
Renata and Felix stood side by side at the wicker archway that marked the western edge of Kettle Sands.
“Not bad,” Felix said, taking in the sleepy village. “Not bad at all.”
They’d fled Mirenze with nothing but a pair of battered knapsacks and the clothes on their backs—that, and a going-away present from Sofia Marchetti. In the quiet, empty common room of the Rusted Plow, Renata slapped a fat leather pouch down on the bar. The jingle drew a rheumy glance from Gianni, the crook-shouldered old barman, as he wiped down a dusty tankard.
“That mean I can finally retire?” he asked.
“Your asking price for the inn, plus a little extra for your patience,” she said.
“About damn time.” He looked to Felix. “You’re the one, huh?”
Felix shrugged with a smile. “Guess I am.”
“If you work half as hard as she does, you two should do just fine.”
Gianni tossed down his rag. He scooped up the pouch of coins, weighed it in his hand, and nodded.
“Yep. Feels about right. Okay, I’m retired. Don’t burn the place down or anything.”
Renata and Felix were married that afternoon, rousing the sleepy local priest and meeting him at the ivy-twined arch behind the village’s tiny chapel. They’d discussed surnames ahead of time. Renata knew she’d wounded Aita during Felix’s rescue, but she couldn’t tell if it was a mortal blow. And even if Aita hadn’t survived, other friends of Basilio’s might still be hunting for them. It was best, they’d decided, if the Rossini name was laid to rest forever.
“Gatti?” Felix had asked on their walk to the chapel. “You want our family name to mean ‘cats’?”
Renata flashed a grin, and her fingers teased at the back of his neck.
“Why not? We both used up the better part of nine lives, and we landed on our feet.”
“Huh.” Felix nodded. “All right. Gatti it is.”
And that was how Renata and Felix Gatti started their new lives as the keepers of the only inn in Kettle Sands. Village life was quiet; it was simple, and it was plain.
It was paradise.
One afternoon, a week after they’d settled in, Renata found an unexpected visitor on their threshold. She looked over from the bar, blinking.
“Hedy?”
The young woman’s boots and cloak were dusty from the road, her homespun dress bearing fresh patches and signs of mending, and a heavy burlap sack rode one of her shoulders. She raised a small hand in greeting.
“I promised I’d come see you in Kettle Sands someday,” she said. “Besides, I had to see if you made it.”
Felix, dusting down one of the back tables, glanced up from his work. “Who’s this?”
“An old friend of mine.” Renata stepped out from behind the bar, skirting the tables. She stood before her visitor, hands fidgeting at her sides, not sure if she should embrace her. “Felix, this is Hedy. Hedy, can I…can I get you anything? Food, drink?”
“I wouldn’t say no to something to eat,” Hedy said with an awkward glance at her feet. “I’ve…been on the road for a while.”
“Well, set down that sack and pull up a chair. I’ve got a beef stew simmering for the dinner crowd, and it should be just about edible.”
It was, Renata had to admit, better than just edible. She brought over two bowls and took up a stool next to Hedy at the bar, both of them tucking in. Hedy ate like a racehorse. Renata wasn’t sure where she was putting it all, but she plowed through one bowl and most of a second one, and Renata wondered when her last good meal had been. They made small talk mostly, polite and empty conversation, dancing around the edges of the ordeal they’d survived together. Finally, Renata decided to press the subject.
“When we parted, after the bandits, you were going to…go back to be with your, um, people. What happened?”
Hedy stared at her bowl, swirling her wooden spoon in the steaming mix.
“I lost my family in Lerautia. They died.”
“Hedy, I’m…” Renata put her hand on her shoulder. “I’m so sorry. Listen, I meant what I said before. You can stay here. With us. There’s enough work for a third pair of hands, and room and board. We’d love to have you. You don’t have to be alone.”
Hedy took a long look across the empty common room, eyed the dance of dust on a shaft of sunlight from the window, and sighed.
“That’s sweet. Thank you. And I wish I could stay, Renata. I can’t tell you how badly I wish I could. But I have a job to do.”
She set down her spoon and rose from the stool.
“Thank you,” she said, shouldering her sack. “For the food. And for the company.”
Renata nodded slowly as Hedy walked away. “Be safe out there, Hedy. And our home is always open to you. If you ever change your mind, we’ll be here.”
Hedy paused in the doorway.
“I’ll remember that.”
“Where will you go now?” Renata asked.
Hedy smiled, but it didn’t touch the sorrow in her eyes.
“I am my mother’s daughter,” Hedy said, “and her work is not yet done.”
*     *     *
Five months later, as the last of the winter cold finally passed the village by, they had a second unexpected guest. This one rolled into Kettle Sands in two jet-black coaches pulled by teams of thoroughbreds. Felix saw the coaches rattle to a stop outside the inn and spotted the glint of the silver monogram G from the window. Cursing under his breath, he ran for the kitchen.
“Felix?” Renata looked up from a kettle, frowning. “What is it?”
“Aita,” he said.
