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CHAPTER ONE
The night was a hungry thing in Belle Terre. Gnarled oaks spread their spidery boughs to blot out the stars, forming a canopy of blood red and gray. With only the faint sliver of a new moon hanging above, Fort Blackwood was a tiny torchlit oasis in the heart of vast, inky space.
Oskar braced one hand on the crenelated stone, steadying himself as he leaned out and squinted. The young soldier’s eyes were drawn to sudden movement below, and then a spark.
“What in the Barren…” he muttered, then waved over his partner. “Schmitt, come here. What is that?”
The plump Schmitt trundled over, clutching his oversized crossbow in a sweaty grip. He’d never had to fire it at a living target; the Empire’s war with the Terrai was over—the savages crushed and brought to heel—and most of the Imperial veterans who’d actually done the conquering had been shipped off to more important posts. Peacekeeping was a job for neophytes and washouts.
Schmitt stood at Oskar’s side, leaning over the battlement. A single torch burned below, fixed into the diseased soil and casting a sphere of smoky yellow light. Beside it, a figure stood with arms raised up to the night sky.
“It’s a woman,” Schmitt said as if he’d never seen one before.
The woman wore a robe of gray wolfskin and high, furred boots, and a crescent-moon circlet gleamed upon her pallid brow. She’d powdered her face corpse white and smeared her eyes and lips with pigment black as coal. A specter of death in the dark, staring back up at them.
“It’s a…what do you call it,” Oskar said, trying to remember his briefings. “A moonseer. One of their heathen witches.”
The Terrai woman danced. It was a slow, sinuous movement, a waltz without music, her arms rippling like half-frozen waves.
Schmitt grinned and jabbed Oskar in the ribs with his elbow. “You think she’s tryin’ to put a curse on us?”
Oskar took a step back, shaking his head, eyes locked on the figure below.
“I don’t like it. I’m going to get the captain.”
“Oh come on.” Schmitt braced the crossbow against his knee, almost giddy as he wound the crank. “You don’t believe in that magic stuff, do you? She can’t really hurt us. Watch: bet you next week’s pay I can take her down in one shot.”
Oskar strode to the banded oak door at the edge of the battlement, glancing back over his shoulder.
“Not yet,” Oskar said. “Captain’s gonna want to see this. Just keep her in sight until I get back.”
He grabbed the iron ring and hauled the door open. Schmitt hefted the crossbow and steadied his aim.
“Yeah, all right, long as I get to take the shot.”
A faint, high-pitched wheeze from the doorway.
“Oskar, are you—”
He turned and froze.
Oskar stood transfixed, with three feet of a spear punched through his lung and out his back, the glistening steel point dripping scarlet. The hooded man on the other side of the doorway lowered his weapon and shoved Oskar to the floor with his boot as the spear slid free, leaving the soldier to heave his last wet breaths on the flagstones.
The three Terrai men, silent as ghosts, stepped over Oskar’s dying body. All eyes on Schmitt. They wore rags but their spears were master-forged, better weapons than the Imperials themselves had. Seized by panic, Schmitt tried to level the crossbow as his shaking hand jerked hard on the trigger. The bolt whined into the dark, flying three feet over the raiders’ heads.
He wouldn’t have time to load a second one.
They didn’t say a word as they closed in on him. They didn’t need to. Every time Captain Beitel was deep in his cups, the drunken conversation would turn to the conquest and the horrors he’d seen. And the unspeakable fate of any man taken alive by the Terrai.
We’d carry mercy knives, he’d reminisce, to cut our own throats if they managed to lay hands on us. Better to die that way. 
Schmitt didn’t have a knife. And he knew, unarmed against three of the savages, he didn’t have a chance. Heart pounding, his vision turning gray and narrowing like tunnel walls, he looked down into the dark. Below, the heathen priestess danced, locking eyes with him. Her corpse-painted face a promise of nightmares to come.
Schmitt took one quick breath. One last breath. And threw himself over the battlement.
As he plummeted, wind whistling in his ears and rising over the drumbeat of his heart, he had time for a single, short prayer.
Merciful Gardener, he thought, please let me die when I hit the ground.
*     *     *
The sun rose over the forest canopy, and dawn’s first light caressed the flag at the highest spire of Fort Blackwood. Not the black and gold of the Holy Murgardt Empire, but the lion rampant of a fallen kingdom on a field of white and blue.
Thick plumes of sooty smoke licked the clear morning sky, rising up from a bonfire in the heart of the fort’s courtyard. The invaders had spent the night tearing down flags and symbols of the Gardener, tossing them all onto the flames. Imperial bodies served as kindling. The lucky ones were dead when they went into the fire.
By two bells after dawn, word spread to the nearest village. The fort had fallen, the invaders slaughtered like pigs, and what rightfully belonged to the Terrai was theirs once again. Reclamation. Revanche. Peasants, terrorized and beaten into abject submission, felt a glimmer of an emotion long forgotten.
Hope.
And their hope fed their rage.
At noon, a mob attacked the village governor’s house. They dragged the Imperial overseer out by his ankles and sang old songs of Belle Terre as they strung him up from the highest oak.
Judicael Leclerc, knight-commander of the Autumn Lance and acting regent, would have loved to stay and watch the hanging. He and his forces were already on the move, though, bolstered by two dozen new recruits and more joining the procession with every hamlet they liberated. By his reckoning, they’d reach Fort Ironwake by nightfall.
By dawn, it would be theirs. And four more villages lay on the road to the next one.
On the perch of their wagon, leading the procession down a winding forest road, Judicael’s wife Ophelie sat serene and regal, still wearing her darkened eyes and corpse-paint. Now and then followers would run alongside the wagon, passing up trinkets and prayer fetishes for her to bless, tokens to keep them safe in the battles to come.
“So what do your bones say about all this?” Judicael asked her.
She favored him with a smile. “My ritual bones, or the ones under my skin?”
“Both.”
“They are in perfect agreement,” she said. “The Lady has blessed this crusade. It is our honor and our duty to see it through.”
Judicael chuckled. “And all because the Empire dropped their troops to quarter strength, sending them off on some mad war in the desert. Couldn’t properly finish one fight before starting another.”
“That,” Ophelie said, “and our benefactor.”
Judicael’s troops marched with spears of a quality not seen in Belle Terre, not even in the hands of their oppressors. Hundreds of them, with cartloads yet to be handed out to those who joined their cause. It was a welcome gift in the time of the rebellion’s greatest need, but the edge of hesitation in Ophelie’s voice echoed his own uneasiness.
“You’re wondering when payment’s coming due,” he said.
She contemplated the question, then shook her head.
“No. I believe that our payment, as it were, is to do exactly what we wish to do: make the ‘Holy Empire’ bleed.”
“That’s a price I’m pleased to render.”
“The glory is ours,” Ophelie said, “but so is the risk. Our mysterious friend cannot, or chooses not to, wage war himself. By serving as his proxies, we are the ones who will face the emperor’s wrath while our benefactor sits in the shadows.”
Judicael rubbed the stubble on his long, narrow chin and nodded.
“Sounds fair enough,” he said. “Let the emperor come. This is our chance to retake the country—our country. I’ll die with my fingers wrapped around that bastard’s throat and with a smile on my face.”
She trailed her fingers lightly down his arm.
“Have a care, my beloved. If there is one thing I know about kings and emperors the world over, it’s this: a ruler might endure an injury, but he will never forgive an insult.”



CHAPTER TWO
Rhys Jernigan stood at the octagonal table in his strategy room, his bushy rust-red beard spilling over his unkempt vest as he gripped the table’s edge and stared downward. His hammered gold crown sat off to one side on a pile of maps, a discarded bauble.
“Dead,” he said for the fourth time.
His advisor, stood a safe distance away on the other side of the table. The slender bald man clutched the folds of his black velvet robe and nervously stroked his long fingernails against the soft fabric.
“Their bodies were found this morning, sire,” Merrion said. “All four guards. They were…butchered.”
“And my wife?”
Merrion bit down on his bottom lip.
“Missing,” he said. “It was either a rescue operation or an abduction. And considering there haven’t been any ransom demands…”
Rhys still didn’t look at him. “Who knew?” the king asked.
“Sire?”
Now he looked up. Rhys’s eyes were hard as frozen coal.
“Who. Knew. Who knew that Livia’s first act as pope would be an order of inquisition? Who knew my men were standing ready to throw the Argall clan in chains? Obviously not the damned Argalls, since they didn’t see it coming, now did they?”
Merrion’s fingers twitched.
“No, sire. Which would indicate that whoever was behind the rescue couldn’t have been your wife’s kinsmen.”
“Brilliant deduction. I can see why you’re my spymaster, Merrion, always ferreting out the obscure and hard-to-find clues.” Rhys’s fist slammed down on the strategy table, making his crown jump as he shouted, “Who knew about the order of inquisition?”
“Your guards, of course,” Merrion said. He fell silent for a moment, hesitant to say the name on both of their minds. “And Livia Serafini.”
“I told her,” Rhys muttered. “First time we met, I told her she had a pair of balls dangling under that dress. Think they’re big enough for a stunt like that?”
Merrion shook his head. “Whoever took your wife…they killed four men to do it. Livia may have resented being forced to sign that order, but to respond with murder? She’s…she’s the pope.”
“Aye,” Rhys said, “and I’m the king. Remind me how many deaths I’ve ordered in this very room. But you have a point. She’s no pretender; the girl actually believes the nonsense she preaches. She wouldn’t damn her own soul to the Barren Fields just to get back at me. What about the others, though?”
“Others, sire?”
“The men in her orbit. Like Dante Uccello, for instance. He plays games inside of games, and if he thought he could get an advantage by taking my wife, four corpses wouldn’t be much of a deterrent. And what’s-his-name, that old man who’s always two steps behind Livia.”
“Amadeo Lagorio,” Merrion said. “He was her father’s personal confessor. I assume he’s hers as well.”
Rhys stroked his beard, pondering.
“Meaning he knows all her secrets and sins,” Rhys said. “Dispatch your best men, Merrion. I want them followed, discreetly.”
“Amadeo and Dante, sire?”
“All three of them. Livia too. I don’t care if she’s the pope. I want eyes on her at all times. And while you’re at it, find my damned wife.”
*     *     *
The brew at the Hogshead Pub tasted like the tavern itself: dark, warm, and weathered. The room smelled like roasted walnuts, and Amadeo contemplated his tankard in the glow of flickering yellow candlelight. He didn’t indulge in drink much these days, but an invitation from an old friend was impossible to refuse.
“Beer,” Gallo Parri said, “is arguably the one thing these Itrescans do well.”
Sitting across from the burly, barrel-chested man, Amadeo arched an eyebrow and shot a glance around the half-empty bar.
“Little louder, Gallo, if you’re trying to start a brawl.”
“Ah, I’m too old for brawling. Wait, I forgot one. Peppered beef. I like the peppered beef here.”
“Beef, beer, and nothing else?” Amadeo asked lightly.
“Did you see the frost this morning? Every window painted white, and the stones slick as ice. Nearly went ass-over-teakettle stepping out my front door, and winter’s still a month away. We’d be warm back in Verinia.”
“We’d be dead back in Verinia.” Amadeo clanked his tankard against Gallo’s. “Unless you’d like to take your chances and go ask Carlo for your old job back.”
Gallo snickered. “I’ll pass. The drunken brat always did carry a grudge.  Still, there are warmer places to spend a winter. Places that won’t make my bones ache.”
“Please. You’re twelve years my junior, Gallo. You don’t get to whine about your bones aching, not until your hair turns as silver as mine.”
“Right, well.” Gallo shrugged. “I’m old, but you’re ancient.”
Amadeo saluted him with the tankard before taking a sip. “Then revere the wisdom of your elders.”
“That’s…part of the reason I asked to meet you tonight,” he said, the smile slipping from his face.
Amadeo set his tankard down. “Speak your mind, friend.”
“Is it true?” Gallo asked him.
“I’m a priest. You’ll need to be a little more specific with a question like that.”
“All of it. The letters. The accusations. Is Carlo really a bastard? Is Livia really Benignus’s only heir?”
“Yes and yes.” Amadeo looked him in the eye. “We’ve known each other for thirty years, Gallo. You know I’d never lie to you.”
“Then answer me this,” Gallo said. “Is she the pope?”
“You were at her coronation. Did you think it nothing but a vivid dream?”
“That’s not what I mean, and you know it.” Gallo leaned closer, pitching his voice low. “Is she really the pope? Is she anointed by the Gardener, like her father was? Is she the right one to lead us?”
Amadeo couldn’t answer right away. He hated that he couldn’t. He took a long drink from his tankard, almond-tinged suds fizzing on his tongue, and thought it over.
“The best we can do is have faith,” he said. “We know that Carlo is fallen. He ordered the massacre in Lerautia, and he let the Alms District burn. He’s no servant of the Church. Not our Church. But…now we have Livia.”
“As soon as they placed that hat on her head, the first thing she did was start an inquisition. Her father never did that, Amadeo. Never. I saw a boy cut down on the cathedral floor. The king’s own wife was taken—”
“On his orders,” Amadeo said.
Gallo fell silent.
“On the king’s orders,” Amadeo said. “And if you breathe a word of that to another living soul, you’ll be taking your life into your own hands. The evening of her coronation, Rhys gave Livia an ultimatum. If she hadn’t the order, he would have had her…removed.”
Gallo didn’t answer at first. He furrowed his thick brows, frowning, deep in thought.
“His own wife?”
Amadeo nodded, his lips pursed into a bloodless line.
“That was the price for our shiny new Itrescan Church. That was the price for Livia’s throne.”
Gallo stared down at his tankard. “Was it worth it?”
“Livia,” Amadeo said, “is pious. She is righteous. And she is perhaps the best choice among us to shepherd the Church through this crisis.”
“And yet I hear an unspoken reservation,” Gallo replied.
“She is also…determined. The sort of determination that can become ruthlessness. I’ve been seeing more and more of that side of her lately, and it concerns me. It would be all too easy for her to harden her heart and forget why she fought for that throne in the first place. Then again, maybe that’s exactly the quality we need at the helm right now. Time will tell.”
Gallo raised his tankard. “Time will tell.”
“You’ve a melancholy about you tonight. Is it just Livia that’s bothering you?”
He shook his head. “No. It’s the burden of bad news. My comments about the weather weren’t idle, Amadeo. I’m leaving.”
Amadeo’s grip tightened on the tankard’s handle. The hard iron edges bit into his fingers. “Leaving?”
“Retiring,” Gallo said. “There’s no place for me here, not anymore.”
“You were the master of the papal guard under Benignus, a post you earned and bled for. Why wouldn’t you do the same under Livia?”
Gallo spread his hands and gave him a gloomy smile. “What guard? Most of my men died on the night of the massacre, and the others have drifted off. As for Livia, she has her personal guard.”
“The Browncloaks? Gallo, you’re a veteran soldier, practically a knight. The Browncloaks are…”
Amadeo’s voice trailed off as he tried to find the right word. Gallo offered one up right away.
“Fanatics?”
Amadeo nodded slowly. “They…do carry a small amount of religious zeal in their hearts, yes.”
“Amadeo, always with a kind word for the undeserving. It’s not zeal for the Gardener, or for the Mother Church, and you know it. It’s zeal for her. Have you heard what people are saying in the streets? There’s a rumor spreading that Livia is some sort of…reincarnated saint. This following that’s building around her—it’s not normal. It has a dangerous air to it. You feel it, don’t you?”
“All the more reason for you to stay,” Amadeo said, sidestepping the question. “Stay and do what you can to shape things for the better.”
Gallo waved over a serving girl and ordered another round. He waited until she’d scurried back to the bar before he answered.
“I’m past my prime, old friend. I can command and lead, but fight? My reflexes are slowing. I pull muscles doing exercises I performed with ease a decade ago. No, I’ve got no business with a sword in my hand. I’d love to pretend otherwise, but when your job is protecting people’s lives, that kind of make-believe is fatal.”
“There are other jobs you can do—”
“No.” Gallo reached across the table and put his hand over Amadeo’s. “There are other jobs you can do. The Mother Church still needs you. You’re a man of the mind and the spirit, and yours are still sharp. I’m just a man of muscle. And I know when it’s time to take my graceful bow.”
“Where will you go?” Amadeo asked him.
“Maybe Carcanna. Warm, good sea air, white sand beaches. A good place for an old soldier to write down his memories before they grow too faded. History is being made all around us, Amadeo. Someday, someone might want to read my little piece of it.”
Amadeo swallowed, his throat suddenly dry.
“I’ll miss you,” he said.
“I’ll miss you too.” Gallo squeezed his hand. “But let’s save the tears for tomorrow, when my bags are packed. I have a much better way to spend this fine—if frigid—Itrescan evening.”
“And that is?”
The serving girl brought around a tray, slapping a fresh tankard down in front of each of them. Gallo hoisted his high, grinning as ivory foam sloshed over one side and spattered the rough-hewn table.
“The two of us,” he said, “get blind stinking drunk together, one last time. C’mon, Father, let’s see if you’ve still got stamina where it really counts. What do you say?”
Amadeo smiled at Gallo, despite himself.
“I say,” he replied, hefting his own tankard, “let’s drink to your health.”