She hadn’t come alone. Thugs in Grimaldi family livery poured from the coaches, armed to the teeth. They surrounded the building, covering every way out. Aita was the last to step down onto the newly sprouting grass. Her flowing golden hair spilled across the shoulders of her smoky velvet gown. She came inside, alone. Felix and Renata stood on the far side of the room. Felix with a butcher’s knife he’d snatched from the kitchen, Renata brandishing a long-tined roasting fork. Not much help, Felix thought. If all of her men burst in here at once, we’re good as dead.
“You two,” Aita said, “were hard to find. Felix, does anyone here know that you’re married to two women? The Church frowns on that, I’m told. You’re being scandalous.”
“We talked to the priest about that,” Renata said. “He said the first time didn’t count, seeing as you’re not really human.”
Aita offered a lazy smile as her gaze slid to Renata’s hand. “Touché. And really—a fork? You’re going to kill me with a fork? Don’t embarrass yourself.”
They watched, silent, as Aita strolled around the common room. Running her fingertips across the tables, eyeing the windows like an appraiser getting ready to make a bid. Then she stopped and looked their way.
“Explain this.”
Felix shrugged at her. “Explain what?”
“My hunters were under orders to observe and report back. I expected, by now, you’d be stockpiling weapons. Gathering allies and making your plans for revenge.” She paused, frowning. “My man said that all this…it isn’t a ruse. You’re acting like you’re not coming after me at all.”
“We aren’t,” Renata said.
Aita stared at her. She blinked.
“After all I’ve done to you, why not? And, Felix—I still control the Banco G-R. Your entire family business, your accounts, your money.”
“You’re welcome to them,” Felix said. “I have a new name now. It suits me. And we make enough to get by.”
“How can you be happy like this?” Aita said. “You’re living like peasants. Why aren’t you in Mirenze, working against me? Why aren’t you fighting back?”
Renata curled her arm around Felix’s waist.
“Because we have everything we need,” Renata said, “right here.”
And in that moment, as her shoulders sagged and her lips slightly parted, there was something smaller about Aita. Something less. She had the eyes of a woman who fumbled around the edges of some great truth but couldn’t grasp it. And her eyes reflected the knowledge that it was something inside herself, something flawed and broken, that kept her from comprehending what was right in front of her face.
“Well,” she said softly and looked to the window. One of her men stood outside, a blade on his hip. Waiting for orders.
Aita turned away. She stared down at the floorboards, lost in thought.
“I suppose…the civilized thing to do, as a guest, is to offer a wedding present.” She lifted her gaze. “Your lives, I think, will do. Stay hidden. Stay out of my city. Do that, and I won’t be forced to visit you a second time.”
“Fair enough,” Felix said.
Aita paused, lingering, as if she had something more to say. In the end, she left without another word. Felix and Renata watched her climb into her coach, her gaze distant, and the horses brayed as they carried her out of the village and back to a world she could understand.
They never saw her again.



 TWENTY YEARS LATER 



CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN
Sofia Marchetti was a lioness in winter. The elderly woman stood at the prow of the Siren’s Bounty, snowflakes drifting to rest in her ashen hair. Her crow’s-feet were deeper, etched by time and sadness, but her eyes were still as bright and as sharp as they’d been in her summer years. In the distance, the port of Winter’s Reach loomed out of the misty haze, the harbor filled to bursting with galleons and cargo ships.
The years had treated the Reach well. Every time Sofia visited—once a year, this marking her fifteenth trip—the city was a little bigger, the buildings a little taller, the locals’ purses a little fatter. The Bounty was the Banco Marchetti’s biggest hauler, a five-master with an empty belly ready to be filled with prime-cut lumber. As they put into port, she finalized the details with her captain and first mate, then went ashore. She had an appointment to keep.
At the mayor’s house, a young, broad-shouldered servant in crushed velvet escorted Sofia through the gilded halls to the office in back. Veruca’s polished brass buttons caught the light as she turned from the bar, her faded strawberry hair cascading over the shoulders of her tailored vest. She lifted a crystal decanter of whiskey in greeting.
“Well, look what the cat dragged in.”
“You knew I was coming,” Sofia told her, “so you’d better have two glasses.”
“Pfft. A real woman drinks from the bottle. That’s all, Sergio. Dismissed. Off with you now.”
The servant offered a quick bow and hustled outside, shutting the door behind him.
“Is it just me, or is your staff getting younger every time I visit?”
Veruca shrugged. “I need vigor and the stamina of youth. Otherwise I wear ’em out too fast. Speaking of, if you want a taste of that one, just say the word.”
Sofia held out her hand for the decanter. “After the voyage I just had, that is what I want a taste of. So, same deal for lumber exports as usual? Can we lock in terms for the coming year?”
Veruca’s fingers played over the stacks of paperwork on her desk.
“Same deal as last year,” she said, “plus two percent.”
Sofia tossed back a swig of whiskey, biting her bottom lip as the drink scorched her throat, and passed the decanter back to Veruca. “It was ‘plus two percent’ last year, too.”
“I have expenses! And you have competition. Ever since Dante convinced the Empire to acknowledge the Reach as a free city and wipe the old slate clean, business has been booming. Still have no idea how he did that.”