CHAPTER THREE
“Must I?” Livia asked the next morning, draped in her silken dressing gown and staring dourly into a gilt-edged mirror.
Behind her, in the glass, Dante Uccello stroked a sculpted coal-black patch of fuzz on his chin. He’d spent weeks disguised as a native Itrescan, shaving his goatee and rubbing rust-red pigment into his wavy hair. Apparently, Livia thought, that particular bit of subterfuge is over.
She wondered what new one would take its place.
“It’s important for the people to see their new pope,” he replied.
“By parading me through the streets like a show pony?”
“It’s a procession,” he said, “and Amadeo tells me your father did this regularly. It’s especially important right now, as we work to build your following. Most of Istresca—most of this city, for that matter—hasn’t even heard about the order of inquisition. Those who have, though, may be fearful. And fear is not an emotion we wish to engender in your audience.”
He opened her chamber door. Cifrydd waited outside, a woven basket looped over one of her freckled arms. Two hooded Browncloaks loomed over the young woman, shooting glares at her that could cut glass. Cifrydd ignored them. She strode in, all business, setting her basket down and laying out an assortment of jars and vials, brushes and tiny pots.
“Make her glow,” Dante instructed her.
Cifrydd’s reply never varied. She stared at Livia’s face, like a sculptor eyeing a block of virgin marble, and gave a curt nod.
“I can work with this,” she said.
Livia kept her fussing to a minimum, resigned to enduring Cifrydd’s fastidious attentions. As a horsehair brush whisked over her cheekbones, Dante studied her in the reflection.
“Have you spoken to King Jernigan?” he asked.
“Since the coronation?” Livia’s eyes narrowed. “No. I did as he commanded. If he has something more to say to me, he can come and request an audience like anybody else.”
“Don’t undervalue his support, Livia. He’s very important to our cause.”
You mean your cause, she thought, but she left it unspoken. Dante needed Rhys’s help to wrest control of his home city. He needed Rhys, for that matter, more than he needed her. Her job was to legitimize Dante’s rule when he took Mirenze by force. Rhys’s job was to provide the military strength to make that rule stand.
He had something more to say, she could tell, but he let the silence hang like a lead weight as Cifrydd saw to Livia’s cosmetics and pinned up her hair. It was only once the young woman left, the chamber door swinging closed at her back, that he spoke again.
“There was something else. A…small commotion, but one you should be aware of.”
Livia stared at herself in the mirror. Primped and painted, her image was alien. Only her eyes seemed real, like she’d been fitted with a perfect mask of her own face.
“A commotion?” she asked, trying to keep her voice neutral. She knew what he was going to say.
“Queen Eirwen. She never made it to the dungeons. Someone…attacked her escorts and took her.”
“Attacked?”
“Murdered,” he said.
She could feel him standing behind her, watching her in the glass. Studying the mask of her face, the same way she was, but searching for something different underneath. She kept her gaze steady, fixed on her reflection, fighting off any show of emotion that could give her away.
“House Argall, perhaps,” she said. “Someone must have forewarned them.”
Dante paced behind her, hands clasped at his back.
“Perhaps, but if that was so, why did no one warn the delegates who attended your coronation?”
Livia raised her chin. “I’m sure I can’t imagine. Such machinations are your domain, Signore Uccello. My job is to sit quietly and look pretty.”
He stopped pacing. “Is that the impression I’ve given you? That I think so poorly of you?”
“Can you not imagine,” Livia asked, “how I might have been led to that conclusion?”
“Livia.” He approached her, holding out a hand as if to touch her shoulder, but paused with his fingertips an inch away. “This is a partnership. And you are as quick and clever as any partner I could hope to have.”
She turned, rising from her chair to face him.
“Then let me in,” she said, the sudden ferocity in her voice pushing him back a step. “Do you think I don’t know you’ve been meeting with Rhys? Advancing your agenda, this grand ‘conquest’ of Mirenze? Yet you expect me to sit with my hands neatly folded and wait until you deign to tell me your plans! If you aim to take a city with Church sanction and troops in Church livery, Dante, you’d damned well better kiss the ring of the woman who owns the Church.”
He stood frozen, mouth agape. Livia blinked. She put the heel of her hand to her temple, wincing against a flare of white-hot pain that receded as swiftly as it struck.
“I’m…sorry,” she said, turning away from him. “I’m not feeling myself today. Headache coming on.”
“You’ve—” he paused. “You’ve been having a lot of those lately.”
“So I have.”
He wrung his hands together, fumbling for the right words.
“I’m not an open person,” he said slowly. “I was taught not to be. And I’m accustomed to rafting the waters of politics alone. But I’ve aggrieved you, and I regret that. I’ll try to include you more from now on. My word on it.”
She glanced toward him. “That’s all I ask.”
“Wonderful.” He dropped into a courtly bow and swung one open hand toward the chamber door. “Now then…shall we hold a procession?”
*     *     *
Dante was half right. The headaches had been growing in number. What Livia didn’t tell him was that they’d been getting worse as well. She could be perfectly fine, then suddenly reeling from an explosion behind her eyes, the pain as breathtaking as a fist smashing into her nose.
Sometimes the pain vanished in a heartbeat. Sometimes it lingered for hours. It all began the night she and her entourage were attacked in the queen’s gardens, set upon by fanged and eyeless monsters wielding nooses of black silk.
Livia had cast a spell. Not one from her forbidden book, the purloined journal hidden under her mattress in King Jernigan’s keep, but one that welled up from her heart and tore her world asunder in the space of one dire, alien word. Her Browncloaks, the band of refugees who had pledged themselves to her service, thought it was a miracle from the Gardener. A sign of Livia’s holiness.
She knew better. But what could she tell them?
Kailani, the self-appointed leader of her personal guard, waited for her in the hallway. The grizzled islander had a cheek raked with whitened scars and eyes hard as flint. The folds of her coarse brown burlap cloak slipped over the hilt of a stout, short blade.
“My Lady,” she said, falling into step with Livia and Dante. “Everything is prepared for your appearance. You’ll be surrounded by eight of your finest, and I’ve seeded another twelve Browncloaks amid the crowd, disguised, to watch for trouble.”
“How many of you are there now?” Dante asked.
She ignored him.
Past the great banded doors of the royal keep, out in the vast cobblestoned circle ringing a burbling iron fountain, Livia stood in the cold, crisp light of morning.
“It’s a parade,” she sighed as the bagpipes began to play.
A swirl of brown surrounded her, the Browncloaks forming a tight oval as she strode forward, just behind a twenty-piece band that shattered the morning stillness with an avalanche of sound. A brigade of Lychwold’s guardsmen carried the rear, marching in perfect unison, draped in green and black tabards with the Itrescan griffin emblazoned on their chests.
Shutters flew open along the frost-slicked street, heads poking out of windows like curious moles. Resigned, Livia raised one slender arm, waving to the gathering crowds. Along the way doors were flung open and people—some still in dressing gowns, some hastily tossing on the most formal rags they owned—came flooding out to follow along.
“Smile, Livia,” Dante murmured at her side. “It’s important to smile.”
Kailani, at her opposite shoulder, kept her gaze forward and her narrowed eyes alert. “Don’t tell her what to do,” she said.
Livia tried to smile. It was too much, though. Too much music—this close to the shrill bagpipes and clanging drums, the band was just a wall of noise that set her teeth on edge—and too many people, standing too close. And more by the minute, pressing in from every side. Her guard tried to give her a cushion of space, a few feet to breathe in, but the crowd felt like a garrote slowly constricting around her neck.
Teetering on the edge of panic, she kept waving, kept her chin high, a walking statue clinging desperately to grace. Hands pressed in between her protectors, reaching for her with grasping fingers, wanting to touch the embodiment of their hopes and dreams.
Stop it, she wanted to scream. I’m nobody special. I’m just a person like you. I’m just trying to help, that’s all. But she bit the inside of her bottom lip until she could taste blood, keeping her mouth still and her scream buried deep in the pit of her stomach.
Amid all the noise and chaos, she never saw the danger coming.
She heard it, though. The shrill cry of “Death to the false pope!” as an emaciated woman in a fishmonger’s apron drew a filleting knife and threw herself at Livia. It happened too fast for her to move—but not too fast for Kailani, who leaped into the assassin’s path.
The knife punched into Kailani’s breast, tearing through burlap and skin and bone on its way to her heart, then ripped free.
Panic hit the crowd like an explosion as Kailani tumbled into Livia’s arms, sending her staggering to her knees on the cobblestones. The street became a blurry wash of stampeding feet and confused shouts and the thud of the assassin’s body hitting the cobblestones a few feet away, another Browncloak’s dagger buried in her throat and washing the stones in blood. Livia cradled Kailani’s head in her lap. The woman’s eyes were glassy, distant, as her shoulders shook and she let out wet, choking sounds.
Livia tried pressing her palm to the wound, anything to stop the torrent of heart blood, but it guttered out between her fingers. Kailani squeezed her other hand, weak as a kitten, her lips moving soundlessly.
“Don’t try to talk,” Livia said. “It’s all right, Kailani, everything’s going to be all right.”
She knew she was lying, though.
Her gaze drifted to the assassin. Wheezing as the rent in her throat spilled the last drops of her life onto the cobblestones. Her blood pooled and mingled with Kailani’s, becoming one, and Livia clenched her jaw in outrage.
No, she thought, your deaths are not equal. You deserve to die. She doesn’t. It’s not fair. It’s not RIGHT.
Her palm grew hot. Hotter than the blood, like a brand pressed to burning coals. As her vision swam out of focus, she realized she could see the assassin’s breath. It licked the air like a mirage, blurring as it drifted away.
Time slowed. A rattling drumbeat sounded in her ears, timed to the hammer of her heart.
She’d saved Kailani’s life—all their lives—with a spell once already. Livia knew, instinctively, she could do it again.
But at what price?
Damn the price, she thought.



CHAPTER FOUR
The blood is the life. Livia knew this like an infant knows her mother’s face. She could see the life now, dancing motes of glimmering light trapped in the pool of mingled blood. A bridge between Kailani and her killer. A bridge that was dying by the second. Livia’s only chance.
“The blood is the life,” she snarled under her breath. “Give her yours. All of it.”
Her palm grew hot as a fireplace iron, burning into the wound as she tugged the golden motes through the air by force of will, by force of fury, driving them into Kailani’s open mouth and into her body. The power spun inside Livia’s skull, a wave of pressure like the walls of a tornado, building, becoming unbearable, and then—
—nothing.
Livia trembled, her skin clammy and bones feeling hollow, with her fallen guardian’s head resting in her lap.
The assassin was dead.
Livia pulled her hand away. Kailani’s wound was cauterized, the torn flesh seared black as coal in the shape of Livia’s handprint.
Kailani’s eyelids fluttered. Her body heaved as she gasped, sucking down a breath of air.
Everyone around them—the other Browncloaks, the king’s guardsmen, onlookers who had gotten turned around in the panicked stampede—stood in shocked silence.
“It’s,” Kailani croaked, her voice raspy as she struggled to sit up, “it’s all right. I’m all right. Just help me up.”
The guardsmen rushed to her side while the Browncloaks clustered around Livia. Raising her to her feet in gentle, reverent hands.
“It’s a miracle,” cried an old man, his eyes wide as he fell to his knees. “A miracle!”
Whispers rippled through the crowd, whispers that became shouts of amazement and joy, spreading through the streets like wildfire. The onlookers pressed in, reaching, grasping, wanting to touch the impossibility they’d just witnessed. Wanting a piece of it for themselves. Livia’s vision was a blurry mess and she could only stumble along, leaning on a Browncloak’s shoulder, her balance and her strength long gone.
“Take me back,” she half pleaded, barely able to put any breath into her voice. Hands everywhere, groping her, tugging at her, pulling the sleeve of her gown hard enough to tear it. Babbling voices begged her to heal their gout, heal their aches, heal their babies, heal their lives.
I can’t, she tried to say, I’m just one person, but the words clogged in her dry throat. The aftershock of the spell still reverberated inside her skull like a tuning fork, making her bones itch.
Just get back to the keep, she told herself. Squirrel’s notebook. I’ll find some answers there. I know it.
*     *     *
A quartet of chambermaids gossiped, hands cupped to their mouths and cheeks blushing, about Livia’s new valet. He was an older gent, to be sure, with a mane of slicked-back hair as silver as tinsel, but he had a genteel manner and an air of roguish charm. He’d only started just that morning. The former valet hadn’t turned up to work.
And there he was now, sauntering down the stone corridor, wearing a lazy half smile on his bloodless lips. “Ladies,” he said, inclining his head and offering a casual bow.
He’d been instructed to fetch some paperwork from Livia’s chambers while she and her Browncloaks—dreadful people, those, all dourness and no fun at all—were out at the parade. Could they direct him to her door? Of course they could. He thanked them and said his goodbyes with a wink.
Alone inside Livia’s bedchambers, Fox leaned back against the door, flipped the latch, and grinned. The prize was so close he could taste it.
Who could have guessed that the mysterious “L.S.” was none other than Livia Serafini, Pope Benignus’s pious daughter? The pope herself now, he reminded himself. He didn’t give a toss about the Church, but he admired the power play.
“You would have made a passable apprentice,” he said to the empty room as he strode to her chest of drawers. “Better than the worthless little fool I’ve been cursed with. That is, until you went and doomed yourself. Pity, Pope Livia. I do hope you enjoy the days you have left.”
He rummaged his way through her gowns and smallclothes carelessly, patting the back of every drawer in search of a secret compartment. Squirrel’s book had fallen into her hands, no question about it. So where was she hiding it? The bedside table turned up empty, so did the chest at the foot of her bed.
He looked to the bed, one eyebrow arched.
No, he thought. It has to be in a camouflaged compartment or a secret room. Nobody could be that much of an amateur. Still, he got down on one knee and slid his arm under the mattress, feeling around—and closed his fingers on the hard, slender spine of a book.
“I stand corrected,” he said as he pulled the book free. Elation. The cover opened and he gazed down in triumph at Squirrel’s jagged, barely literate scrawls.
He slammed it shut and clutched the book to his chest. He didn’t stop until he’d left the keep, left the courtyard, and strode through the winding city streets to a nearby inn. A handful of coins bought him a private room the size of a closet for the night. He’d only need it for an hour.
As he filled a tarnished iron washbasin, the twisting, tangled words of an old spell rose effortlessly to his lips. The straight razor slashed just as effortlessly, slicing a scarlet line on his forearm, letting the blood flow in fat ruby drops that burst like tiny exploding suns as they hit the water.
A face appeared in the murky red. Bear. The bulky, towering northman’s eyes were curious behind his mask of bone.
“Fox?” he said. “I felt you calling to me. Where are you?”
“Lychwold. Itresca. I’ve got something you’ll like.”
“What’s that?”
Fox held the book up beside his face and flashed a toothy grin.
Bear tore his mask off and leaned in as close as he could, his eyes looming in the reflection. “Is that—”
“Squirrel’s book. Found in the possession of—you’ll love this part—one Livia Serafini.”
“Who’s that?”
Fox’s smile drooped. “She’s the pope. Do you not get any news in Winter’s Reach?”
“A woman pope?” Bear rubbed the back of his head, tousling shaggy hair. “Is that even allowed?”
“It is now, apparently. More power to her, for all the good it’ll do. Did you feel that disturbance a few nights back? That burst of wild magic? It was her. She’s infected with Shadow.”
Bear winced. “Ugh. That’s gonna end ugly.”
“Not as ugly as things are going to end for a mutual acquaintance of ours.”
“The Owl.” Now it was Bear’s turn to smile. “This is it. Coven writings in the Church’s hands, and it’s all her fault. The Dire’s gonna kill her. She’ll have to.”
“And you and I, my burly cousin, will benefit handsomely from exposing her. Can you attend tonight’s sabbat?”
Bear shrugged. “I’m not supposed to, unless the Dire calls me—too dangerous to leave Winter’s Reach unwatched, I guess. But I can get there, sure.”
Fox chuckled, cradling the book in his arms like a precious treasure.
“Do come,” he said. “I believe it’ll be the party of a lifetime. Not to be missed, or soon forgotten.”



CHAPTER FIVE
Nessa Fieri woke with the dawn, stretching languidly under stiff, scratchy sheets while a cock crowed outside the dusty window. She sat up, pulling aside the covers, and arched an eyebrow. Mari Renault slowly pushed herself up from the floor just inside the closed door, her patchwork leathers and ragged blond hair making her look like a sleepy scarecrow.
“Mari.” Nessa glanced over at the other bed. The sheets were unwrinkled. “Did you sleep on the floor?”
“Yes,” she said, nodding over her shoulder. “In front of the door. So if anyone tried to come in during the night, it would wake me up right away.”
Nessa rolled her eyes. “That’s stupid. Who would even—”
She paused, watching Mari’s face fall and her head sag, just a little, along with her shoulders.
Nessa didn’t like it. That was the only description she could put to the sudden pang in her heart, the way Mari’s disappointment made her want to take back the last few seconds and say something, anything, differently. She just didn’t like it.
“I mean…it was unnecessary.” Her bare feet touched down on the cold, rough floorboards. She approached Mari in her dressing gown, reaching out to touch her shoulder. “We’re both very light sleepers, after all. But it was thoughtful of you. I’m pleased that you took the initiative.”
There it was, that tiny, puppyish smile on her knight’s lips. Nessa liked that better.
My knight, she thought. Mine. She liked that, too. She had explored the contours of the young woman’s mind, ferreted out all of Mari’s innermost hopes and dreams, and carefully, methodically, twisted them to her own liking. Breaking her had been a pleasure. Rebuilding her, though…that was a new kind of game to play.
All the ingredients were there. Mari’s obsession with becoming some kind of storybook knight had laid the groundwork Nessa needed. Devotion, service, the hunger for a worthy liege. That oaf Werner, with his simpleminded piety and his drugs, had done his best to blunt Mari’s claws for good—but Werner was dead, and Mari had a new teacher now. One who could take her fantasies and illusions, along with the violent past Werner had tried to bury forever, and merge those two Maris into a new creature entirely.
A coven knight.
“Fetch my glasses,” Nessa said, her tone light. They were on the bedside table, closer to Nessa, but Mari didn’t hesitate to scurry around her and pick them up. Nessa beamed, standing still as Mari slipped the big, round wire-frame lenses over her liege’s eyes. The blurry world swam into sharp focus.
It was going to be a good day.
“Get yourself cleaned up,” she said, “while I contact my family. There’s just one last thing to do before you truly enter my service.”
“Name it,” Mari said, suddenly wide-eyed, “anything. Whatever I have to do, just name it.”
Nessa reached out, trailing a fingertip along the rugged line of the taller woman’s jaw.
“Your initiation,” she replied.
*     *     *
Mari paced the rustic cabin. The weathered gray floorboards creaked under her boots with every anxious step. Nessa had locked herself away in the back room an hour ago, maybe two—time was hard to track. It was hard to think at all.
I can have this, she thought. I can have everything I ever wanted.

But witches are evil. Everybody knows that.