“I think blackmail was involved,” Sofia told her. “And the Banco Marchetti is still the only authorized reseller in Mirenze. That’s a big, big market, Veruca.”
Veruca sighed. “All right, all right, one percent over last year.”
“That I can live with.”
“How is Dante, anyway?”
Sofia shook her head. “Not happy, of late. I think he’s getting restless. A victim of his own success: all his schemes paid off, all his battles won. There’s nothing left to challenge him.”
“Well, his old job’s waiting for him, if he ever wants it back.”
The crow’s-feet crinkled at the corners of Sofia’s eyes. “He has stories about those days. Didn’t you try to sell him into slavery once?”
“Sure, but just the one time. Not like I’d do it again.” Veruca paused. “Probably. Besides, with the Reach going all legitimate and respectable, nobody left to sell him to. You know the best thing about clearing out all the old villains?”
“No competition for the title?”
Veruca snickered. “How surprised Captain Zhou was when I had him hanged. He genuinely thought I was playing a practical joke until the platform dropped out from under his feet. You should have seen the look on his face.”
“Your sense of humor is, as always, unique.” Sofia hesitated. “You should know, this is my last visit to the Reach.”
The decanter froze at Veruca’s lips. “What? Why?”
“These old bones won’t make the trip anymore. Last time I damn near caught my death from the cold, had to spend three weeks in bed. No, it’s time for me to retire. I watched Mirenze fall, and I watched it rise again, and it was a hell of a ride in both directions. Didn’t hurt my fortunes any, either. After all that, I’ve earned a few blissful years of doing absolutely nothing.”
“Boring.” Veruca rolled her eyes. “You’ll still write, yes? I assume your hands aren’t too arthritic to hold a quill.”
“Of course I can write! I just wasn’t sure you knew how to read.”
Veruca snorted and drank from the decanter. “Well, don’t be in a hurry to leave. You’re not going anywhere without a feast. I’ve got to finish up some paperwork here—damn paperwork never ends, now that we’re doing things the legal way. Meet me at the Hall of Justice around sundown? Going to be a great show tonight.”
“What was that you said earlier, about going legitimate and respectable?”
“Please,” Veruca said. “Nothing wrong with a little bread and a little circus. We haven’t forgotten all our traditions.”
“All right, twist my arm, I’ll be there. See you tonight, Veruca.”
As Sofia opened the office door, Veruca called to her.
“Out of curiosity, what happens to the Banco Marchetti when you retire?”
“I’ll probably break it up, sell off all of our contracts. The Banco G-R’s been sniffing at us for years. Aita Rossini never did figure out that I was working against her, back in the bad old days.”
“No family to pass it on to? I thought you had a son.”
Sofia paused on the threshold. When she looked back she suddenly seemed tired, faded, the shadow of a distant cloud in her eyes.
“No,” Sofia told her. “I never had a son.”



CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT
In Mirenze, the lights of the governor’s mansion burned deep into the night. The manse sat at a place of pride, overlooking a city reborn. It had taken years of toil and tears, but the jewel of the coast now shone brighter than ever before, the hub of a trading network that stretched as far as Belle Terre.
Tonight, though, Dante Uccello couldn’t find a smile to suit him as he strolled through the halls of his home. At his side, Gaspari—the commander of the city watch and a man Dante found amusingly if excessively corrupt—gave him a strange look.
“For a man on top of the world, Dante, you’ve been miserable of late.”
“I’m starting to think that’s the problem. I thought this was what I wanted: I’m the master of the city. My word is law, my authority absolute. I want for nothing—not wealth, not wine, not women.”
Gaspari grinned. “Not seeing the problem. What’s wrong with getting everything you want? That’s why I took this job.”
“See? That’s what I thought, too. Until it happened.” Dante sighed. “The fact is, Gaspari, it wasn’t the having that I really loved. It was the winning. I loved being young, and lean, and hungry. I loved the game. Then I won, and all the old players are long gone.”
They walked into Dante’s office. A small fire crackled in the hearth, staving off the chill of autumn, and the glass balcony doors looked out over the city lights below. Dante had turned one wall into an art gallery, indulging a short-lived hobby, lining it with oil paintings from far-flung corners of the Empire. Now he studied the pieces, trying to remember why he’d even bought some of them in the first place.
“So what can you do about it?” Gaspari asked.
“I’m thinking…maybe it’s time to pull up stakes. Let someone else have the job. I could travel west. Find myself a position in some distant court and become the man behind the throne again.”
“You’re joking.”
Dante shrugged. “It’s been on my mind. Been thinking about old times of late.”
“You’d be missed.”
“By you?” Dante laughed. “You’ve been plotting to murder me and weasel into my job for months now. I’m confiding in you because of that.”
Gaspari didn’t deny it. Instead he pointed to a cabinet set into the gallery wall, the lacquered wood protruding a few inches from the plaster.
“What’s in the box?”
“That?” Dante sighed. “An old memory.”
His fingers slid under the cabinet, tugging a catch, and the door swung open. Inside, nestled on a bed of black velvet, lay a singular piece: a mask of yellowed bone, carved to resemble a horned owl’s face.
Gaspari whistled. “Is that—”
“The mask of the Witch of Lerautia, yes. You don’t know how many times I’ve wanted to destroy the damn thing, but…too many memories attached. The worst day of my entire life is tied to this mask.”
“What happened?”
“I tried to do something noble,” Dante told him. “Something righteous. And it all went sour. The whole damned mess taught me a valuable lesson: no good deed goes unpunished.”
“You ought to get rid of that thing. The Church doesn’t like it when people have stuff like this. Anyway, it’s not yours to keep.”
“I took the witch down. I watched her burn. If it’s not my trophy, whose is it?”
An icy voice spoke the answer, sounding from the air all around them, as the fire in the hearth suddenly trembled and died.
“Mine.”
Gaspari clutched at his throat. His eyes bulged, face turning purple as he collapsed to the carpet, choking. Dante fell to his knees beside him, watching his stomach ripple and swell.
“Gaspari? What’s wrong? What are you—”
A flood of roaches, their shells dark and glistening, burst from Gaspari’s mouth. Dante jumped back, watching in horror as they poured out over his blood-spattered lips and skittered in all directions. Then the balcony doors blew open on a gust of frozen wind. Autumn leaves billowed across the woven rug, red and orange and dying.
The Mouse followed.
She wore a cloak of white ermine, ruffled at the shoulders, and a velvet gown the color of fresh-fallen snow. Her eyes blazed behind her mask of bone, her hands sheathed in long white gloves and each finger ending in a tiny metallic claw.
“Who,” Dante stammered, “who are you?”
“You should know me, Signore Uccello.”
She reached up and took off her mask.
“After all,” Hedy said, “you murdered my family.”
Dante’s eyes darted to the Owl’s mask, then back to her.
“You—you don’t understand. I was trying to help.”
Hedy strolled across the office toward the gallery wall. She plucked the Owl’s mask from its bed of velvet, traced slow fingers across its face, and slipped it under her cloak. She didn’t look at him.
“You sad, self-obsessed little man,” she said. “You murdered four people. And what have you been moaning about ever since? How it made you feel. Tell me, Dante. Tell me all about how that was the worst day of your life, because I’d like to compare it to theirs.”
He took a staggering step back as she whirled to face him, her cloak rippling behind her.
“You were only half-right,” she said. “What you said is true: no good deed goes unpunished. But you haven’t learned that lesson. Because you haven’t been punished yet.”
Dante swallowed hard, lifting his chin as his shoulders shook. “All right. I…I understand. You’re here to kill me. Do it, then. I won’t beg for my life.”
Hedy gave him a humorless grin and let out a tittering laugh.
“You really think I waited twenty years just to settle for that? If I thought death was good enough for you, I would have done it two days after you slaughtered my family. No. I had work to do, and you…you would keep, until the time was right. Do you remember that day on the hill? When my mother forged a deal with Pope Livia?”
He nodded, a nervous jerk of his head.
“You were told the consequences of breaking a deal with a witch,” Hedy said. “You were warned. All we wanted was a token payment and to leave in peace, so we could find a home. Well, I have a new family now. And I like your home.”
“The…the house? You want my house?”
Hedy flung a hand toward the balcony doors, her claw-tipped finger pointing to the night.
“Mirenze. As of now, this city is ours. Its nights are our revel-grounds, and its people are our cattle, to do with as we please. And you, in your role as the governor, will keep it all quiet and ensure nobody stands in our way.”
She produced a crumpled parchment from under her cloak and thrust it into his trembling hand.
“A list of names,” she said. “Positions of importance throughout the city government. Tomorrow you will contact each and every one of them and advise them that their services are no longer required. You’ll be told who to replace them with.”
Dante ran his finger down the list. He shook his head, incredulous.
“I can’t do that. You don’t understand, these are all appointed positions. These are some of my oldest, dearest friends.”
“Did I say you were allowed to have friends? Get rid of them. Tell them whatever lie you please, but cut them loose. And if you ever contact them again—or if you try to ask them for help, or expose us—they will be killed. Very, very slowly. And I’ll make you watch. You will receive no visitors at the manse. You will attend no functions, no parties. That part of your life is over now.”
She stepped closer, her gaze boring into him like a drill.
“From this day forward, you will sit on your little throne and do what you’re told to do, when you’re told to do it. You’re going to be a very lonely governor, Signore Uccello. No friends, no love, no joy, only your money and your empty title to keep you warm at night. And I plan to see to it that your rule lasts for a long, long time. Oh, and to be clear? This is only the beginning. I’ve had twenty years to think about how to make you suffer. Twenty years to think about how to turn your life into a living hell, one tiny step at a time. Contemplate that, while you’re trying to sleep tonight.”
She turned and swept from the room, leaving him to face his future alone.
*     *     *
Hedy strode out through the front doors of the governor’s manse. A tall, lanky woman fell in at her right shoulder, walking with her in perfect rhythm.
“How did he take it, Mistress?”