But Nessa isn’t evil. She’s my friend. She helped me. Taught me. She was the only one there for me when…
The memory hit her like a fist. The knight from the Order of the Autumn Lance slamming her down into the mud. Trampling her dreams. Laughing at her.
“Get this through your head,” he’d growled into her ear after beating her bloody. “We don’t want you. Nobody wants you, and nobody ever will.”
But Nessa wants me, Mari thought, and the thought wrapped the wound in her heart with warm gauze. Nessa wants me.
She paced faster and faster, nervous tension driving her footsteps, her hands clenching and unclenching at her sides. When she’d become…agitated in the past, Werner always suggested she spend some time meditating. She unconsciously reached for her hip pouch, where the brooch she prayed upon rested.
Then she remembered throwing it into the river, watching it sink beneath the cold black waters.
Her weapons. Her practice. That solace was always there for her. She stopped in her tracks and drew her batons, dropping into a battle stance. She slowed her breathing, ignoring her pounding heart as she spun her arms in slow, serpentine motions, stepping through each of her fighting forms in order. The rhythms of her breath fell in line with the rhythm of her weapons. The sticks became an extension of her body, an extension of her will. No thought, no anxiety, only the dance.
The bedroom lock clicked. The door creaked open.
The dance ceased.
Nessa had traded her usual blue dress for a gown of ocher brown that blended with the tawny feathers of her cloak. Her lips were painted as black as her long, straight hair. Her eyelids, too, sapphire eyes bright behind her glasses.
“Are…are you a moonseer?” Mari asked.
Nessa gave a tiny shake of her head and gestured to her face.
“No, I simply find the affectation amusing. Mari, where do you think the Lady’s miracles come from?”
She tilted her head. “From the Lady. Where else?”
“Sweet, naive girl.” Nessa closed the distance between them, her cloak sweeping out behind her. “Mari, there are no miracles. The Lady of Five Hundred Names is as real as any other god, which is to say, not at all. It was only ever us. The art of the wise, in the hands of the clever. Simple witchcraft.”
“What do you mean?” Mari fumbled for words, her mind stumbling over a dozen questions at once. “Why?”
Nessa laughed, though kindly, and replied as if the answer was obvious.
“So they’d stop killing us for it. A man will accept from a god what he cannot accept from his wife or daughter. After all, how dare we have gifts that others do not? How dare we have avenues of power that self-styled authorities cannot control or steal for their own? How dare we be free? So much safer, then, to claim the mantle of a humble priestess, a helpless bystander to the power she secretly commands.”
Nessa slowly circled Mari, reaching out to brush a fingertip down her knight’s arm.
“All those years you spent in pious devotion. Praying to the Lady. Meditating on her virtues. Did she ever answer your call, even once?”
Mari shook her head. Very, very slowly.
“And tell me, Mari, what would you rather believe? That the Lady was never real…or that she is real, and she doesn’t love you?”
Nobody wants you, said the voice in the back of Mari’s mind, and nobody ever will.
Nessa took hold of her hand, fingers twining tight with hers.
“But I am real,” Nessa told her. “Have faith in me.”
“So…the moonseers hide what they really are. But you don’t,” Mari said softly. “You don’t hide. Not like that.”
“A true witch,” she replied, “is cautious, but she does not hide. She merely waits.”
“Waits for what?”
Nessa squeezed Mari’s hand, then let go.
“For a day like this. Are you ready, Mari? You don’t have to say yes. If you come with me, if you join us…that’s forever. You know that, don’t you? There’s no going back.”
Mari’s gaze flicked away. Memories of the past washed over her and pooled on the floor at her feet. Her refugee years, a war child in Belle Terre. Winter’s Reach. Meeting Werner. Losing Werner. Her dream, beaten out of her. Her faith, drowned in a river.
She shook her head, leaving it all behind.
“I don’t have anything to go back to,” she said.
Nessa smiled. “Then let us begin.”
She reached under her feathered cloak and drew out a knife. Copper-bladed, with a handle of cherry-stained wood. She balanced it between her outstretched fingers, so Mari could see.
“I own many blades, Mari, but this one is special. It’s called a Cutting Knife.”
Mari peered at the blade. “All knives are cutting knives.”
“Not like this. Watch.”
Nessa turned to the side, brow furrowed in concentration as she pointed the knife’s tip at empty air. She whispered, a singsong chant that Mari couldn’t quite make out spilling from her lips in a sibilant stream. She didn’t seem to inhale at all—the whispered chant went on and on, without pause, one impossibly long and twisting word drawn from the witch’s lips like an endless stream of colored handkerchiefs from a street performer’s pocket.
Mari’s vision slipped into a dreamlike haze. Or maybe that was the cabin itself, the sunlight turning to shades of sepia and silver, the air growing sluggish and thick. So thick she could barely move, the air pinning her arms to her sides, her breath flowing like molasses in her lungs.
The last syllable of the one-word chant slipped from Nessa’s lips and wriggled through the open air as she drove the knife forward and pierced…nothing. The gleaming tip vanished, impaled inside something Mari couldn’t see.
Then Nessa dragged the blade downward with both hands, scowling with utter determination, and cut a gash in the world.
The air sagged, curling at the edges of a midnight void. A tear in the fabric of reality, some five feet long and a few inches across. Wide-eyed, Mari stepped to one side, circling it like a wary cat. Nessa sheathed her knife and wrapped her fingers around the edge of the tear, pulling, stretching it wider.
“Don’t be afraid,” Nessa said. “It’s just a doorway. A shortcut, through the Shadow In-Between.”
“In between what?” Mari said, her eyes fixed on the tear.
“In between everything.”
Nessa reached out to her, fingers outstretched, holding the tear open with her other hand.
“Mari. Come with me. Take my hand.”
She took a halting step backward.
“I…I don’t know if I can.”
“You can,” Nessa said, “but it has to be your choice. You have to want it. I’m going to the coven glade, Mari. With you or without you. You can take my hand, or you can say goodbye forever, but you have to choose for yourself.”
The ragged edges of the tear whipped like flags in a windstorm, agitated, the world trying to knit itself back together again. Nessa held it fast in a white-knuckled grip.
“Do…do you really want me to be your knight?” Mari asked her.
Nessa smiled. “Oh, Mari. More than anything.”
Mari reached out and took her hand. And Nessa pulled her into the darkness.



CHAPTER SIX
There was velvet shadow, and the scent of roses, and the faint far-off sound of wind chimes.
Then Nessa and Mari emerged into a forest clearing under the sliver of a new moon, dew-damp grass under their feet. Standing torches dotted the clearing, casting their yellow glow across towering pine trees. Mari still clung to Nessa’s hand, even as the tear at their backs whipped shut with a scratching, sucking sound.
“How is it nighttime?” she asked. “It was just morning when we left.”
“This,” Nessa said, “is a faraway place.”
Mari looked up to the moon, and the world dropped out from under her feet. Her mouth hung open as she stared at the night sky. The canopy of stars was one thing too many, one step too far, and it paralyzed her.
“Nessa,” she breathed.
“Yes, Mari. What is it?”
“The stars. You’ve been teaching me the constellations.”
Mari raised a trembling finger to the sky.
“Those aren’t our stars.”
Nessa gently pulled her hand from Mari’s grip and touched her shoulder.
“I told you,” Nessa said, “this is a faraway place.”
Around the clearing, more tears in the world billowed open, new arrivals squeezing and clawing their way from the black, rose-scented void. Most wore masks of bone, a menagerie of moths and magpies, lionesses and zebras. The two robed figures approaching them, though, didn’t hide their faces. Mari recognized them—the tall, gangly, and olive-skinned Carcannan man and his shorter, pearly-toothed counterpart—in a heartbeat.
“Ah, just in time,” Nessa said. “Mari, I’d like you to meet my students, Despina and Vassili. Or, as they’re known to our coven, Shrike and Worm.”
Jarred from her horror, Mari blinked. “I…I know you. You were those merchants, who gave us a ride to Reinsbech.”
Vassili bent low in a courtly bow. “Our apologies for the deception, Mari. You see, Nessa wanted very much to meet you, and we’d heard reports of bandits on that road. So my sister and I were instructed to ensure you reached her safely.”
“We heard about what happened to Werner,” Despina said, frowning. “We’re…so sorry, Mari. He seemed like such a good man. A noble man. His death must have been terribly painful for you.”
Mari bit her bottom lip, eyes downcast.
“Nobody could have foreseen his loss,” Vassili said. “We’re just glad that you and our mother escaped safely.”
“Mother?” Mari asked, looking between them. “I knew you were brother and sister, but…” She paused, studying Nessa’s face and trying to gauge everyone’s ages.
“Not like that,” Nessa said with a chuckle. “You see, Mari, our coven is a family. The only actual birth relations here are Despina and Vassili, but everyone else uses…well, whatever appellations reflect their heart at the moment. Often I’m an aunt, very rarely a mother; most here will be ‘cousin’ to you.”
Despina swooped in and locked up Mari’s arm in hers.
“Sister, as far as I’m concerned. She’s proved herself deserving of it.”
“Sister,” Mari echoed, her voice faint, not daring to say it too loudly. Speaking the word felt like taking something that didn’t belong to her.
“Would you like that, Mari?” Despina’s eyes glittered.
“A family?” Mari asked. “For…for me?”
“Everyone should have a family,” Vassili said, taking her other arm and pinning Mari between them. “A family who cares for you, and who you can care for. Don’t you think?”
Mari didn’t answer. Couldn’t answer. She blinked, her eyelashes suddenly damp.
“Is everything prepared for Mari’s initiation?” Nessa asked.
Despina nodded sharply. “Exactly as you requested, mistress. We had no difficulties.”
“Nor would I expect you to. Off with you, then.”
Despina leaned in, as her arm snaked away, and pecked Mari on the cheek.
“Be brave,” she whispered. Then she and Vassili were off to mingle, the clearing now crowded with hoods and robes and masks. Mari gazed about in wonder. There had to be thirty, maybe forty people milling about on the grass, a quiet expectation hanging in the air. They were waiting for something. Waiting, but eager.
“I did,” piped up a small voice to Mari’s left. “I did kill them all.”
A young woman of nineteen or so, garbed in a hooded saffron robe, the corners of her eyes glistening with coppery paint reminiscent of a serpent’s scales, held a much smaller girl—maybe five years her junior—in a headlock.
“Viper and Mouse,” Nessa murmured, glancing sidelong at Mari. “They get along about as well as their namesakes.”
“Well, I think you’re a filthy little liar,” Viper said. She tightened her hold around Mouse’s neck, forcing her to one knee. “You’re a filthy little liar who’s just trying to save her own hide. Just wait until Fox gets here. I want to see you try and tell him your ridiculous story.”
Viper grabbed hold of Mouse’s ear and twisted it until the smaller girl yelped. Mari, eyes narrowed to slits, took a step toward them. Nessa stopped her with a touch to her arm.
“Niece,” Nessa said, striding in, “is it jealousy that blinds you, or pride?”
Viper blinked, holding the squirming girl tight. “Huh?”
Nessa waved her hand. Viper reluctantly let go. Mouse straightened up, wincing as she rubbed her ear.
“It’s in the eyes.” Nessa gently took hold of Mouse’s chin, lifting her face, studying her. “You can always tell by the eyes. You’ve been blooded, haven’t you, Mouse?”
“Yes,” she said softly. “Yes, Miss Owl.”
“More than one.” It was a statement, not a question.
“Bandits,” Mouse said. “I poisoned them.”
Nessa let go of her chin and nodded her approval.
“Poison is a good choice for you, I think. It will serve you well.”
Viper frowned, looking cheated. Her glare snapped toward Mari. “And what’s this? Lunch?”
Nessa slid one hand behind Mari’s back, fingers curling over her shoulder.
“This is Mari, my knight. Mari, this is Viper, your new cousin.”
Viper snorted. “No relation of mine ’til she’s blooded proper. And a knight? She doesn’t look like much to me.”
“Try me,” Mari replied. “Or do you only spar with girls half your size? I could get on my knees and fight you that way, if it makes you feel safer. And I’ll still win.”
Viper froze, one hand dangerously close to the feather-bladed knife on her belt. Then she broke into a grin, showing off canines chiseled to jagged points.
“Yeah, all right, all right. You might be fun to have around. For a little while. You’d best learn the pecking order around here before you open your mouth again, though. Far as I’m concerned, you’re nothing but a gussied-up servant, and I don’t take lip from servants.”
“Pleasure meeting you too,” Mari said. “Cousin.”
Viper stalked off in search of an easier target. Mouse looked up at Mari, eyes bright and curious.
“I’m Hedy,” she said. “Are you really a knight?”
“She will be,” Nessa answered for Mari. “Provided she passes her initiation. You never made it to Lerautia, I presume?”
Hedy bowed her head. “No, ma’am. I was trying, though, honest. As soon as the sabbat is done, I’ll try again. I mean, if…if Master Fox doesn’t…hurt me.”
Nessa leaned in close, locking eyes with Hedy.
“And why would he do that?”
“He wanted me to, um…” Her voice trailed off. The girl seemed to shrink where she stood, her shoulders tensed.
“He wanted you to obey my orders,” Nessa said, “but you were to report your findings to him first, instead of me.”
Hedy’s chin bobbed, barely a fraction of an inch.
“But you know what you should do.”
“I’m afraid,” Hedy said. “I’m afraid he’s going to kill me.”
Nessa shook her head, firm. “I won’t allow that.”
A horn blew. It was a low, droning hum that sent flights of night birds fleeing from the pines, spiraling up toward the alien stars. The hum made Mari’s bones shiver, like the call to a funeral march.
“It’s time,” Nessa said and took Mari’s hand.
They walked with the crowd toward the clearing’s edge. A trailhead waited for them, a narrow road carved through the tangled forest and paved in spongy chips of cedar. It turned and twisted under leafless boughs, skeletal limbs folding overhead like the bars of a wicker cage.
The path emerged into a second clearing, and in the clearing stood an altar. Behind the altar leaned a crooked tomb, its open door illuminated by two guttering torches.
The altar was a slab of black basalt. The grass around it scorched yellow, twisted and dead. And upon the altar, bound by knotted sailing ropes at his wrists and ankles, lay a naked man. He squirmed, letting out muffled, frantic pleas, gagged under the burlap sack draped over his head.
Nessa led Mari to the altar as the coven circled around them. All eyes were upon the tomb door, though, a stairway leading down into stony darkness.
Nessa let go of Mari’s hand and raised her arms to the crowd.
“We gather tonight in celebration,” she said. “In celebration of our way and our creed, and in celebration of welcoming new blood to our veins. Dire Mother, will you witness?”
The answer came on a gust of fetid wind billowing from the mouth of the tomb. An ancient whisper that carried to every ear.
“I will.”
Nessa turned to the tomb, arms still outstretched.
“And I ask for us all: will you lead us to Wisdom’s Grave?”
“I will,” came the Dire Mother’s reply.
Nessa lowered her arms and flashed a cruel, hungry smile.
“Tonight,” she said, “we rekindle a tradition long lost. This woman at my side has petitioned to enter my service. A coven knight! She will prove worthy.”
One figure, taller than the rest, shouldered his way to the front of the crowd. Mari’s jaw clenched. She recognized him at once, from his snouted mask to the ice-blue knotwork tattoos on his beefy arms.
“This is an outrage,” Bear shouted. “She’s a witch hunter. She’s killed one of our own! You insult us all by bringing her here.”
“She is no such thing,” Nessa replied. “She was misled by our enemies, and she is…properly penitent.”
“Then let her prove it.” Viper put her hands on her hips and glared at Mari. “Blood for blood!”
“Blood for blood,” came the whisper from the coven, then again. And again. A chant. A command.
Nessa waved her hand, sharp, and silenced them all. Then she led Mari to the altar.
“Only one person complicit in Squirrel’s death has not been punished,” she explained. “That changes tonight.”
She tugged the hood from the bound man’s head.
Mari knew him. She remembered their last meeting like it was yesterday.
*     *     *
“You can’t do this,” Mari had pleaded. She could barely hear her own voice over the din from the village square as the executioner bound the young girl to a post. Kindling piled around her feet.
The mayor sat placidly under an open tent at the edge of the square, counting out copper coins from a dented lockbox. He didn’t look at her, let alone answer her.
“You don’t even know she’s guilty,” Mari said. “You won’t even let her talk.”
Werner’s big hand rubbed the back of Mari’s neck, trying to calm her. She looked over her shoulder, seeing the terror in the girl’s eyes as the executioner stepped back. And lit a torch.
“This is insane.” Tears brimmed in Mari’s eyes. “Werner, make him stop. This is so wrong, you know it’s wrong—”
The mayor poured his handful of coins into a cheap leather pouch, offering it to Werner.
“This transaction is concluded,” he said primly. “Kettle Sands thanks you for your service.”
Werner took the pouch and gently tugged Mari away from the table.
“C’mon, Mari, this isn’t any of our business.”
The torch arced through the air, landing in the kindling with a crump of flame and a puff of black smoke. The girl shrieked through her gag as the flames inched toward her.
“You bastard,” Mari shouted, lunging at the mayor with fists flailing and her cheeks wet with tears. Werner got his arm around her waist and hauled her back. “You fucking bastard, you can’t do this!”
The mayor glared at Werner. “I suggest you shut your apprentice’s insolent mouth and leave town before sunset. Otherwise, we might have to find more witches to burn.”
*     *     *
Mari recognized the man on the slab. The mayor recognized her, too. Mari could see it in his eyes. Pleading eyes. Like Squirrel’s had been that hot afternoon in Kettle Sands.
“Everyone has been punished, save one. That changes tonight,” Nessa said, taking Mari’s hand. She pressed a dagger with a wavy blade—long, gleaming—into Mari’s palm and curled her fingers around the corded hilt.
“And you, Mari, will be the instrument of our vengeance. The instrument of justice.”