Hedy gave her a thin smile. “I want someone watching him around the clock. Right about now, he’s starting to wonder what else I have planned for him. By morning, the fear will set in. By the end of the week, there won’t be much left of him but fear. I fully expect he’ll try to commit suicide.”
“And when he does?”
“Let him almost succeed before you stop him. Then remind him that he hasn’t been granted permission to die.”
“I’ll see to it personally,” she said.
“Thank you, Gazelle.”
A semicircle of people, perhaps two dozen in all, waited for them on the lawn. They stood shrouded in night mist and moonlight. Most with animal masks of bone, a zoo of the dead draped in furred and feathered cloaks. A few, knights in dark leathers wearing the seals of their lieges, held a silent watch at the edge of the gathering. Hedy stood before them all and raised her open hands in greeting.
“Mirenze is ours,” she said, “and an old wrong done to us has been redressed. But this is not the end. This is the beginning. You know of your forebears. I taught you their stories. I taught you their names.”
“Nessa Fieri,” the witches whispered as one, their voices like autumn leaves rustling on the night breeze. “Mari Renault. Despina Leventis. Vassili Leventis.”
“I have gazed into the Shadow In-Between,” Hedy told them. “I have communed with mystery. And I tell you this: the Owl and her knight will return to us. But not yet. Not until we build a world they can return to.”
She lowered her arms and cast her gaze over the gathering.
“We start tonight. Mirenze is where our work begins. You all know where it ends.”
Gazelle stepped away from Hedy’s side, joining the circle.
“And so,” Gazelle said, “I ask for us all. Dire Mother! Will you lead us to Wisdom’s Grave?”
“Yes,” Hedy said. “I will.”



CHAPTER FORTY-NINE
The caretaker of Diefenbach Cathedral woke before dawn, as he always did. He was a stocky man with a worn and friendly face, his black hair faded to the color of ash at the temples, his hands rough with calluses. He rolled off the scratchy straw mattress in the tiny stone cell he called home and lit the stub of a candle. Not much to the room but a basin, a bucket, and a stool where a yellow-paged book of poetry rested.
After his morning ablutions he set to work, all alone in the cavernous hall of the cathedral. He started, as he’d done every morning for over a decade, with the sweeping. His old straw broom whisked across the long slate tiles, its susurrating rhythm just shy of music. He inched backward as he worked, his eyes on the broom, making his way down the aisle between two rows of varnished redwood pews.
“You can come out,” he said, still sweeping. “I know you’re here.”
The young woman hiding behind the pews slowly stood up, dark bangs curling down toward her olive eyes like spear tips. Her brown cloak was just a bit too long for her, the hem draping over the slate behind her traveling boots.
“You must be new,” Carlo told her. “The others never come this close when they check on me.”
“You…know we’ve been watching you?”
“Mm-hm. I’ve known for years. The first time I saw a couple of Browncloaks on my trail, well, let’s just say I needed a new pair of trousers. When they didn’t kill me, I figured it out. You’re keeping tabs on the great and terrible Carlo Serafini. Making sure I’m not fomenting a rebellion, or coming for my sister’s throne. Anyway, once I realized someone came to check on me once a month, I made a game out of spotting you people. I’m getting good at it, too: eight out of the last twelve.”
“Why didn’t you say something before now?” she asked.
He shrugged, brushing the broom over a rough patch of stone. “Like I said, the others never come this close. Can’t have a conversation with someone lurking a block away. And it was a whim, I suppose. What’s your name?”
“Tasia.”
“Pleasure to make your acquaintance, Tasia.” He stopped sweeping and turned to look her over. “So. Here you are. Face to face with the man who used to rule the world. Am I everything you expected me to be, or nothing at all?”
“I have a question,” she said.
“All my years of living have left me with sadly few answers, but I’ll try. Ask me.”
“Her Holiness would send you money if you asked for it. You could be comfortable, even wealthy. Why live like…this? Is it penance for your crimes?”
Carlo burst out laughing. He leaned on his broom and shook his head.
“Penance? No, nothing so dramatic.” He paused, thinking of how to word it. “I spent a lifetime in the lap of luxury. One hand on a bottle and one hand on the closest woman’s thigh. It was a long, blurry haze, and though I didn’t realize it until it was over…it was all so empty. I don’t think I even enjoyed it all that much.”
He waved his hand, taking in the vast hall. The first light of dawn shone through towering windows of stained glass, illuminating the amber halos of the saints and martyrs.
“There’s something special about taking care of a place. Really taking care of it, down to the tiniest detail. In an hour, hundreds of parishioners will flood through those doors. Everything will be spotless, everything in its place, nothing left neglected. They don’t even know my name, and they wouldn’t think to thank me if they did, but I know I’m the reason for it. I guess…I’ve found the work that satisfies me. It’s a small happiness, but most of the best kinds of happiness, the real kinds, are.”
“Thank you,” Tasia said. “I…I should go. I need to report back.”
“Sure, sure. Just do one thing for me first?”
She tilted her head. “What’s that?”
For a moment, Carlo was young again. That rakish look in his eyes, from before the bad times, as he gave her a wink and a cocky smile.
“Grab a broom,” he told her. “If you’re going to spy on me, the least you can do is help out.”



CHAPTER FIFTY
Livia sat upon her throne in silence, eyes gently closed. It was going to be one of her bad days, when the pain in her skull was a constant stabbing knife behind both eyes and the slightest movement made her stomach lurch. She realized, distantly, that she could barely remember the last time it hadn’t been one of her bad days. That was the thing about a creeping illness: the way the once-unendurable slowly, insidiously became the new normal, only for her rebelling body to introduce new and more inventive ways to torment her.
They’d removed the planters from her throne room years ago, taken out all the greenery when the wildflowers refused to grow. Her courtiers blamed it on the quality of the skylight high above the vaulted chamber, none thinking to comment—or daring to—that it was the same room where her father’s plants had thrived.
“Your Holiness?”
Livia opened her eyes.
Freda had grown into a robust, energetic woman, still freckled, still bright-eyed. She’d had her priestly greens tailored with a higher hem than most, so they wouldn’t get in the way when she was running through the halls with another stack of urgent dispatches or—as Livia had watched her do last week—climbing to the manor roof to rescue a stray cat. She was, Livia reflected with pride, still Freda. And exactly the woman Livia had spent twenty years carefully molding her to become.
“Sorry,” Livia said. “Didn’t sleep well last night.”
“Maybe you need some exercise. Want to walk in the garden while we go over the morning briefing?”
That was the last thing she wanted to do—since the spring, direct sunlight left Livia’s skin with a crawling, itching burn that lingered for hours—but Freda meant well and she didn’t want to disappoint her. She pushed herself up from the throne, her back aching, and walked alongside her confessor. They neared an arch and watched a squad of fledgling Browncloaks training in an open gallery. Armed with quarterstaves, they twirled their weapons in perfect synchronicity under Kailani’s stern and watchful eye. Kailani spotted Livia and raised a worn but still-sturdy hand in salute. Livia waved back as they passed by.
Livia looked to the open arch ahead and the lush greenery of the papal gardens, the sunlight jabbing a sharp-nailed finger into each of her eyes.
And as she neared, a stray wildflower near the archway withered and died.
It turned black in seconds, its once-emerald petals curling, then crumbling to ruin. Livia stopped in her tracks and stared at it.
“Is something wrong?” Freda asked her. She hadn’t seen the flower die.
“I had a thought,” Livia said. “Today. Today is the day.”
Freda’s smile lit up the corridor. “The tree?”
Livia nodded. “The tree. Make it happen. I know you’ve been waiting for this for a long time.”
“So have you! Let’s go!”
“No, no.” Livia shook her head. “This honor belongs to you. You’ve…you’ve come so far, Freda. You’ve served me, this Church, all of us so well. I couldn’t ask for a better confessor or a better friend.”
Then she embraced her. Not like her mentor, or her companion, but like a mother embracing her child.
“Go,” Livia whispered into her ear, her eyes squeezed shut against the threat of tears. “I need to lie down. Not feeling well. I’ll be watching from my window, though.”
“All—all right,” Freda said, laughing but uncertain as they parted. Livia watched her jog down the corridor, setting into motion a plan laid long ago.
Livia walked to her chambers. She wasn’t alone. In her room, a new addition to the maid staff—a blond woman in her late twenties whose name she couldn’t recall—was busy tidying up her linens. Livia gave her a polite nod and walked over to the window, pulling aside the heavy drapes.
She looked down into the garden courtyard, watching Freda rally the staff, a few Browncloaks and curious priests coming out to watch as well. Livia could feel the maid standing behind her, though the woman had stopped cleaning.
“You’re here to kill me,” Livia said.
“Yes,” she replied.
Livia raised a finger. “Stay your hand a moment, will you? I want to see this.”
“When you’re ready.”
Livia waved her over. Her assassin stood beside her, both of them watching as workers fixed heavy ropes to the boughs of the black iron tree below.
“I never ask why,” the woman said. “It’s a matter of professionalism. You never ask. But seeing as you’re the first person who’s ever been both my client and my target, I’m compelled to break that rule.”
“It’s all right,” Livia said. “Your secret is safe with me.”
“Kind of you.”
Livia sighed. Another rope, knotted in a hangman’s noose, flipped through the air and finally lassoed the highest bough after three failed tries. Onlookers cheered, laughing and clapping their hands.
“I have an illness,” Livia said, “and I have fought it every waking minute of every hour of the past twenty years. But I knew there’d come a time when I couldn’t fight it any longer. If people knew the truth, it would destroy everything I’ve spent my life building.”
“There’s no shame in being ill.”
“It’s a special kind of illness. Suffice to say, I can’t hide it any longer. It’s all right, though. All I needed was a little more time. And that’s exactly what I got.” She nodded to the courtyard. “My father always hated that damn tree. My grandfather installed it. A tree of black iron, to symbolize the strength and the power of the Church.”
“Seems fine to me.”
“He forgot something: a tree made of iron can’t grow. And it can’t bear fruit. A tree made of iron never helped anybody.”