CHAPTER SEVEN
It was a slow afternoon at the Rusted Plow. They were, as Renata Nicchi had quickly learned, all slow afternoons. The Plow may have been the only tavern in Kettle Sands, but for a town that small, the shine of exclusivity didn’t mean much. She moved from empty table to empty table, her patched skirts swirling around her ankles as she wiped down the ale-sticky walnut wood.
Gianni—crook-shouldered, with a bulldog’s jowls—looked over from the bar and gave her a broken-toothed smile. “So when are you going to take this place off my hands and let an old man retire in peace?”
“The day my fiancé arrives with the money,” she said. “And thanks again for taking me on in the meantime.”
He waved a polishing rag at her. “Feh. Only makes sense you should get to know the place before you’re running it yourself. And it gives the customers something pretty to look at. You know, besides me.”
She’d arrived four days earlier, saying goodbye to Hedy on the road south. They’d met as coworkers in Renata’s father’s tavern. They parted as…friends, she liked to think. She and Hedy had walked through fire together, surviving as the captives of a bandit gang.
Renata thought about Hedy often. Sometimes remembering her as a young, bright-eyed and jubilant girl. And sometimes, though she tried not to, she thought back to the night they’d escaped. Watching Hedy triumphant in her mask of white bone, strolling through the bandit camp and admiring her dead and dying victims like a patron at an art gallery.
Our victims, Renata reminded herself.
“Any word on Constantin?” she asked. Gianni gave an expressive shrug.
“You know what I know. Damndest thing, the mayor up and leaving town in the middle of the night like that. If he didn’t want the job anymore, least he could do was appoint someone in his place. I guess we’ll have to have an election.”
“An election?” she said, surprised. “You choose your leaders here?”
“Welcome to Carcanna.” He chuckled and picked up another dry tankard to polish. “We’re friends of the Empire, but they don’t get to appoint our bureaucrats. Not yet, anyway. The kingship’s hereditary, but pretty much everything on down from there gets voted on. Your husband’ll have a vote, as soon as he legally owns some land.”
Husband. Renata liked that thought. She’d even picked out a place to hold the wedding, an ivy-twined arch behind the town’s tiny chapel. Outside, in the cool autumn air, Felix’s hand bound to hers. Together again, at last. It helped, imagining it. The happy image kept her from wondering, too much and too often, if her lover was safe.
If he’s still alive. She held the thought just for a heartbeat, then banished it from her mind.
The tavern door slammed open. She knew the stocky, out-of-breath youth on the threshold—he was from one of the farming families in town, always loitering around the market square and quick with a jest. His expression was far from humorous now, though. He looked terrified.
“Trouble,” he panted. Gianni set his rag down and stepped out from behind the bar.
“What is it?” Renata said. “Are you all right?”
“It’s not me, it’s—” he took a deep breath and shook his head, starting again. “Strangers, on the outskirts of town, near my mother’s farm. They’re wearing crusaders’ tunics, but they look like brigands to me and I don’t know what they’re going to do.”
“Damn fine time for the mayor to quit,” Gianni grumbled. “I’ll head to the square, see if I can’t round up some of the menfolk.”
“Do we have a militia?” Renata asked him.
“We’ve never needed a militia.”
“Renata,” the boy said, “they look Verinian, like you. Could you come to the farm? Maybe if they see one of their own kinsfolk, they won’t…do anything.”
“Of course,” she said, already untying her apron.
She didn’t know where he found the energy to run, but he did, and she sprinted fast on his heels. Up the sleepy brushed-dirt street, past houses of white stucco and salmon-shingled rooftops, and under the tall, tan arch that marked the boundaries of Kettle Sands. The Sanna family farm wasn’t much farther, nestled in a lush, rolling valley.
They found Elisavet Sanna at the mouth of a leaning clapboard barn. The rugged woman had a red face and wide, sweeping gestures that spoke to her frustration even before Renata heard the tension in her voice.
“—of course I’m faithful to the Church,” she was saying. “We aren’t heathens in Carcanna.”
Four men loomed in a ragged line before the farmer, and Renata knew exactly what Elisavet’s son had meant about their looks. Three of them had hard, beady eyes like the bandits who had held her captive, despite the black tree silhouettes sewn onto the chests of their ragged and muddy white tunics. The fourth, locked in argument with Elisavet, had a different bearing. Square-shouldered, with an upturned chin and uncallused hands. The air of a man who was used to getting whatever he wanted just by demanding it. He wore a loose mail shirt under his tunic, and the rapier on his hip sported an ornately spun basket hilt.
Curiously, Renata noted, he was the only one with a weapon. Two of his followers wore plain belts of rope, and one had a sword sheath but nothing to put in it.
“If you were truly faithful, you would not hesitate to render the aid that our Holy Father requires of you.” His gaze flicked to Renata and he snapped his fingers at her. “You there. You’re not a native, are you? You’re a northerner.”
“From Mirenze,” she said.
“Excellent. You will understand. I am Duke Cosimo Segreti of Verinia, and leader of a full column of crusaders bound for the heretic east. We require food and lodging.”
“Isn’t the Church supposed to supply your food?” Renata asked. “Or the Empire?”
He sniffed. “Ideally, yes, but there appears to have been some sort of…miscommunication. We, ah, haven’t been able to make contact with the supply lines. As such, I have a company of hungry men at my back, and it is your duty as a faithful daughter of the Gardener to provide for them.”
“I told him,” Elisavet said to Renata, fluttering her hand, “it’s past harvest time. They’re welcome to the gleanings of the fields—”
“Gleanings,” Cosimo seethed, “are for beggars. We won’t hunt and scrape for the leftovers you peasants didn’t want for yourselves.”
Renata shook her head. “You have to understand, Kettle Sands is a small village, and we only have two farms as it is. All the food’s being stored for winter. If we give you the rations to feed a whole company of soldiers, we won’t have enough for ourselves when the weather turns.”
“An act of such selfless piety will surely be rewarded by the Gardener’s grace. You have nothing to fear.”
“Look, Blueridge is just two days’ ride to the south. They’re a bigger town. I’m sure they can help—”
Cosimo stomped his boot into the dirt. “No. My men are hungry now.”
“‘Duke,’ my pimpled ass,” Elisavet said, wagging a finger at him. “You’re behaving like a spoiled brat.”
He flung up his arm and backhanded her hard enough to split her lip and send her sprawling to the dirt. Her son cried out, rushing to scoop her up in his arms while Cosimo’s men snickered.
A storm cloud brewed behind Renata’s eyes. Sanction of the Church or not, they were just another pack of brigands. More men who thought they could take whatever they wanted by virtue of strength.
She darted into the open mouth of the barn without thinking about it. And came running right back, standing at Elisavet’s side with a pitchfork in her hands.
Cosimo nodded at the pitchfork. “And what are you going to do with that?”
“Whatever I have to,” Renata told him, “to stop you from hurting these people.”
“We’re not looking to hurt anyone. Just give us the food, and we’ll be on our way.”
“You’ve already been told why you can’t have it.” Renata gripped the pitchfork with both hands, leveling it like a spear. “And now you’re being told to leave. Get off her property. Now.”
Cosimo’s hand edged toward the hilt of his rapier.
“We are holy crusaders,” he told her, as if explaining the concept to a young child. “Disobeying an order from me is no different from disobeying an order from Pope Carlo himself.”
“Then Pope Carlo is welcome to the gleanings of the fields,” she said. “But no authority—not him, and not you—is going to make me stand aside and let these people starve when winter comes. Go away. Blueridge is two days south. They can help you.”
“You impudent little—” He lunged for her, trying to grab her arm. She reacted on instinct.
The needle tines of the pitchfork punched through his tunic and the rings of the mail shirt like knives through paper. The image of the tree upon his chest began to bleed, rivulets of scarlet dripping from its black iron boughs. He stood there, trembling, his mouth agape but nothing coming out save for a faint wheezing sound.
“I didn’t,” Renata stammered, “I didn’t mean to.”
She pulled back the bloody tines. Cosimo collapsed to the dirt, dead before he hit the ground.
“Gardener’s blood,” one of the crusaders whispered, eyes wide with shock. “What have you done?”
“I didn’t mean to. He came at me—”
“You murdered him. You murdered a duke,” another said. He took a halting step backward.
“He didn’t give me any choice.” Renata stared down at the body. She held the pitchfork in a death grip.
“We have to—” a crusader said haltingly, backing up, “we have to tell the others. Someone will know what to do. Back to camp. Now.”
As they followed him, one pointed an accusing finger. “You’ll hang for this! You will!”
She watched them run across the empty field like frightened children, leaving her with a nobleman’s corpse at her feet.



CHAPTER EIGHT
Wherever she is, Felix Rossini told himself for the hundredth time, Renata is safe and sound. She’s clever. She can take care of herself.
Now all he had to do was live long enough to reunite with her. And given that he was tied to a chair in a dark room, his wrists and ankles bound with stiff, scratchy rope that cut into his skin when he tried to squirm free, his odds weren’t looking too good.
He’d made it almost a day on the streets. Aita, his wife by an arranged marriage, had dispatched a killer named Hassan the Barber to take him out after pinning her father Basilio’s murder on Felix. A tidy play to seize control of Mirenze’s criminal underworld and keep her hands clean in the process.
Felix sent her Hassan’s severed head in a box and went on the run.
Not out of the city, though. Not with every one of Basilio’s old allies convinced Felix had murdered him. Some would want revenge, and some would want to kill him as a gift to the underworld’s new queen. Nobody would be wishing him well. And all the while, the governor’s men were combing the city, too; they wanted to give him a show trial and a noose, his guilt already decided.
No, he couldn’t leave until he’d proved his innocence—and sealed Aita’s doom. Otherwise she’d hunt him and Renata to the ends of the world. She was working with Lodovico Marchetti now, his old family rival, and they both had good reason to want Felix dead.
So he’d taken to the streets, his finery gathering dirt and wrinkles, and hidden out in a hostel by the docks while he worked out his next move. He’d managed to fall into a fitful sleep, only to be woken by a fist in his gut and a dirty hand clamped over his mouth.
Now he waited in the dark, wondering which of Basilio Grimaldi’s allies had found him. And how slowly they intended him to die.
A door groaned open at his back, and the cellar walls, packed stale dirt, took on the soft yellow glow of an oil lamp. Footsteps approached him. He recognized his captor. And she wasn’t who he expected.
“Signora Marchetti?”
Sofia Marchetti glared at him, arms drawn tight across her chest, her steel-wool hair bound in a frizzy braid.
“This,” he said, “can’t be about what I think it’s about.”
“Why did you kill him?” she asked, her voice tight.
All right, Felix thought, maybe it can.
“You mean Basilio.” he said.
“That’s right.”
He blinked at her. “Why do you care?”
Her hand cracked across his cheek, snapping his head to one side and leaving stars in his eyes. He tasted blood. He barely had time to recover before she grabbed his hair, yanking it like a terrier with a rag toy.
“Why,” she shouted in his face, “did you kill him?”
“I didn’t,” he shouted back. “Stop it, just please, stop! Why do you even care? He was working against your family as much as he was working against mine! All your money, all your success, and your son still couldn’t get a seat on the Council of Nine. You know that’s not a coincidence.”
She let go of him, stepping back, holding herself like a clockwork spring about to snap.
“None of your business. You answer me, damn you: why did you do it?”
Felix met her anger with a tired glare of his own.
“I told you,” he said, “I didn’t. I was framed.”
“Oh? Then who did?”
“His daughter Aita,” Felix said. “With your son’s help.”
Her bottom lip curled. She stared at him. Then she turned and stepped just out of sight.
She came back with a butcher’s knife.
Sofia grabbed hold of his good ear, pulling it hard enough to make his eyes water. “Fine. You want to make jokes? Let’s chop your other ear off and even you out. Then we’ll see if you feel like talking.”
He felt the knife touch the top of his ear. The first quick shallow slice, the sudden searing pain. The ropes skinned his wrists raw as he squirmed, struggling to get away.
“I’m telling the truth. It was my wife and your son, and I can prove it!”
The knife pulled away. He felt warm blood welling up from the cut, trickling over his earlobe and dribbling down the side of his neck.
Sofia stepped back. She pointed the tip of the knife at his face.
“Talk,” she seethed, “but if you’re lying, your ear comes off. Then I start on your eyes.”
He swallowed hard, struggling to catch his breath.
“First, you have to understand: Basilio Grimaldi was no mere wool merchant.”
Sofia put a hand on her hip. “I know exactly who, and what, he was.”
“Then you know I had nothing to gain from his death. I’m the most hunted man in Mirenze right now, and a hundred hands want to put a dagger in my back or skin me alive. Meanwhile, Aita gets his empire and my family business. She just swept the board. She tried to have me killed, to make it a perfect win. Her assassin—he’s the one who told me she’s working with Lodovico.”
He could see her thinking it over. And when he spoke her son’s name, her eyes grew darker.
“Leave us,” she said, looking over his shoulder. Behind Felix, heavy footsteps—the same men, he guessed, who had brought him here—tromped up the wooden stairs. The cellar door shut with a leaden click.
“You already suspect him,” Felix said softly. “Don’t you?”
“Not…not of this.” The knife sagged in her hand, her grip loosening. “What do you really know about the Council of Nine?”
“I know Basilio wanted to wrest control of it, so he could rule the Mirenzei economy.” He paused, trying to anticipate her train of thought. “And I know someone sent a gang of cutthroats after him.”
“Not only him,” Sofia replied. “The same night, Costantini, the chairman of the council, drowned in his bathtub, and Terenzio Ruggeri allegedly died in the attack on al-Tali.”
“The attack that sparked the crusade. The crusade your family bank is financing.”
Sofia nodded, once. She paced the earthen floor, contemplating the blade in her hand.
“Lodovico knew we’d be commissioned to provide weapons for the crusaders, several days before the crusade was declared. He has Pope Carlo’s confidence. Basilio was going to…”
She trailed off, as if realizing she’d said too much.
“Given his true vocation,” Felix said, “I’m going to guess the next two words are steal them. And you knew about it. You were working with Basilio Grimaldi, against your own family.”
She spun, pointing the tip of the knife at him, teeth bared.
“Lodovico was working against me. He shut me out of the Banco Marchetti two days after my husband’s burial. Basilio was going to help me oust him and take back control. And now he’s dead and my plans are ruined.”
“Helping out of the goodness of his heart, I’m sure,” Felix said.
“He had…influence over me.”
“Blackmail, I assume. But it’s over now,” Felix said. “You’re free.”
Her gaze drooped to the floor.
“Right,” she said, her voice small. “Free.”
The ropes strained as he leaned forward in the chair, studying her face in the lamplight.
“Signora…you’re mourning him.”
She rubbed her hand against one eye and took a deep, shuddering breath, letting it out in a humorless little laugh.
“No. Quite the opposite. I have known Basilio Grimaldi for over twenty years. He knew…things I wanted. Things I couldn’t ask my husband to do for me. And he knew how to make me feel so guilty for it, to make me feel so filthy and worthless that I wanted to die. He turned my desires into poison and used them against me. I have been”—she took another deep breath—“ashamed, Felix, for every waking hour of the last two decades. He made sure of that. I think a tiny part of me, the part I hate, the part I can’t cut away, the part he preyed upon, is mourning him.”
She turned to face him. Her eyes glistened.
“And the rest of me is just trying to understand what my life is going to feel like, now that I don’t have to be afraid of seeing his shadow on my doorstep. I know it’s a good thing. I just don’t know what it’s like not to be afraid.”
Felix thought he understood. Not the details—he couldn’t guess what Basilio had done to her, and it wasn’t his secret to know—but the Puppet Master of Mirenze had a talent for worming his way into his victims’ lives. Devouring them from within.
His daughter wasn’t bad at it either.
“Whatever Lodovico’s planning,” he said, “he’s a double threat with Aita at his side. Together they’ll practically rule Mirenze—him by day, her by night. But that can’t be the whole plan. He’s got something bigger in store. Something to do with the crusade.”
Sofia walked around his chair. He felt the ropes tug as her knife sawed through, setting him free. He rubbed his raw wrists, wincing.
“The question is,” she said, coming back around to look him in the eye, “what are we going to do about it?”
“We?”
“We.”
He gave her a lopsided smile. “The Rossinis and the Marchettis working together.”
She offered him her hand.
“Let’s call it a tactical merger,” she said.
He clasped her hand and rose to his feet.
“Does Lodovico suspect you’re onto him?”
“I don’t think so.”
“Good. Let’s divide and conquer: you try to ferret out what he’s up to, while I go after Aita.”
“Go after her?” Sofia frowned. “Felix, if only half of Basilio’s men went to work for her, she’ll still be better protected than the emperor himself.”
“Not directly. I’ve got an idea to hit her where it really hurts: her coin purse. I’ll need some seed money, though. I don’t suppose I could get a small, off-the-books loan from the Banco Marchetti?”
“Words,” she said with a smile, “I’m certain you never expected to speak.”
He shrugged and gestured to the cellar door.
“Life is strange, Signora. Mine? Stranger than most.”



CHAPTER NINE
Livia slept as a fire crackled in her hearth, casting her bedchambers in a hazy warm glow. She wasn’t sure how long she’d spent curled up under the heavy blankets; she’d passed out after her return to King Jernigan’s keep, and woken again just long enough to beg for solitude and silence. The attention, the noise, the groping hands of the crowd around her—it was too much, and the marrow of her bones had ached since performing her “miracle” to save Kailani’s life.
She knew the headaches she’d been having were connected to that first burst of wild magic, driving off her would-be assassins. If anything, she felt even worse when she opened her eyes now, her sight bleary and eye muscles struggling to focus. She slipped out from under the blankets with a groan, kneeling down on the cool flagstone floor and reaching under the mattress. She still hadn’t read all of Squirrel’s lessons, and hopefully she could find something to explain the aftereffects. Even more hopefully, something to make them go away.
Her fingers strained, stretching for…nothing.
Livia froze.
Fighting a groundswell of sudden panic, fumbling, she pushed the mattress up with both hands and revealed her empty hiding place.
Someone had stolen Squirrel’s book.
And that someone, she thought, jaw clenched as she sprinted to her wardrobe, knows I had it. Someone knows that the pope had a book of witchcraft under her bed.
She flung on a gown. Dragged a brush through her knotted hair with the force and grace of a carpet beater, trying to tame her raven-black tresses into something remotely presentable. Then she decided she didn’t care about being presentable and ran for the door.
Two of her Browncloaks stood outside on sentry duty. One held up his hand, surprise in his eyes.
“My lady, please. You’ve had a long day. You should be resting—”
“Who’s been in my chambers?” Livia demanded. “Who’s been in my chambers since the last time I left?”
They gave each other helpless looks.
“A…a few people, my lady. Chambermaids, your valet, several of us of course. Why? Is something missing?”
She almost said yes, then bit her tongue. Sending her people to scour the keep was the last thing she needed. She’d have to find Squirrel’s book—and deal with the thief—by herself.
“No. No, I just…need to have a word with someone about my linens. It’s all right. I think I’m just disoriented.”
“Kailani’s been sleeping too,” the other Browncloak said. She beamed. “She objected, but we thought she could use the rest. The entire city’s talking about what you did, my lady. It’s a sign. The Gardener is blessing your rule and proving your virtue.”
Livia winced. “I…did nothing. The Gardener simply chose to work through my hands. He could have chosen anyone in the crowd.”
“But he chose you,” said her partner. “You are his instrument.”
And what will you say, Livia thought, when the thief exposes me and you find out how I really saved Kailani’s life?

Will you be there when they lash me to the pyre?