Her assassin considered that and shrugged. “Fair enough. So why did you wait so long to tear it down?”
“I was waiting for this day. What’s your name, by the way?”
“Clio.” She paused and glanced at Livia. “That’s my real name, not my working name. Like you said, the secret’s safe with you.”
“Clio, when I was young, I fought a war for this Church. Not a vast one, not a long one, but I fought it hard and I fought it well. You would have been…I’m guessing eight or nine, back then. The Church had fallen into corruption and darkness, and the people needed a champion to lead them through it. To do whatever was necessary, whatever it took, to see them through to the light of a new morning.”
She looked to the younger woman. Livia’s voice carried a serene calmness, and a quiet grace showed in the tilt of her pale and softly lined face.
“And so,” Livia said, “I became the queen of the night. With bloodied hands and a will of iron, because that’s what they needed from me. And I sacrificed my health and my sleep and my soul, because that’s what they needed from me. And I was sometimes cruel and I was sometimes terrible, but all that I did, I did for them.”
“Was it worth it?” Clio asked her.
Down below, teams of men were hauling on the ropes, playing tug-of-war with an iron beast. The tree rocked slowly in the dirt, inching into a lean, then fell back into place again like a giant’s fist punching the soil.
“I rooted out the rot at the heart of the Church. Reformed old wrongs and tried a new way of doing things. Not everything succeeded, and I didn’t lead the world into some bright and shining utopia…but there are hungry people, all across the Empire, who can find a hot meal in our chapels now. In the dead of winter, they can warm themselves by a fire. It’s a start. And now the stage is set for the real work to begin.”
“The real work?”
Livia looked out the window with a wistful smile.
“I knew, long ago, that my deeds had placed me beyond redemption. That’s what made it easy, in the end. To rule this Church the only way the old guard could understand: with terror and fire. I purged the ranks of the College of Cardinals, then made my way down the list to the lowliest parish priest, each newfound thief or traitor suffering a more horrible death than the one before him. And I made sure they watched me revel in it. Pope Livia, to the people, is a beacon of saintly light. To the men and women who work inside this great machine, the ones in the council chambers and staff rooms, I’m a monster. A sadistic beast sent to harrow them for their smallest sins. And it worked. It took years, but in the end, they all fell into line. They were too afraid not to.”
“Corruption always finds a way back in eventually,” Clio said. “So. Which one are you? The saint or the monster?”
Livia’s fingers touched the window glass, her nails rapping gently.
“Do you see that woman in green? With the mop of hair and the freckles?”
“Sure. Freda, right? She stopped to talk to me in the hall this morning. Good person. I don’t meet a lot of genuinely good people in my line of work, so I’m pretty skilled at picking them out when I see one.”
“Her heart’s bigger than her chest. She cares, and she loves, and she laughs, and she sees the best in everyone. She sees the good in the world, the joy, and all she wants to do is make more of it. I’ve spent two decades training her, teaching her. Preparing her for a duty she has no idea is coming. She’ll grieve for me tonight, Clio. And tomorrow morning, she’ll receive my final bequest.”
Livia glanced over, meeting Clio’s gaze.
“Pope Freda,” Livia told her. “Not bad for a street urchin from the Alms District.”
“Good choice. But you didn’t answer my question.”
“Saint or monster?” Livia asked. “I’d love to say a little of both. Somewhere in between. That’s the reassuring answer, right? No. There are two people you should be honest with: yourself, and your executioner.”
She looked back to the window. The tree rocked again, leaning farther this time, its iron roots tearing from the soil.
“To defeat them all—the schemers, the conspirators, all the forces arrayed against us—I became the monster. A woman with a pure heart and clean hands could never have shepherded us through that long and dark night. That job needed a monster.”
The iron tree tipped, then teetered, and then it fell.
The mansion shook as the tree slammed to the pebbled walk, its weaker sculpted boughs snapping under the tree’s own weight, onlookers cheering with delight. Freda moved to the patch of black soil where it had been anchored, the very heart of the garden, and held up the things she’d brought with her.
A watering can and a seed.
“They don’t need me anymore. Now they need Freda. She’s bringing a new morning with her.” Livia’s bottom lip trembled ever so slightly. “But the morning can’t come until the queen of the night is gone.”
Clio’s hand slipped into her apron. It came out with a long, needle-thin blade.
“When I was a little girl,” Clio said, “a man came to my mother’s rooming house, hiding from the law. Another man came and killed him. He gave me this dagger. He said that if I lived long enough, I’d meet a great many men, and they would all want to hurt me.”
“And was he right?”
“No.” Clio ran her fingertip along the blade, the steel polished to gleaming. “I’ve been all over the world, and people are pretty much the same everywhere. Some are bastards, a few are saints, but most are just trying to get by, playing the cards they’ve been handed. For what it’s worth, I don’t think you’re a monster. You just made the best choices you could, the only way you knew how to make them.”
“Thank you,” Livia said.
“Are you ready?”
Livia took one last look outside. She saw Freda, kneeling in the dirt, planting the new tree. Freda glanced up and saw her at the window. She lifted her muddy palms to Livia and grinned.