*     *     *
In the cold grassy fields outside Lychwold, in the shadow of the craggy, flame-pitted city walls, Amadeo savored the rare feeling of strain in his old muscles. He lugged a splintery wooden crate to a waiting wagon, workmen and volunteers swirling around him in a buzz of activity.
The tent city was coming down. When the refugee fleet had first arrived in Itresca, King Jernigan had offered Amadeo’s people shelter and food as a token of his benevolence. Now, with Livia on the papal throne and almost all of the refugees pledging allegiance to the Itrescan flag, the tents weren’t needed anymore. The survivors of the Alms District massacre were moving into permanent homes, taking on jobs in Lychwold, doing their best to start a new life and leave that horrible night behind them.
Amadeo wished them luck. He feared he’d be dragging those memories—the roaring flames, the agonized screams, the stench of burning flesh—behind him like a ball and chain for the rest of his days. Every now and then he’d think they’d faded, only for a chance sound or a smell to bring that night back to vivid life.
In the swirl of conversation from the workers, one topic ruled the day: Livia. Livia, and her miracle in the streets.
“It’s not even the first time,” one of the laborers said, grunting as he hauled back on a rooted tent peg. “I heard one of those—I don’t know what they are, the people in the brown cloaks that follow her around. He said assassins jumped ’em in the queen’s gardens, and the Gardener’s hand came down and swept them all away.”
“Aw, they’re making that up,” said the worker at his side. “I bet nothing even happened at the parade today, neither. Just people getting all worked up and seeing things.”
“What, you don’t believe in miracles?”
The man shrugged, rocking a stubborn tent peg back and forth in the dirt with both hands. “Sure. But centuries ago, like in the scriptures. Not today, here in Lychwold of all places. And if the Gardener’s so hot to show us Livia’s the real thing, why doesn’t he just…I don’t know, hit Carlo with a bolt of lightning?”
“You,” said his partner, “need to go to church.”
Amadeo left them to their argument, strolling past as he looked for anyone needing a helping hand. What he found, instead, was Sister Columba. The elderly woman—once Pope Benignus’s personal aide, and one of the key conspirators in the early fight against Carlo—gave a hesitant tug at Amadeo’s cassock sleeve.
“I need to talk to you,” she said in a tone that brooked no argument.
“Of course, Sister. What’s on your mind?”
“Not here. Alone.”
They walked away from the bustle of the workers, the tent city in slow-motion collapse at their backs. They found a shady spot by a full wagon waiting to be hitched up and hauled away. Columba looked Amadeo in the eye. Then her gaze dropped.
“I have committed,” she told him, “an unforgivable sin.”
He blinked and reached out to touch her shoulder. She flinched, jerking away.
“I’m not convinced that such a sin exists,” Amadeo said, “much less that you’ve committed it. Talk to me, Columba. Share your burden.”
“You’ve heard this talk about Livia. And her miracle.”
He couldn’t miss how her wrinkled eyes tightened when she spoke Livia’s name, or the way she practically spat the last word.
“I have. I wasn’t there, myself, but many bore witness. They’re taking it as a sign, the Gardener himself proving Livia’s right to rule.”
She put her withered hands to her eyes. They came away wet.
“Father,” she said, her voice breaking, “I tried so hard to stay silent. I hoped…perhaps she’d see the light and confess on her own. Or…I don’t know what I hoped. I helped raise that girl. I loved her too much to turn her in. But that doesn’t make what I did any less wrong.”
Amadeo glanced around, making sure they were still out of earshot.
“Sister, what are you saying?”
“It wasn’t a miracle,” Columba told him. “Livia is a witch.”
She described the night of their escape from Carlo’s palace, the night of the Alms District massacre. She’d walked into Livia’s chambers and discovered a scene of horror. Blood on the floor, scrawled in unholy shapes. Blood on the dead, mutilated parakeet. Blood on the knitting needle in Livia’s hands.
“And beside her on the floor,” Columba said, “a book with that same pattern inked on its pages. A book of spells.”
Amadeo’s face had gone ashen.
“I passed two of Carlo’s men on my way to her rooms,” she told him. “Do you remember the barracks fire?”
He nodded. “Yes. Some of Gallo’s troops set it as a distraction.”
“There were soldiers sleeping in that barracks. Carlo’s men were in a panic because they weren’t waking up. Lying in the middle of a fire, and they weren’t waking up. I think Livia did it. I think she was trying to escape on her own. With witchcraft.”
Amadeo thought back to the exodus, standing at the prow of an overloaded fishing boat as they sailed from the burning waterfront.
“Two hours,” Livia had murmured in her grief. And then: “It’s my fault they died.”
If she had escaped on her own, Amadeo thought, if we hadn’t led Carlo’s mercenaries to the Alms District…the massacre wouldn’t have happened.
“I should have told you,” Columba said, on the verge of sobbing. “I should have told someone, anyone. Father…we helped to put a witch on the papal throne. Those aren’t miracles she’s working. It’s pure damnation from the Barren Fields. She’s not here to save our Mother Church; she’s here to destroy it. And it’s my fault.”
Amadeo gritted his teeth, shooting another furtive glance toward the refugee camp. “Columba, these are…very serious accusations.”
“I know what I saw. I know what she did.”
“Have you spoken to anyone else about this?”
She met his gaze, looking forlorn. Adrift.
“Who could I tell? If I held my tongue any longer, I’d watch this Church—everything I’ve ever loved, everything I’ve ever cared for—burn. If I spoke up, I might be fanning the flames even faster. There’s no victory here, Father. There’s no right answer, just…different degrees of wrong.”
He held up a hand, trying to calm her.
“Do this for me: hold your silence a bit longer. Let me look into it. I’m still close to Livia, or at least I think I am. I’ll investigate and find out if your fears are true.”
She rubbed her eyes, composing herself, and took a deep breath.
“And then?”
“And then,” Amadeo said, “we take appropriate action.”
He left her there, walking back to the refugee camp and lending his sore hands to help tear down a tent. He needed physical labor just then. Something to distract him from the whirlwind in his mind.
He wanted to think Columba was mistaken. The night of the escape had been scarring for everyone. In all the fear, all the chaos, it would have been easy for her to misunderstand what she was seeing. As he hauled on the tent ropes, he imagined all the coincidences she might have confused, the details she could have misinterpreted. As much as he tried, though, he kept coming back around to the same two questions.

What if Columba is right?


And if she is, what am I going to do about it?




CHAPTER TEN
In the torchlit clearing, standing before the black basalt altar, Mari felt the weight of the sacrificial dagger in her hand.
She felt the weight of the coven’s eyes, too, every bone mask and bared face turned to face her.
“I can’t do this,” she said softly. “Nessa, he’s…he’s tied up. He’s defenseless.”
“So?” Nessa replied, arching a sharp eyebrow.
“So a—a knight doesn’t do that. A knight only fights in honorable combat.”
“Mari. Look inside yourself and answer me truly: does this man deserve to die for what he’s done?”
She thought back to the flames. The smell that hung in the air that day, charred flesh and charred wood. The shrieks of the girl on the pyre, shrill and inhuman as terror turned into raw agony.
Mari locked eyes with the mayor of Kettle Sands, bound to the altar stone. “He does.”
“So if I were to cut him loose and put a weapon in his hand, would it be all right for you to kill him then?”
She blinked. “I…suppose? I think so.”
“But it wouldn’t really,” Nessa said. “Because you’ve had years of battle under your belt, and he’s had none. Give him a sword? Might as well be a toothpick. He’d have no chance against you, just as if he were bound. So, is it therefore impossible for you to render justice in this case?”
That didn’t sound right. Mari frowned, working her way through it.
“It shouldn’t be, but…Nessa, knights have rules. They’re not supposed to murder helpless prisoners. It’s dishonorable.”
“This isn’t a murder, Mari. It’s a purification.”
She turned Mari to face her, fixing her with her gaze.
“Just like the brigands you killed in Lunegloire to avenge Werner’s death. Just like the soldier you killed to defend me. This is no different. To fight for your liege and her family, to avenge the evils done to them—this is the essence of knightly honor.”
She took Mari’s hand, raising the dagger between them. The steel caught the torchlight and glowed fire-orange.
“Do it for your new family,” Nessa said. “Do it for me.”
Mari looked to the man on the altar. Maybe he caught something in her expression—a hint of mercy, of compassion—and it made him stop struggling. She could see the hope in his eyes, daring to dream she might cut his bonds and set him free.
She brought the dagger down with both hands and impaled his heart. He howled behind his gag, eyes rolled so far back she could only see the whites, his body bucking under the blade.
“Good,” Nessa purred. “Now open him. We can divine with the entrails.”
Mari didn’t hesitate. She dragged the blade downward toward his navel, carving the shrieking man open like a stuffed turkey. Eventually, mercifully, the screaming stopped. Nessa took Mari’s left hand by the wrist and pressed it into the gaping wound, covering her fingers and palm in the hot wash of fresh blood.
She held Mari’s hand high, showing it to the gathering as scarlet trails dripped down their outstretched arms.
“Blood for blood,” Nessa cried. “Mark this day, and mark this hand. She has killed for our coven. She has killed for you.”
Despina stepped forward from the pack and pointed at Mari.
“I am Shrike, and I declare this woman my sister by blood. Anyone who denies this truth will earn my wrath.”
“I am Worm,” her brother said, swirled bone mask fixed upon his face, “and I declare the same.”
Bear glared daggers at them, but he didn’t say a word. Not when others were stepping forward around him, adding their declarations, calling Mari sister, and cousin, and niece.
A single tear rolled down Mari’s cheek. Her lips curled in a trembling smile.
“Welcome,” Nessa whispered. “Welcome to my family. And to my service, Lady Knight.”
*     *     *
The assembly dispersed across the glade, the witches gathered in small knots of hushed conversation. Mari followed close at Nessa’s shoulder.
“The real sabbat hasn’t started yet,” Nessa explained. “We wait for high midnight, for that. I think you’ll enjoy it.”
“Don’t worry if you don’t know how to dance,” said a towering man in a bull mask, walking up to greet them. He took off his mask and gave Mari a big smile. “I don’t either, nobody cares. I’m Giorgio, by the way.”
“Mari,” she said with a slight bow.
Nessa tapped her finger against his chest. “And have you taken time to reconsider my offer?”
He gave her a pained look, then shot a furtive glance toward the stony tomb at the far edge of the glade.
“Nessa, c’mon, I can’t.”
“Fortune favors the brave.”
“We shouldn’t even—” He looked to the tomb once more and pitched his voice low. “We shouldn’t even be talking about this here.”
“As you wish,” Nessa said. Her gaze drifted across the clearing. Then her eyes narrowed to slits.
The party had a late arrival. A lean, silver-haired man in formal dress strode across the grass with purpose, headed straight for the open mouth of the tomb. He carried a book tucked under one stiff arm.
“Mari, listen carefully.” Nessa shot glances in all directions. “I need to go talk to Moth. Walk over there, discreetly, and get Worm and Shrike. Say the word floodland and return to me at once. They’ll understand.”
“But what’s—”
“No questions. Go.” She looked to Giorgio. “I was going to give you more time to choose your side, Bull. All I can offer you is two minutes. Use it wisely.”
Mari scurried across the clearing as stealthily as she could manage, nervous energy pushing her like a strong wind. All the joy she felt turned into cold iron in her veins when she approached Despina and Vassili.
“Sister,” Despina purred, reaching for her arm. “We were just—”
“Floodland,” she whispered.
Despina put on her mask.
She and her brother shared a hard-eyed nod. No words, just understanding. Mari turned and rejoined Nessa, who was deep in furtive conversation at the back of the clearing with an elderly moth-masked woman and a stout man wearing an ant’s guise. Nessa cradled her own mask in one hand, like a weapon ready to be drawn. Mari hovered silently, ears and eyes perked, heart beating faster as she recognized the familiar sensation that had taken over her body.
On instinct, she was preparing for battle.
“Attention,” cried the voice of a born showman. “May I have your kind attention, please?”
The man with the silver hair had a mask now, too. A fox. As the coven gathered, all eyes on him, he held the book high in the air.
“Does this look familiar to anyone?” Fox asked. “A rhetorical question, of course. Only one woman here should know it on sight. It was the journal of our dear, fallen daughter, Squirrel. The apprentice of—and responsibility of—our beloved Owl.”
Nessa pursed her lips, squaring her footing. Mari moved to stand at her right shoulder and rested her hands on the grips of her fighting batons.
“And yet,” Fox said, “I found this book in the most interesting place. Can any of you guess? No? Well, I’ll tell you: in the private chambers of Pope Livia Serafini. The sacred writings of this coven—our mysteries, our secrets—have been in the hands of the Church for months.”
Angry mutters and whispers of disbelief spread across the clearing like a slowly building tide. Condemning eyes fell upon Nessa, who merely raised her chin in defiance.
Mari realized now, with Vassili and Despina on one side and Moth and Ant on the other, that Nessa had deliberately quarantined her supporters. Gathering them all, in a ragged line, at the clearing’s edge.
Fox beamed triumphant as he lectured the coven. “There is only one penalty for betraying our trust. Only one punishment worthy of such gross incompetence. Dire Mother, will you speak the price?”
The graveyard whisper from the tomb door drifted over the gathering, a wisp of cremation smoke in every ear.
“Death.”
The rest of the coven clustered at Fox’s back, turning to face Nessa. Two armies, squaring off across the dark, wet grass. Mari counted bodies. They were outnumbered, six against at least thirty. Mari saw Hedy and Giorgio on the other side, both of them looking pained but neither one daring to cross over.
“Before we carry out our Dire Mother’s sentence,” Fox said, “would the condemned like to speak her final words?”
Nessa took a step forward and fixed her owl mask over her face.
“I have but one word. One word for the ‘Dire Mother.’ One word for you, Fox. One word for you all.” She flung out her hand, pointing an accusing finger at the tomb. “Fraud.”
A rumbling echoed from the tomb like falling rocks, sounding over the shocked murmurs from the crowd.
“Let’s start with you, then,” Nessa said, her piercing gaze fixed on the tomb door. “Dire Mother? A mother nurtures. A mother teaches and disciplines. A mother leads. You? You’re just a rotten parasite who takes our tributes and gives nothing in return. Lead us to Wisdom’s Grave? Ha! You don’t even know where to start looking. The best thing you could ever do is die and pass your title to me.”
The Dire’s reply came on a gust of foul-smelling wind. “Kill her.”
Nobody on Fox’s side moved. Not yet. None of them wanted to be the first to try.
“And as for the lot of you,” Nessa said, flaring out her feathered cloak and taking in the gathering with a sweep of her hand, “pathetic. I look upon you and I see cowards and fools, grasping at venal wealth and turning your backs on our legacy. Do you know that in Vel Hult parents teach their children to avoid the woods by night, warning that the Shrike will swoop down from the trees and gobble them up?”
Despina preened, eyes bright behind her mask.
“Or,” Nessa went on, “that there are parts of Belle Terre where the sight of a horned owl is considered a portent of doom? We are witches. We are meant to be feared. To be the bearers of dark truths and lessons paid for in blood and tears. To be the nightmare at the heart of the fairy tale. But who fears the lot of you, hmm? Nobody. Nobody at all.”
Fox balled his hands into frustrated fists. “You should fear us, Owl. You’re looking at your death.”
Nessa threw back her head and let out a delighted cackle.
“I’m looking at counterfeits! Pretenders and poseurs who don’t deserve to be called witches, and who I’ve tolerated for far too long. But I can be generous, and so I’ll grant you all a choice. All but you, Fox, because you’re beyond redemption.”
She took in the crowd, her gaze falling upon every face and mask turned against her.
“As of now,” Nessa said, “this coven is mine. Bend your knee to me, acknowledge me as the true Dire Mother, and I will forgive you your failures. I will teach you, and I will burn away your weakness and perfect your darkness. However, if anyone here refuses to submit? I will track you down, to the ends of the world if I must, and exterminate you like the embarrassing vermin you are.”
Fox drew a dagger from his belt, shouting as he took a step forward, urging the others to follow.
“What are you going to do, Owl? You’re outnumbered more than three to one. You can’t stand against us all at once.”
Nessa’s lips curled in an amused, lopsided smile.
“I don’t plan to,” she said. “I’d prefer to hunt you one by one at my leisure. And hunt I will.”
She snapped her fingers. A tiny spark, like the tail of a lightning bug, drifted from her fingertips. And as it simmered to the grass, Mari understood why Nessa had led her loyalists to stand at the far edge of the clearing.
The ground erupted. Flames roared up, a burning wall five feet high slicing the glade in half. Through the fire Mari saw Fox jump away in sudden panic, his followers stumbling back.
“I’ve been treating that strip of grass for two months, waiting for something like this, and she never even poked her head out of that tomb to see what I was doing.” Nessa’s nose wrinkled. She brandished her Cutting Knife. “Inadequate leadership. Watch my back while I carve us a door, Mari. We are leaving.”



CHAPTER ELEVEN
In certain wealthier corners of Lerautia, the Holy City, stood rough wooden pylons about the height of a man. Citizens were welcome to tack up notes for their neighbors—at least, the ones who could read—such as reminders about local events and warnings of troublemakers and missing property. More daring wags sometimes took advantage of the pylons’ relative anonymity, posting scraps of vulgar doggerel.
The seven pages that appeared on a pylon one cold morning, nailed up overnight in secret, were something entirely new. New enough to draw a crowd of onlookers who murmured and pointed and read bits aloud to their illiterate friends, spreading the word, until a red-faced militiaman shouldered his way through to see what the fuss was about.
He tore down the pages, but copies had already appeared on four other pylons scattered across the city. And they were drawing crowds of their own.
*     *     *
Some days, Cardinal Marcello Accorsi mused, it’s better to be the kingmaker than the king.
From the way Carlo had been ranting, storming back and forth across the green-veined marble of his papal throne hall, this was definitely one of those days. Marcello watched quietly from the edge of the room, taking sanguine sips from a cup of red wine and measuring the situation.
The tall double doors to the hall rattled open and two knights from the papal guard strode in, dragging a prisoner between them. Their ivory tabards and gleaming mail didn’t comfort Marcello a bit; he knew now that Carlo’s “knights” were nothing but mercenary killers, hired by Lodovico Marchetti to protect his investment in the new pope. The cardinal kept his head down and his ears open when they came around. He still hadn’t worked out Marchetti’s game, and that irked him. He only knew they both had a leash around the same man’s neck and if they pulled the wrong way, one of those leashes might snap. Or Carlo’s neck might.
The prisoner squinted, his nose broken and one of his eyes swollen over like a rotten grapefruit. The knights forced him to his knees as Carlo approached.
“Was it him?” he demanded.
One of the knights handed Carlo a sheaf of papers.
“We caught him red-handed, tacking these up to replace the ones that got torn down this morning. It took some convincing, but he led us back to his rented rooms. He had over two dozen copies. Every copy is perfect, down to the ink color. He didn’t do this alone; you’d need an entire team of scribes to pull this off.”
Carlo stared down at him, imperious.
“What is your name?”
The prisoner lifted his head, spitting his answer through broken teeth. “Iago.”
“Iago,” Carlo repeated. “Can you read, Iago?”
“Aye.”
Carlo paced, clutching the copies in his hand.
“So you know what these letters say. What they claim.”
“Aye.”
Carlo stopped pacing. He turned, incredulous.
“These letters call me a bastard. Ineligible for my rightful post as the Gardener’s emissary. Why would you spread lies like this? Don’t you have any care for your immortal soul?”
“My soul’s been blessed,” Iago said, forcing his swollen lips into a defiant smile, “by Pope Livia.”
Carlo gritted his teeth. The papers crumpled in his white-knuckled grip.
“So. This is how Itresca sends its regards, now that they’ve turned traitor against the true Church.”
“The Itrescan Church,” Iago said, “is the true vessel of the Gardener’s will. The people will know it.”
Carlo turned his back. “Send him home.”
“Sir?” One of the knights tilted his head.
“Send him home to Itresca. To my vile sister.” He paused. “But first? Cut out his tongue, that he may never speak another lie about me. And slice off his hands, so he may never write another sinful word. I want him paraded through the streets so the people know the consequences of sin.”
Marcello sighed. “Holy Father, may I suggest that scare tactics might not be the best way to—”
Carlo spun on his heel. “I didn’t ask you!” he roared, hurling the crumpled papers at him. The cardinal stood impassive as the litter scattered across the polished marble floor. He sipped his wine.
Trembling with rage, Carlo cradled Iago’s chin in his hand. His voice, once he found it again, came out in a strained rasp.
“You see? I am a benevolent and merciful pope. Thanks to me, you’ll never be able to commit this sin again. And yes, I forgive you.” He looked to the knights. “Take him.”
They dragged the beaten man away, and Carlo dropped back into his throne. He waved a tired hand.
“No audiences today. Everyone out. I want to be alone.”
Marcello left without another word.
*     *     *
“I’m not seeing a problem,” the corpulent Cardinal De Luca said, leaning back on a plush velvet divan.
Of course you aren’t, Marcello thought, because you’re an idiot.
He’d gathered his clique in a private parlor just off the College of Cardinals’ meeting hall. The handful of peers who would reliably vote his way and swing others by their influence. A small group—and a treacherous one that wouldn’t hesitate to stab him in the back if it was worth their while—but they had their uses.
Cardinal Herzog knitted his bushy eyebrows, leaning in to pluck a plump red grape from a silver serving tray. “Livia Serafini’s ‘papacy’ is an outrageous joke. It’s a slap in the face to the entire Holy Empire. Her influence won’t spread. It can’t.”
“Can’t is a powerful word, my friend.” Marcello paced the woven carpet. “You’re focusing too much on the girl and not the man behind her. This is a political gambit from start to finish.”
Cardinal Cavalcante, the fourth member of their tiny cabal, leaned back against the wall with his arms folded. “You’re talking about Rhys Jernigan.”
“Naturally. Do you think that pamphleteer hired a team of scribes, chartered a boat to Verinia, and set out to spread these letters all by himself? That wasn’t holy zeal; it was a propaganda operation. And it won’t be the only one. If King Jernigan can wrest control of the Church, we’ll all be dancing to Itresca’s tune.”
“Never going to happen,” Herzog said. “The people will never accept a woman as their pope. She’s a condemned witch. A heretic!”
“Condemned by Carlo,” Marcello said. “How much is that worth if ‘the people’ begin to reject him? We’re in a battle for hearts and minds here, gentlemen, and so far, Rhys Jernigan is setting the terms of engagement.”
“You sold us Carlo.” De Luca jabbed his finger at him.
“And you’ve profited handsomely. Hasn’t he been a good figurehead? Hasn’t he granted your every request and signed off on every bank note you put in front of him? Don’t claim otherwise. He’s the goose that lays the golden eggs. It’s up to us to keep him uncooked.”
“So we go on the offensive,” Cavalcante said. “Hold public rallies where we burn her in effigy, all throughout the Empire. Make sure the people hate her so much that she can’t get a foothold here.”
Herzog nodded, speaking through a mouthful of mushed grapes. “We could make it known that she’s a whore. That Rhys put her on the throne because she spread her legs for him.”
“Farm animals,” De Luca said, perking up. “We can say she fucks horses. No? Too much? Too over the top?”
Marcello put his hand to his temple. He felt a headache coming on.
“May I suggest, gentlemen, that we take a more high-minded tack? A charm offensive, perhaps.”
“For Carlo?” De Luca asked. “He hasn’t got any.”
Cavalcante nodded. “Truth. Easier to smear Livia than to puff up Carlo. He’s best kept well out of the public eye. What’s the problem, Accorsi? Why wouldn’t you want to attack her?”
Marcello had a unique stance on the issue, being the only man in the room who knew the claims in those letters were real. He’d gone to great trouble and expense to try and steal them for himself, only to have victory snatched out from under his fingertips by a wretched pair of bounty hunters.
The real enemy isn’t Rhys Jernigan, he thought. This trouble has Dante Uccello’s fingerprints all over it. Livia is HIS project. And his weapon.
And I’m not entirely sure they’re going to lose. Better to hedge my bets, just in case I need to hitch my wagon to a new team of horses at the last minute.
“It’s unnecessary,” he said. “Our bigger concern, right now, is this disaster of a crusade.”
Herzog scowled. “You mean this glorious and righteous crusade.”
“Says the emperor’s third cousin,” Cavalcante muttered, rolling his eyes.
“It is mismanaged,” Marcello said, ticking off points on his fingertips. “It is floundering, and it is most of all wasteful. Have you seen the reports coming back from the front? The Imperial infantry columns and the peasant levies haven’t even crossed paths, the supply lines are barely functional, the whole mess is bogged down in Carcanna, and half the ‘glorious and righteous’ crusaders don’t even have weapons. At this rate it will be a miracle if they even reach the Caliphate without the whole enterprise falling apart.”
Herzog chewed another grape. “The Gardener will provide.”
“With all due respect to your relation, only two people want this crusade: Carlo and Emperor Theodosius. And no reign lasts forever. With the Imperial treasuries bleeding dry and the banks closing in, Theodosius’s ministers would love to end this madness.”
“I’m still not seeing a problem,” De Luca said.
“Because if Theodosius goes,” Marcello said, “and we have Pope Carlo preaching war, and Pope Livia preaching peace…which Church do you think the Imperial government will start believing in?”
The room exploded in argument, with Cavalcante and Herzog talking over each other, shouting over each other as they threw up their arms. Marcello poured himself a fresh cup of wine and sank into his thoughts.
Carlo only wanted this crusade because Lodovico, his puppet master, wanted it. The banker’s motive was money, no doubt. War profiteering. Good luck cutting Lodovico’s strings, though, when the papal manse was infested with his hired killers. Marcello had seen enough to know Lodovico’s men would strike without hesitation if they sensed a threat; in fact, he’d seen it happen firsthand. His survival, so far, had depended on keeping his head down and staying out of Lodovico’s way.
That was no longer an option.



CHAPTER TWELVE
Most days the village square of Kettle Sands was an open market, with patched burlap tents popping up around the old stone fountain and blankets laid out with produce and pottery. Today though, the villagers gathered in a teeming crowd, packing the square from end to end, and only one item was on display: the corpse of a dead crusader.
Renata could barely think over the din, the clamor of voices arguing back and forth, fingers pointing, and angry eyes—too many angry eyes—squarely set on her. She couldn’t look away from the pale corpse, still bearing the needle-fine rents in his bloody tabard where she’d murdered him with a pitchfork.
“What if we just give her to them?” called out the local smith, wearing his fear on his face. “Maybe they’ll just punish her and leave the rest of us alone.”
Elisavet Sanna glowered and shouted back, “Nobody’s givin’ her to anybody! Renata stood up for me and my boy. Where were you when it happened?”
Gianni stood close to Renata, the old barman almost paternally protective. “It’s not her they want. You heard her: they’re after the food.”
“Where’s Constantin?” called a woman’s voice from the back of the crowd. “He’ll know what to do. He always knows what to do!”
Gianni shook his head. “The mayor’s gone, and he ain’t coming back.”
“Then he had the right idea,” said a grizzled voice at the edge of the square, “and the rest of you should do the same.”
The crowd parted for the barrel-chested newcomer, dressed in dusty leathers and leading a broken-down horse by its reins. Elisavet put a hand on her hip and turned his way.
“Another outsider. You one of them, come to deliver more threats?”
Gallo Parri snorted and thumped his chest. “You see a black tree on me? No. I’m just an old traveler who hoped to find a new home here. On the road I crossed paths with a company or two of Imperial soldiers on their way to the desert. They’re not your problem. Neither is the little band of frightened children playing soldier and camping by the forest line.”
“What is, then?” Renata asked.
“Their friends.”
Gallo stood up on the low stone rim encircling the village well, raising him a head higher than the crowd. He pointed east.
“Three days ago, I passed a column of crusaders heading this way. Moving slow, all on foot, with taut bellies and hungry eyes. This lot outside your village? There’s only twelve of them”—he paused, nodding at the fallen body—“okay, eleven now. But the others will be here soon.”
Gianni squinted at him. “How many?”
“A hundred men. Maybe more.”
A ripple of panic quaked through the gathering, murmurs and low whispers rustling in the air like autumn leaves.
“They’re lost,” Gallo said. “Off course. Near as I can tell, the central column of the crusade’s somewhere a few dozen leagues west. This lot’s cut off from the supply lines. They’re just trying to get to the desert and join back up with the main force. They won’t make it without food, though.”
“Well, they can’t have ours,” Elisavet said. “I’m not letting my family starve for them. This isn’t our war!”
Nods of agreement all around, but Renata could see the worry in their eyes.
Gallo shook his head, his eyes hard. “You think you’ll have a choice? Miss, let me tell you who these men are. They aren’t soldiers, and they don’t fight under discipline or codes of arms. Some of ’em are fighting to get rich, thinking they’ll come home laden with Caliphate gold. Some of ’em are fighting for the Gardener’s glory—and there is nothing in this world more dangerous than a man who honestly believes that his god wants you dead. Some just like the idea of raping and killing their way across a foreign land and getting paid for it.”
He turned on his stone stage, casting his gaze across the square.
“That’s not an army coming your way. That’s a horde of locusts in human skin. And once they get here, they’ll come into this village and they’ll take what they please and cut down anyone who stands in their way. The best thing you can do for yourselves, and your families, is leave. That’s what I’m doing, anyway. Lovely village you’ve got here. Too bad it couldn’t stay.”
He stepped down from the stone, gave his horse’s reins a gentle tug, and walked away. The crowd parted like waves, closing ranks in his passing, momentarily silent.
It didn’t take long for the shouting to resume, the tranquility broken by ferocious arguments from one side of the square to the other, but Renata didn’t stay to listen. She followed him. Down the dusty, winding lane to the village arch, shadowing his path until he finally stopped and looked back at her. He stared, expectant.
“You’re a soldier,” she said.
He shook his head. “No.”
She strode up, pointing to his horse’s saddlebags and what she’d spotted as he walked by. The faded pommel and leather-wrapped hilt of a short blade poked out of one deep satchel.
“Yes,” she said, “you are.”
“No,” he replied, irritated, tugging down the satchel flap and hiding his weapon. “I’m not. Not anymore.”
“These people could lose their homes, their belongings, everything they’ve worked so hard for.”
“They’ll lose more than that if they stay. Don’t see what you want me to do about it.”
“Help us,” Renata said. “Help us…I don’t know, create some defenses, come up with a plan to stave them off.”
Gallo blinked. He held up a finger and nodded in mock-realization.
“Oh. Oh, I see. What I should do is rally the townsfolk into a militia—a militia with no experience and no weapons—in less than three days and lead a heroic charge that sends the crusaders scurrying and saves the village without a single life lost. And then we can all shout ‘huzzah!’ and eat blueberry pie.” He put his finger down. “That’s for children’s stories, young lady. You know what will happen if these people don’t run? They’ll be slaughtered. War is a messy, nasty, filthy business, and I won’t be responsible for encouraging you to learn that the hard way.”
He turned to leave.
“I’ve seen violence,” Renata said. “I’ve…I’ve killed men.”
He paused and looked her square in the eye. Taking her measure.
“I believe you,” he said. “But it doesn’t change a thing. Tell me something: why do you care?”
She blinked. “Pardon?”
“That accent, your skin—you’re not Carcannan. You’re Verinian, like me. You’re no more a local here than I am. So why do you care? Just pack your bags and move on.”
Renata looked back toward the village. The sun had started its slow descent, turning the sky behind the chapel spire to tangerine cream.
“My fiancé and I,” she said, “have a plan. And a dream. This village is where we’re going to start our lives together. Start fresh and leave the past behind us.”
“There are other villages.”
She pursed her lips.
“What I endured to get here,” she said, “and what I can only imagine he’s enduring right now…no. This is our new home. This is our dream. And I am sick—I am sick to death—of evil-minded bastards who take what isn’t theirs and prey upon the weak just because they can. Leave if your conscience lets you, but I’m staying.”
Gallo shrugged. He swung up into the saddle, gently patting his horse’s shaggy neck as it whinnied.
“Then I’ll say a prayer for your soul,” he told her. “Seeing as you’re bound and determined to throw your life away, that’s the best I can do for you. I hope you change your mind before it’s too late. Hate to imagine your fiancé coming all this way just to find your body in the smoking rubble. Think about him.”
“I do think about him,” Renata said softly, “every day.”
Gallo nodded. “Then do the smart thing. Run. This town, these people—they’re not your problem. Sometimes you’ve got to take care of yourself. That’s a hard truth, but true all the same.”
Then his horse turned, and with a flick of the reins, it ambled away. Leaving Renata standing alone at the village arch, the sun setting at her back.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Gulls squawked and wheeled in the air over Mirenze’s harbor. It was a crisp morning, and the wind carried the stink of fish guts and ocean salt. Felix had taken some of Sofia Marchetti’s “loan” and invested in a sturdy wool cloak with a hood long enough to keep his features in shadow, if he walked with his head down. Given that every cutthroat on Aita’s payroll was combing the city for a one-eared man—not to mention every bounty hunter and freelancer who hoped to earn her favor—his disfigurement was a grave liability out on the streets.
Maybe I should scoop out an eyeball, he thought, smiling at his own grim humor. They’re not looking for a one-eyed, one-eared man. I’d slip right by.
Considering the fate awaiting him if he fell into Aita’s hands, grim humor was the only humor he had left.
He had the inklings of a plan, but he couldn’t do it alone. He needed backup. Rough men willing to get their hands dirty for coin. Most locals fitting that type were the ones hunting for him, though. Then he’d realized there was one place he could find outsiders, hopefully ones who hadn’t heard of the price on his head. His search brought him to the docks, listening to the harbor bells chime as he sized up the foreign sailors and tried to spot any that might be amenable to his offer.
“Felix?” called out a voice from a gangplank ahead. “Hey, Felix! Over here!”
He gritted his teeth and looked over to see a lanky, dark man rushing toward him. It was Anakoni, first mate of the Fairwind Muse and—like Felix—one of the only survivors of that doomed ship’s last voyage. Felix waved a frantic hand.
“Keep it down,” he hissed, his gaze darting left and right. About to embrace him, the islander jolted to a stop and frowned, his glass eye glinting.
“Felix? What’s wrong?”
“My name is a liability right now. Don’t speak it lightly, for the sake of your own life. Is there somewhere we can talk?”
Anakoni furrowed his brow and nodded. He gestured back at the gangplank. It led up to the deck of a three-masted barque, sailors scrambling like ants to flemish up the lines, stow its cargo, and prepare for sail.
“On my ship. You’ll be safe there.”
“Will your captain mind?”
Anakoni grinned. “You’re talking to him. And you’ll always be welcome aboard Iona’s Sunset.”
Anakoni’s forecabin sported a lean, curved desk of driftwood. Lush tapestried flags from the Enoli Islands draped the walls, and a small glass-fronted cabinet displayed an array of jugs and jars. Anakoni gestured for Felix to sit, then rummaged in the cabinet for a decanter and a pair of clean glasses.
“Captain Iona was on contract with the Stockwater Company,” Anakoni said, pouring out brandy the color of burnt honey. “Once I made my way back from the Reach, I inquired about his commission. Every day was money lost, and they needed experienced hands who could pick up the Muse’s trade routes as soon as possible. They helped me get a loan, and…here we are.”
“You’re all right with sailing to Winter’s Reach? Even after everything that happened?”
Anakoni handed him a glass. “I’m married to the sea, Felix. Sometimes my wife is gentle, and sometimes she bites. Besides, I’ll die when the gods decree it. Old Man Ochali is still writing my story, so I’d better keep him entertained. I’ve prayed for you, you know, every day since we parted. You, and Simon, and even that…odd sewer rat of a girl.”
Felix paused with the glass near his lips. Scenting the rich liquor but not tasting. He set the glass down on the desk.
“Anakoni…it was Simon.”
He frowned. “What was?”
Felix told him the story of what had happened when they parted ways. Unmasking Simon’s deception, the long way home, and the bombing of the Ducal Arch. Anakoni’s face went ashen.
“That bastard. And we saved him. We saved his life.”
“If it’s any consolation, he hasn’t been seen since the explosion. Almost certain he blasted himself straight to the Barren Fields.”
“Is it any consolation to you?”
Felix picked up the glass of brandy. He could still smell the black-powder tang on the air, the haze of smoke and blood. He remembered the screams, the chaos. And the moment he realized his family was gone.
“Not one damned bit,” he said. “However he died, he didn’t suffer one tenth of what he deserved. There’s still his master to contend with, though: the one who held Simon’s leash. Lodovico Marchetti.”
Over another two fingers of brandy, the rich liquor warming his gut and driving his anger, Felix shared what he knew of Lodovico and Aita’s plans.
“I found a copy of Lodovico’s ledgers when I searched Simon’s garret. It backs up what Lodovico’s mother said: he financed production of the crusaders’ weapons before he was officially offered the contract. The fix was in from the very start.”
“The emperor starts a war, Pope Carlo blesses it, and Lodovico Marchetti profits.” Anakoni drained his glass and slapped it on the desk. “Steel, gold, and blood. That’s what a life on the land reduces you to. Why don’t you come with me, Felix? No hunters will find you out on the blue. We’ll make a sailor out of you yet.”
Felix let out a bitter chuckle and shook his head, then sipped from his glass. “There’s no home for me without Renata. She’s waiting for me. And I can’t be with her until Aita and Lodovico have been stopped.”
“All right.” Anakoni shrugged. “So let’s stop them.”
“Anakoni, this isn’t—I mean, I’m grateful, I really am, but this isn’t your fight. I’ve brought enough pain to your doorstep.”
The sailor scowled, shaking his head and reaching for the decanter.
“You didn’t bring it, but I’d like to have words with the man who did. Sharp words. If it’s retribution you’re intent on, the Sunset can linger in port a couple more days while I help you win it.”
Anakoni splashed another finger of brandy into Felix’s glass. Felix lifted it in a toast.
“To justice, then.”
Anakoni lifted his own, clinking their glasses together.
“To vengeance,” he said and downed the drink.
“Right now,” Felix said, “Aita is tightening her hold on her father’s throne. The more she does, the more dangerous she becomes. Lodovico had one killer on his payroll; she has a hundred.”
“So we take her down first. What’s the plan?”
“We can’t attack her directly, not yet. I guarantee she’s under heavy guard around the clock, at least until I’ve been captured. So we attack her credibility. If it looks like she can’t hold the reins of her father’s empire, then the Mirenze underworld will smell blood in the water. We might not have to take her head-on; we can make her ‘associates’ do it for us.”
*     *     *
Anakoni handpicked five men from his crew. Five men with fists like granite and more scars than Felix could count.
“They’re the first men brawling, last men standing,” Anakoni told him. “Loyal, too. They’ll help.”
Felix led his growing pack over to the Strada di Uva, a burgeoning merchant street. Shops squeezed shoulder to shoulder along a lane teeming with greengrocers and tailors and cobblers and cartwrights. Smoke from stovepipes drifted up to the cold, stale sky, carrying the smell of peppered and roasted meat.
Felix watched the crowds in motion, comparing faces and destinations to a hastily scrawled list in his hand.
“A lot of Basilio’s money came from his extortion rackets,” he explained. “But now that Aita and Lodovico are partners, I have a hunch her men won’t touch any business the Banco Marchetti’s invested in.”
Anakoni snorted. “Courtesy among vultures.”
After two hours’ watch, Felix spotted his prey. A short, dour man in a patchy coat, stepping into doorway after doorway only to emerge minutes later without any purchases in his hands. He paused at one shop, passed it by, then another.
“There,” Felix said, showing the list to Anakoni. “Those two shops have loans from the Marchettis. Big ones. He’s the man we want.”
Felix and his pack cut through the crowds, stone-faced and relentless as they closed in. Felix’s heart pounded, the same way it had when he faced Hassan the Barber. The sudden eruption of brutal violence that had left Aita’s henchman dead on the blood-streaked floorboards.
It was a little easier this time.
Felix tugged his hood lower, shadowing his face. The man ahead ducked into an alley, using it for a shortcut between streets. The opportunity they needed. Felix took one last look around, checking for city guards among the crowd of shoppers, and gave the signal.
Their quarry never saw it coming. He turned too late, hearing the rushing boot steps pounding behind him, a blitz attack. Anakoni’s sailors grabbed him by the arms and shoved him up against the brick wall, the others clustering around and slamming eager fists into their meaty palms.
The pack parted for Felix’s slow approach.
“The money,” Felix said. “Hand it over.”
“What?” His eyes bulged. “I don’t know what you’re—”
Felix threw a punch into the man’s gut, hard enough to knock the wind from his lungs.
“The money.”
“You—you’re crazy! Do you know who I work for? I’m untouchable—”
The next punch split his lip and broke a front tooth loose. He spat blood, groaning as he twisted in the sailors’ grip.
“That’s strange,” Felix said. “Pretty sure I just touched you. Want me to touch you one more time, so we can be certain about this?”
“All right, all right, damn it! Under my coat.”
Felix pulled back the musty folds of his coat, wrinkling his nose at the smell of stale sweat and fear. A heavy leather pouch dangled from his belt, fat with coin. Felix yanked the pouch, snapping the string, and took it from him.
“You’re all dead men,” the extortionist seethed. “Dead! Do you know what the Grimaldi family does to people who cross them?”
“You’ve got it backward. It’s you who crossed us. The Strada di Uva is Seven Daggers territory. So go and tell Aita Grimaldi that the next man she sends onto our turf is coming home in pieces.”
The sailors let him go. He staggered back a few feet, blood drooling down his chin and dribbling onto his coat. Felix took one step toward him, with his fists clenched at his sides.
“Run,” Felix commanded.
He ran.
By nightfall, they had canvassed five more streets and netted two more of Aita’s collectors. Same routine, with varying degrees of injury required, and Felix gave each one the name of a different imaginary gang. On their way back to the ship, with stomachs empty and the streets gone dark, Anakoni tugged open one of the coin pouches and whistled.
“No small sum. Can’t believe she lets her collectors walk the streets unguarded like that.”
“Why not?” Felix said. “Her father did, and everyone was terrified of her father. Nobody would dare lay a finger on one of his people. Aita’s just coasting on his reputation. Well. Was coasting. Trust me: today was the easy part.”
“So what do we do with the money? Give it back to the storekeepers?”
Felix sighed, and the purse dangling from his belt felt twenty pounds heavier. It was stolen money, taken under threat. It didn’t suddenly become clean now that they’d liberated it from the criminals doing the threatening.
“We keep it,” he told Anakoni. “We’ll need it to hire more men. By morning the whole city’s going to know that three of Aita’s men got mugged by three different gangs. If she wants to keep her throne, she’ll have to retaliate, and fast.”
“How will they know?”
Felix gestured up ahead. The Hen and Caber faced the dockside street, tavern lights blazing and jaunty lute song drifting out into the frigid night.
“Because,” Felix said, “we’re going to tell them.”