Livia smiled. Then she stepped away from the window and let the curtain fall.
“So how do we do this?” Livia asked. “Do I count to three, or—”
The stiletto punched through her breastbone and into her heart. Clio held her steady as Livia trembled, one hand on the blade, the other firm on Livia’s shoulder.
“It hurts less when you don’t see it coming,” Clio told her.
Clio laid her on the bed and gently slid the dagger free. Livia’s green robes turned black as her heart blood flowed, spilling out across the ivory sheets at her sides, spreading like small and ragged wings.
And then she was gone.



CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE
Kettle Sands was a village like any other. It had its fat years and its lean ones, its hard winter mornings and its blazing summer sunsets. And through it all, the doors of the Rusted Plow stayed open. Felix and Renata had a daughter. They’d named her Zoe, after Renata’s old friend from Mirenze. She was seventeen now, and sometimes—like he had every day since she was born—Felix had to just stop and marvel at her. She had so much of her mother in her. Sharp eyes, a sharp mind, and a curiosity about the world that no small town would ever be able to satisfy.
That was why he wasn’t surprised—saddened, but not surprised—when she came to them a week after her seventeenth birthday and said she was leaving home.
“I just feel there has to be more to life,” Zoe said, sitting down with her parents at a table in the inn. “I’ve never even seen Mirenze, and it’s not that far!”
“What will you do?” Renata asked.
“I can do everything you can,” Zoe said. “I can tend bar, I can cook, I can mend—it can’t be hard to find work there. And that’s just for starters. I could study the merchant’s trade, maybe. Or apprentice to a cartographer! I could learn to make maps!”
Felix and Renata shared a knowing look. They’d both seen this coming, though they’d hoped it would be later. Later, in some nebulous future that would ideally never arrive, always one more day away.
“I know you’re both happy here,” Zoe said. “And you’ve never been more than a mile from this village, and that’s fine for you, but I need more than that. I’m not talking about leaving forever, I just…I just want to see what’s out there.”
“It’s time,” Renata said to Felix. He sighed, and nodded, and clasped his hands on the table before him.
“We were waiting until you were a little older,” he told his daughter, “but we’re going to tell you a story now. And when we’re done, it might make you want to stay home, or it might not. It’s your choice. We love you, and we’ll support you no matter what you decide. We always will.”
“Your last name isn’t really Gatti,” Renata said. “It’s Rossini. But don’t speak it lightly, because there are still people out there who would murder you if they knew who your parents were.”
Zoe’s jaw dropped.
“I’m also technically still married to the most notorious crime lord in Verinia,” Felix added.
“Wait.” Zoe blinked. “What?”
“He didn’t lose his ear in a farming accident, either,” Renata said.
“Nope,” Felix told her. “Cut off by the mayor of Winter’s Reach. See, I challenged her to a duel in her fighting pit, which seemed like a good idea at the time, as I’d just been accused of espionage.”
“Wait,” Zoe echoed. “Wait. What?”
“We’ll start at the beginning,” Felix told her.
“Once upon a time,” Renata said, “I was a barmaid in Mirenze, and your father was a banker’s son. We planned to run away together, to start our new lives in a village called Kettle Sands. And eventually that’s just what we did, though we couldn’t have known how many miles, and how many troubles, were standing in our way. You see, the Banco Rossini was in trouble, and your father had a plan…”
*     *     *
Zoe Rossini left home that day, looking north in the light of a setting sun, with a bindle over one shoulder and her purse laden with enough coin to take her to the city lights. Her parents stood in the doorway of their inn and watched her go, waving until she was just a shadow on the horizon. Then the daylight vanished, and the stars came out, and Felix and Renata went back inside and held each other very, very close.
Years later, one warm spring morning, Zoe came home.
She returned to them with a family of her own. And scars of her own. And a story of her own.
And life went on.



Afterword
I hesitated, sitting down to write this afterword. It’s the last part of the last chapter of the story, after all. I feel as if, as long as I put off writing it, the story won’t really be over. Then again…is it ever? The Revanche Cycle may be complete but stories, and the people in them, come back to life every time someone picks up the book. And while we may or may not return to this particular place in the wheel of worlds, I have a sneaking suspicion that for a couple of our departed characters, their most important story has yet to be told.
In fact, I’m sure of it.
So we’ll say goodbye, but only for now. And we won’t call it an ending, just a momentary pause. The calm before a summer storm.
I wrote the Revanche Cycle as a deliberate break from my urban fantasy novels, as an attempt to stretch my legs and work in a slightly different style, while touching on some themes that are important to me. It’s been a heck of a journey; thank you so much for taking it with me. I hope I was able to entertain you, thrill you, and maybe move you a little. Of course, if I accomplished any of those goals, I didn’t do it alone. I had the help of Kira Rubenthaler, my tireless editor; James T. Egan, my cover designer; Susannah Jones, my peerless audiobook actress; and Maggie Faid, my assistant, who reminds me to do things like “take breaks” and “sleep.” Thanks to my team — and to you — for making this all possible.
Want to know what’s coming next? 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.
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