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
On the outskirts of Lychwold, just beyond the Itrescan capital’s towering and craggy stone walls, fat black flies swarmed in the dim light of a run-down barn. It was almost humid inside, despite the autumn cold, and stank of horse manure and rotting meat. The first thing a new arrival would see, upon throwing open the great double doors and stepping into the gloom, would be the words painted in a furious scrawl on the barn wall.
Blood Until Justice Be Done.
The second thing a visitor would see was the bodies.
Three of them, stripped naked and bound, their throats slashed. Their guardsmen’s armor and green and black tabards lay in a messy pile at their feet. Upon their chests, crude blades had carved parodies of the Itrescan griffin into their flesh. The men hadn’t been dead for long. The flies clung to their neck wounds, feeding, laying their eggs, giving them black, squirming beards.
*     *     *
“Another one,” Rhys said, staring down at the parchment. Across the strategy table, Merrion wrung his hands, nodding.
“Yes, sire. Three guardsmen. The barn’s owner found them at daybreak. Same carvings as the incident yesterday, same manner of killing.”
Rhys tapped the page with a blunt fingernail.
“House Argall.”
Merrion squeezed his hands together harder, like they were trying to strangle each other.
“While we captured the Argall patriarch, his wives and first sons at Livia’s coronation, and the bulk of his extended family when we sent troops to reclaim Colwyn Keep, more than a few slipped away. They are a most populous clan, sire.”
“And eager to feud, always have been.” Rhys took a deep breath. “Damn it all. This was supposed to be clean. Bloodless. All they had to do was give back my family’s land, and I would have let them walk free. What do they think they can accomplish causing this kind of trouble?”
“To be fair, sire, these aren’t the acts of a rational strategist. These are acts of rage.”
Rhys leaned his palms against the table and sighed. “This was politics. I was more than a gracious victor. Why can’t they just accept that?”
“A thought…did occur.”
“And?” Rhys said. “Spit it out, man.”
Merrion glanced up to the black iron chandelier. Fat candles cast shifting shadows across the strategy room, wreathing the ceiling in a faint smoky haze.
“Your wife, sire, did escape custody. And she may have found a way to reunite with the rest of her kin. And given that you had her arrested by the inquisition, she might be, that is to say…a tiny bit irked at you?”
Rhys stared at him. “Irked?”
Merrion nodded. “Irked.”
“Gardener’s balls. All right, so how do we fix this mess?” He held up a finger as Merrion started to reply. “Without giving the land back. That’s a matter of family honor.”
“Due respect, sire, but ‘family honor’ just gave us two barns filled with slaughtered men.”
A hard knock echoed at the door. With a nod from the king, Merrion shuffled over to open it a crack. Cardinal Yates’s pinched face glared through the opening, and he all but forced himself through the door.
“We have to see him,” he said in an impatient, reedy voice, “at once.”
Merrion looked to Rhys, who rolled his eyes and gave a resigned beckoning wave of his hand.
Yates stormed in with another man in tow, the only one in the room better dressed than the king himself. Guildmaster Byvan smoothed his rich velvet vest with gold-ringed sausage fingers, his rust-red beard close-cropped.
“A visit from my priest and my banker,” Rhys said. “How lovely. I don’t suppose either one of you has anything pleasant to share.”
“Livia,” Yates said, “has to be stopped.”
“The woman is a menace,” Byvan grumbled. “We’re holding you responsible for this mess, Rhys.”
Rhys arched an eyebrow. “Which mess in particular?”
“All of it,” Yates said. “She’s taken away the College of Cardinals’ discretionary funds. Outlawed the sale of indulgences. We actually have to justify our expenditures. In writing.”
Byvan paced the room. The compass-shaped medallion around his neck swung as he walked, dangling on a thick golden chain.
“She’s raised the minimum tithe from two percent to five percent,” he growled. “She passed an edict last week. All the usual holiday staples, like maple buns on the Feast of Saint Edric or perfume on Saint Alba’s Jubilee? We’re not allowed to mark up the prices on holy weeks anymore, on pain of excommunication.”
“So she’s interrupting your price gouging,” Rhys said.
Byvan frowned. “You told me having an Itrescan pope would be good for business, Rhys. I sold the banking and artisan cartels on it. Now it’s my name that’s covered in mud. We’re all losing money hand over fist out there, so she can…I don’t know, feed the poor or some damn fool thing like that. Fix this, or you’re going to be feeling the pinch come winter.”
“Clarify,” Rhys said, “and choose your words carefully. I’m still your king.”
“Gold is king,” Byvan said. “And come the cold season, well…if Itresca’s merchants keep losing their income to this new pope’s whims, we might not have enough to pay our taxes.”
Merrion moved close to Rhys’s shoulder.
“Sire,” he said softly, “an idea presents itself.”
Rhys didn’t look at him. His eyes locked with Byvan, the two men staring each other down. “Let’s hear it.”
“It seems to me that House Argall’s complaint isn’t really with you at all. Livia was the one who signed the order of inquisition. And no proof connects you to it. None but her own word.”
“And if Livia goes away…” Rhys trailed off.
Merrion nodded. “There’s a good chance House Argall will come to the treaty table and end these attacks.”
“So,” Yates said, “we all have an interest in seeing a change in Church leadership.”
Rhys drummed his fingers on the table, thinking. Then he shrugged.
“All right. I’m open to suggestions.”
“The principle of an Itrescan Church is still sound,” Yates said. “We can survive this schism and come out on top, which is good for everyone. We just need a better leader at the helm. One who understands the realities of the situation.”
“Yes, yes, you want to be pope,” Rhys said. “Thank you for stating the obvious.”
Yates shook his head. “No, what I mean is we have to be delicate about how Livia is removed. The peasantry, for reasons I cannot fathom, utterly adores her. We need to keep that groundswell, that momentum, if we’re going to outshine Pope Carlo’s best efforts.”
“She can’t go out in disgrace is what you’re saying.” Byvan stroked his beard. “The first Itrescan pope has to be remembered as a saint.”
“Better yet,” Yates said, “a martyr.”
Merrion reached across the strategy table. He picked up one of the polished markers, a chess knight in red marble about the size of his fist, and stroked it with his thumb.
“Sire,” he said, “returning House Argall’s land is still out of the question?”
“Returning my family’s land, which they stole first, you mean. And yes.”
“I was just thinking how calamitous it would be if Argall rebels, lashing out against the Holy Church, murdered our beloved pope. Of course, the entire clan would be declared outlaw and hunted to the last man. Exterminated, with righteous cause.”
Merrion set the marker back down, squarely on the map of the Argall-held highlands. With the flat of his hand, he brushed it aside.
“Clean sweep.”
Rhys stared at the map, a slow smile rising to his lips.
“We keep our shiny new Church, we get a new pope who dances to the right tune, the Argalls are nothing but a hated memory…everyone wins. If my wife is declared outlaw, I can even get my marriage annulled.” He glanced at Yates. “I can, correct?”
Yates nodded quickly. “I’ll see to the paperwork.”
Merrion held up a finger. “The only difficulty is getting them to do the deed.”
“What d’you mean?” Rhys squinted at him. “Just hire some assassins and dress them in Argall tartans. Done.”
“Hired killers have been known to brag, especially if their target is the pope. No, exposure would be too risky. We need the Argalls themselves to do it. If we leak Livia’s movements and pull your guards away at the right moment, giving them a window of opportunity…”
“Her guards are the problem,” Rhys said. “Those damn Browncloaks are lunatics, and she’s never without a handful of ’em following her like baby ducks. I’ve seen them training to fight, out in the courtyard. They’re more dangerous than they look.”
The room fell into silence, the four men contemplating the problem.
“Would they leave her side,” Yates said slowly, “if she asked them to?”
Rhys shrugged. “I suppose, but why would she?”
“Say a close friend of hers, a confidante, had something to tell her in private. Then she’d be alone and vulnerable.”
“You’re talking about a traitor,” Rhys said.
Yates nodded. “Someone close to her who we can bribe, or at least convince that removing Livia is the best thing for the Church and the country.”
“Dante Uccello,” Merrion said. “He’s loyal to no one but himself.”
“Exactly,” Rhys replied, “which is why he’s just as likely to run to Livia and share our plans, and then we’d really be sunk. No. Not Uccello. In fact—Merrion, make a note. The hour Livia dies, I want Uccello’s corpse laid out right next to her. I don’t care how you do it, just kill him.”
“But your deal to aid in the conquest of Mirenze—”
“Would have yielded pocket change, if it succeeded at all. Uccello is too much of a wild card. I want him gone.”
“So,” Byvan said, “who’s close to her? Who does she trust, and who can we use?”
Again, the room fell silent.
*     *     *
Amadeo woke with a scream lodged in his throat. He shot bolt upright in bed, his linens soaked in icy sweat.
The nightmares were back.
They hadn’t tormented him since the night of the Alms District massacre. Before that, though, during the intrigue at the papal manse, they’d been a nightly plague. Visions that felt, sounded, smelled as real as life. Visions of sea monsters, and burning houses, and black smoke in the sky over the papal manse. And the dream that stuck with him more than the others—the one he’d been contemplating since his talk with Sister Columba.
Running down a blood-soaked hallway, trying to get to Livia but never reaching her.

“You can’t save me,” she said.


“I’m coming! Don’t go.”


“This is just a mask.” Livia reached up to tug at the skin under her eye. The flesh yielded under her fingernails, tearing to reveal the glistening muscle and bone underneath.

Tonight, he’d dreamed about Livia again.
First, though, was the owl. He’d faced the image of a great and terrible horned owl, rippling as if reflected upon ink-black waters, with dire yellow eyes that bored into him like needles. A splash broke the water and banished the image.
Now came Livia. He saw himself walking at her side along a lonely stretch of frost-licked road. Uneasy on the slick cobblestones, leaning close for support. He watched, disembodied, circling above like a bird, as Livia tumbled to the ground.
He stood beside her. Looking down at the dagger jutting from Livia’s heart, and at the bloodstains on his hands.
Sitting up in bed, awake, shivering, Amadeo stared at his fingers and palms. Making sure they were clean.
He washed and changed, slipping into his forest-green cassock, and left his chamber in search of something to eat. Up the corridor, Sister Columba hobbled his way.
They met in the middle and paused.
“Have you had a chance—”
He held up a hand. “I’m looking into it. I promised I would, and I am.”
She nodded, grim-faced, and walked away.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Cardinal Accorsi walked along a dank stone tunnel, the rock seeping wet and stinking of raw sewage. Torches flickered from black iron wall sconces, guttering smoke and casting barred chambers in baleful orange light. It was like some painter’s fever dream of the Barren Fields, he thought—and a distant, shrill scream reminded him that for some of the residents, it might as well have been the real place.
“Don’t get many men of the soil down here,” the jailer at his side said. A ring of heavy keys jangled on his belt. He tugged the belt up, under his bloated gut.
“A mission of mercy,” Marcello replied. “I understand you have a prisoner due for some…harsh chastising this afternoon.”
The jailer chuckled and ran a hand along his sweaty, stubble-ridden jaw. It was an ugly sound.
“That one, yeah. The Holy Father’s direct orders. It’s no easy thing to cut out a man’s tongue and chop off his hands and still keep him alive. Gotta cauterize each cut fast and with just the right heat. Some people use a torch for that. Amateurs. A coal, heated to glowing, that’s the right tool for the job.”
“Charming. Well, I’d like to take the man’s last confession, while he’s still capable of giving it.”
They stopped at a narrow cell door. The jailer fumbled with his keys, finally finding the one that threw the lock with a thudding clank. The door groaned as it swung wide.
“Kind of you. Well, hope it gives him a little solace. Just let me know when you’re done. I’ll be up front.”
“Much obliged,” Marcello said and stepped into the cell. It was barely bigger than one of his closets, the hard stone floor strewn with straw that stank of piss. And there was Iago, Livia’s pamphleteer, beaten senseless and propped up in one corner like a discarded doll. His wrists were shackled to a long iron chain, ending in a ring bolted to the back wall. Marcello didn’t see the point; with his puffy eyes and rasping breath, the prisoner wouldn’t be a threat to a kitten.
He crouched down and put on a fatherly smile.
“Iago. Your name was Iago, yes? Do you know who I am?”
Iago squinted with his one good eye and gave a tiny shake of his head. Marcello took one end of his green stola, embroidered with elegant golden thread, and held it up to Iago’s face.
“I’m a cardinal. A servant of the pope.”
“Which pope?” Iago rasped.
Marcello glanced over his shoulder. Purely theatrical, he knew they were alone. Still, he gave his voice a conspiratorial pitch as he replied, “The true one. Pope Livia.”
Iago let out a relieved sigh. “Are you…here to get me out?”
“I am. But first, we have to debrief you. I’m secretly working for King Jernigan, keeping an eye on Carlo. He sent you, too, didn’t he? With those letters?”
“He did.” Iago swallowed. “I’m just the first. There are others.”
Marcello struggled to keep the smile on his face. He’d expected as much, but hearing it from the man’s own lips was a grim confirmation. Soon those letters branding Carlo a bastard would be plastered all over the Holy City and beyond.
“And were you given any other orders?”
“Not this time. Last time…watch Lodovico Marchetti.”
The cardinal furrowed his brow. “Marchetti? Why?”
“Month before the attack on al-Tali…he rented a warehouse. In his own name, not his family bank’s. Filled it with trade goods from the Caliphate. Things that will be impossible to get in the west, now that the crusade is underway.”
“War profiteering,” Marcello said.
Iago gave a weak nod.
“A month before the war,” Marcello added.
Another nod.
Marcello felt the scales falling from his eyes. From the Banco Marchetti’s early support of Carlo during Pope Benignus’s last days, to the hired killers masquerading as knights and occupying the papal manse, it all led to a singular conclusion.
Lodovico Marchetti wasn’t just profiting from the war. He’d started the war. And ensured he had a pliable, brain-addled pope under his thumb when he did it, to bless the crusade that everyone knew Emperor Theodosius wanted so badly.
Marcello had his suspicions. Proof that Lodovico knew the crusade was coming was the final confirmation he needed. There was only one problem.
“It’s too small,” he said aloud. “One warehouse? Just one?”
“That’s what King Jernigan said,” Iago replied. “Nobody would go to that much trouble just to sell a warehouse of goods at marked-up prices. If he had ten warehouses, maybe. A hundred. But it’s just the one.”
Marcello leaned closer. “Where was this place?”
“Mirenze.” Iago lurched into a wet coughing fit, shoulders shaking, and took a rattling breath. “Fourteen—fourteen Strada di Rocce Rosse.”
“Good, good. And as for our true and righteous pope, what’s her next move?”
“She’s coming.” Iago nodded, his good eye distant. “She’s coming to overthrow Carlo and purify the Holy City. She’s going to save us all.”
“When?” Iago didn’t respond, and Marcello gave his shoulder a hard shake. “How many men? Stay with me, son, this is important.”
“Don’t—don’t know. King Jernigan’s men. On loan. He’s backing the invasions.”
“Plural? More than one?”
Iago nodded again. “Mirenze, too. Promised Dante Uccello the city. Lerautia first, then Mirenze. Wipe it all clean. With Carlo gone, the Empire will have to bend its knee to Livia.”
Marcello contemplated the spy’s words. He patted Iago’s shoulder.
“You did well, son. Well indeed. This is valuable information.”
“Will…will you get me out of here now?”
“Of course.”
Iago didn’t see the cardinal reach casually under his cassock, or the thin, bone-handled knife strapped to his calf.
“Here,” Marcello said gently, taking his manacled hand. “Let’s get these off you.”
One quick cut sliced him open from wrist to elbow, one hand clamped over the battered spy’s mouth. It wasn’t hard. Marcello clung to him, holding him close as he wheezed and kicked and his veins spilled free.
“Shh,” Marcello whispered in his ear, “almost done now, almost…there we go.”
He pulled his hand from Iago’s dead lips and let the spy’s arm slump to the floor. The back of his hand lay flat in a spreading puddle of blood. Marcello stood, checking his cassock with a critical eye, making sure he didn’t get any on him.
He shut the cell door behind him on the way out.
“You,” he shouted, storming up the hall and barging into the jailer’s tiny office, “are in serious trouble. Don’t you search prisoners before you bring them in here?”
“He was searched. Why? What’s wrong?”
“What’s wrong?” Marcello gaped at him. “What’s wrong is that he had a knife. Man tried to kill me with it and nearly succeeded. Then he said he’d die before betraying his mistress and slashed his own wrist.”
The jailer jumped to his feet, kicking his stool over. “Is he dead?”
“As a stone, no thanks to you. If I were you, I’d get rid of that body and come up with a good story about an escape. If the Holy Father finds out that he died because of your incompetence, well…somebody’s losing his hands and tongue today. Might well be you.”
The jailer wrung his hands, pacing.
“I’ll…I’ll take care of it. Please, don’t say anything. I know it’s a lot to ask, but—”
“A lot to ask?” Marcello said. “Yes, lying to my lord and master and the sainted head of this Church is a lot to ask. Fortunately for you, I’m a man of charity and mercy. I will hold my silence, for your family’s sake.”
*     *     *
Mirenze was two days’ ride from the Holy City, and the velvet-padded bench of his personal coach didn’t make Marcello’s back ache any less by the end of it. Every bump and jolt in the road felt like a mule kick to the base of his spine. His traveling companion wasn’t much for scintillating conversation, either. Cotton-Eye Vinz had come by his nickname fairly—one eye rheumy and white, the other sharp and black—but by the end of the trip Marcello thought “Mumbles-to-Himself-Incessantly Vinz” would have made a better moniker.
“Never did get to ride in one of these fancy coaches before,” Vinz muttered for the eightieth time that morning.
“My largesse is boundless,” Marcello replied. The streets of Mirenze rolled by outside the window, teeming with foot traffic and pushcarts, merchants calling out above the din.
“Still don’t get why we gotta go all this way to check out some warehouse.”
“It’s not some warehouse, Vinz. It’s a warehouse that doesn’t seem to have a reason to exist. And that intrigues me. As for your role, well, I don’t expect they’ve left the front door unlocked and wide open for me.”
“Never go in by the front door,” Vinz said sagely. “You get spotted that way.”
“There, you see? You’re a veritable criminal mastermind. What ever would I do without you?”
They were close enough. Marcello rapped the roof of the coach and the driver reined back the horses. As they jolted to a standstill, Marcello leaned toward the window and gave the street a hawkish stare.
“If you don’t mind my saying so,” Vinz told him, “for a man of the soil, you get up to some shady business.”
“All for the greater good. Besides, I don’t hear you complaining about the money. Come on. We’ll walk the rest of the way.”
He swung open the coach door and stepped down onto the street, waving for the driver to stay put. Marcello had traded his formal greens for humble, homespun clothes and left his gold and jewels in Lerautia. In a crowd he could have passed for an old farmer or a traveling peddler. He strolled with his steps brisk and chin held high, and Vinz hobbled along in his wake.
The warehouse was right where Iago had promised. A box of unassuming pale brick, with high, barred windows and a sturdy loading door wide enough to accommodate a wagon train. Vinz led the way now, scouting down an alley and waving for the cardinal to follow. A door, recessed in a narrow alcove, sported a black iron padlock the size of a man’s fist.
“Keep an eye out.” Vinz crouched and fished out a handful of jagged picks from a concealed pocket under his belt. Marcello watched the street, trying to look casual. Soon enough, the opened lock tumbled to the cobblestones with a clatter.
“All right,” Vinz said, “let’s see what this hidey-hole is hiding.”
Wonders.
Gold glinted to the rafters, hammered metal catching the light from the high windows and casting it across the dusty gloom. One tall rack bore coils of Oerran carpet, ornate tapestries that took years to weave. Vases and pottery, picked from the finest of Caliphate artisans. While Vinz limped from shelf to shelf, his mouth gaping, Marcello strolled the racks with a discerning eye.
“It’s amazing,” Vinz said. “This stuff is worth a fortune!”
Marcello nodded, contemplating. “It is. But it’s not what I’m looking for.”
Vinz popped up on the other side of a shelf. “What is?”
“A reason.”
Vinz held up a brooch of polished gold, shot through with delicately spun silver. “Can I have this?”
The cardinal shrugged. “Call it a tip for good service.”
A half-open crate caught his eye. A suit of armor nestled in a bed of wood shavings. Lacquered and new, with the conical helm and brass lion mask of an Oerran outrider. Out of place here, amid the finery. Quality armor wasn’t cheap, but only a rare and dedicated collector would want to buy it outside the Caliphate.
Then he found the folded sheaf of parchment. Letters in several hands, distinctive broken wax seals and—in more than one place—the stamp of Minister Zellweger, one of the emperor’s advisors. The letters told a story. Painted a picture.
“Vinz,” Marcello called out, “do you still have friends in the, ah, creative shipping industry?”
“The what now?”
“Smugglers, Vinz. Do you know any reliable smugglers?”
He hobbled over, nodding. “Sure, I can round up a few. What’s the plan?”
Marcello held tight to the papers, gesturing with them as he took in the warehouse. “This. We’re taking it. All of it.”
Vinz’s eyes went wide. “So when you sell it, do I get a cut? I mean, as a finder’s fee sort of thing?”
“We’re not selling it. We’re moving it. I believe we’ve just found Lodovico Marchetti’s weapon of last resort.”
He smiled.
“It would have served him well. It will serve me even better.”



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
A cabin stood in the Verinian wilds, a few days’ travel from Mirenze and close to a riverbank. It was a homey, clean place, with copper pans and strands of garlic cloves dangling over a neat stone hearth. A quiet place.
Quiet, until a hole in the world ripped open and bared the howling void beyond.
Nessa leaped through the hole with a wild, delighted cackle, yanking Mari by the wrist. Behind them echoed the crackling of flames, shouts of rage, screams of agony, until the tear in the world whipped shut and vanished at their backs.
The women leaned against each other, panting for breath. “Wait,” Mari gasped, “the others—”
“Have their own escape routes.” Nessa was already on the move, sheathing the Cutting Knife and rummaging through cupboards. “There’s a knapsack at the foot of the bed; bring it here. Quickly now. Nobody should know this place, but there’s no guarantee. We need to move.”
“Where are we?”
“My home,” Nessa said. “Congratulations, you’re the first guest I’ve ever had. I’d put on a kettle of tea, but, again, time is an issue.”
“Even Despina and Vassili haven’t been here?”
Mari rushed over, holding open the empty pack as Nessa filled it. She tossed in rolls of linen, tiny bundles wrapped in butcher paper, sachets, and herb-stained pouches with the scent of dried spices.
“A witch,” Nessa said, “values her privacy.”
“So what do we do now?”
Nessa’s sapphire eyes gleamed behind her glasses, narrowing in concentration.
“Now we murder the Dire,” she said, “which won’t be easy. She’s old. Centuries old. And she always did hoard the best tricks for herself. Once that’s done and the last of her followers are put to the knife, we can rebuild the coven. And do it properly this time.”
They stepped out onto a wooded path, the winding trail leading down to the river’s edge. Bright sunlight filtered through the trees, and a blanket of scarlet and gold leaves crunched under their feet.
“How will we do it?” Mari asked.
“With help. I need advice from my teacher.”
“Your teacher? Was she at the coven glade?”
Nessa shook her head. “No, she died many years ago. A few of my kind, though, true witches, worthy of the name…they linger.”
An hour’s walk upstream along the fast-moving river, and Mari saw the hills rising in the distance. Tall, rocky, and green as emeralds. A distant hissing sound slowly grew to a deafening tumult as a majestic waterfall loomed into view. Water coursed down from the cliff top to feed the river below, roaring with the voice of a great bear, splashing in a thick curtain against the polished rocks.
And beyond that curtain, inky blackness. A cave behind the waterfall.
Standing on the bank, Mari felt pinpricks of icy cold spatter her face and arms, a kiss from the curtain of mist that swirled on the open air. Her tongue brushed her lips and tasted cool, fresh water.
“Stay here,” Nessa told her, “and stand watch. If you see anyone, kill them for me. I’ll be right back.”
*     *     *
Nessa eased her way along a thin outcropping of rock, the stone slick and treacherous under her feet. The roar of the water drowned out the world and left her dress icy damp in the spray. She cupped protective fingers over her glasses and felt her way with the other hand, slipping into the cave beyond the waterfall.
A shaft of sunlight streamed from a jagged crack in the cave’s ceiling. Stalactites aimed downward like stone spears, and fuzzy green moss clung to the walls. A peaty, muddy smell hung in the air.
In the heart of the cave, just a few feet left of the splash of sunlight, a shrine awaited. Human bones had been nailed to rough wooden boards with thin black iron nails: a skull, half a rib cage, a fractured pelvis, even individual finger bones, like some demented mortician’s anatomy exhibit. At the foot of the grisly totem stood a polished slab of granite, chiseled with savage sigils, all turned the color of rust from the ghosts of old bloodstains.
Nessa stripped off her dress, letting it pool around her feet. Then she stepped forth and knelt before the altar stone.
A ceramic pot painted in bands of brown and scarlet sat beside the stone. She picked it up and raised the lid. The cream inside was ice white and flecked with remnants of finely chopped herbs in a poisonous rainbow of colors. Deadly nightshade, henbane, sniperoot, and hemlock. Nessa scooped up a dollop of the ointment in her curled fingers. She smeared it across her neck and the curve of her bare shoulders, fingers trailing across the swell of her breasts and down to the small of her stomach, rubbing the salve in. Her skin tingled, then burned, and by the time she’d reached her ankles it felt like the cave was slowly spinning around her. Her nostrils stung when she inhaled, with a smell like strong spearmint.
She sat, cross-legged with her upturned hands on her knees, and closed her eyes. Breathing slowly, letting her consciousness slip and subside, drifting toward the world between worlds.
“Well,” said a woman’s voice, “look who comes to grace me with her presence after all this time.”
Nessa’s eyes flicked open. A gray-haired woman in a ragged dress crouched beside her, her face concealed behind a bone mask fashioned to resemble a muskrat. She was no ethereal specter. She didn’t glow or float; she was simply there, when she hadn’t been a moment before.
“I built my cabin here, so I could be closer to you,” Nessa said flatly.
“You could have moved into the cave.” Muskrat waved her hands, taking in the space. “Plenty of room.”
“Nothing’s ever good enough for you, is it, Mother?”
“The words good enough betray shockingly low standards. I taught you that. Now come, tell me what you’ve been up to.”
Nessa shrugged. “Started an insurrection. Now I have to kill the Dire. Was hoping you could help.”
“Kill Gertie?” Muskrat clasped her hands together. “Oh, darling, you’re supposed to kill the old Dire and then take over. Now she knows you’re coming. Makes the job so much harder.”
“Yes, well,” Nessa replied, “it was a heat-of-the-moment sort of decision.”
“These things happen. So who’s that lingering outside my cave? She seems interesting, if a bit raggedy. New apprentice?”
“Coven knight.”
Behind her mask, Muskrat’s pale blue eyes widened.
“Really? That old tradition?”
“I’m bringing back all of the old traditions,” Nessa said, her voice firm. “This coven has become an embarrassing farce, a shade of its old glory. We’re going to get it right this time. And I will lead the way to Wisdom’s Grave.”
Muskrat shrugged. “You’d be the first. Well, more power to you. Hmm. You know, we stopped using coven knights because so few of us could admit we might need some protection beyond our own magic and guile. Is that a bit of uncharacteristic humility I detect?”
“She’s mine, and I can do with her as I like. That pleases me.”
Nessa could hear the teasing smile in Muskrat’s voice as she leaned closer.
“Really? Is that the only reason you chose her? There’s no other motivation involved? You’re certain?”
Nessa folded her arms and glowered. “Mother.”
“Fine, fine.” Muskrat waved an idle hand. “Well, I hope she’s good at fighting, seeing as you just picked a battle with that old monster. I think there’s really only one chance at taking Gertie down. You need the Misery.”
Nessa stared at her.
“The Misery,” she said. “Which kills anyone who touches it.”
“Not necessarily.”
“It killed you.”
“Details, details.” Muskrat shook her head. “Honestly, dear, I’d think you’d be champing at the bit to prove you’ve exceeded my skill.”
“Normally? Yes. But I am neither reckless nor suicidal.”
“Given that you just declared war against our own coven, I question that statement. Old Gertie has forgotten more about the craft than you’ll ever learn. The only way you’ll survive a confrontation is with the Misery in hand. It’s not all bad news. I do understand how it killed me. I’ve certainly had plenty of time to think about it. I believe I can help.”
“Good.” Nessa sighed. “Thank you.”
“Though it may not matter in the end.”
“Hmm? What do you mean by that?”
Muskrat stood. She paced the stone floor on bare and silent feet, her tattered dress swaying around her ankles.
“Abandoning one’s mortal flesh is remarkably liberating. I’ve drifted from my tether. Seen things you wouldn’t believe. And…I’ve become a bit of a prophet in my later years.”
“Are you going to tell my fortune?”
“In a way.” She stopped pacing. “And I wish I didn’t have to. But it wouldn’t be fair not to give due warning. I’d hoped I was wrong, but when you said that girl standing outside the waterfall was your knight, not your apprentice…I knew.”
“What?” Nessa frowned. “What is it?”
“Do you ever get the feeling you’ve been here before? That everything happening has happened?”
Nessa shrugged. “Everyone does, now and again. A trick of the mind.”
“Will you open your thoughts to me? Telling’s not enough. I need you to see as I see.”
“See what, Mother?”
Muskrat’s voice was suddenly grave.
“Your doom.”
Nessa’s skin still burned from the herbal ointment, but that didn’t stop an icy chill from rippling down her spine.
“Show me,” she said.
Muskrat glided over to her on silent feet, leaned in, and clasped her fingertips to the sides of Nessa’s forehead.
“Fall into me,” Muskrat whispered, “and witness.”
*     *     *
Nessa fell, tumbling from her skin and bones into a whitewashed, silent void. The universe turned into a silver-white blur and then burst into fire.
So much sound, overwhelming her. Crackling flames, a cheering crowd, an unfamiliar man’s voice shouting over the din.
“Don’t do this! She’s lying to you!”
Nessa’s vision was a spinning, nauseating blur, like she’d slipped into the body of a drunken hornet. Flitting this way and that, only giving her split-second glimpses in its maddened dance. A funeral pyre—no, not a funeral. An execution. A wooden stake, iron manacles, a pile of kindling feeding a growing flame. Muddy, jeering faces in the crowd. A pale arm splayed on the smoky wood.
And Mari, dressed in strange and ill-fitting armor and drenched in enough blood to fill ten men’s bodies. Seething, her fury birthing a maddened shriek as she swung the rapier in her hand.
The hornet’s eye spun. Sunlight glinting on steel. Screams of pain, of fear, frenzied shouting and the clash of blades.
Then a meaty thud, and silence.
The hornet shot up into the sky, then turned its gaze downward.
Mari’s ragged corpse lay next to Nessa’s own, her head in the crook of Nessa’s lifeless arm. Then the flames spread and took them both.
*     *     *
Nessa slammed back into her own body, taking a long and shuddering breath as if she’d been held underwater.
“Do you see?” Muskrat asked, her eyes holding a rare mingling of sorrow and gentleness.
“You call yourself a prophet,” Nessa gasped, catching her breath, “but do you speak of things that might be or must be? Tell me the truth!”
“Neither. Worse. What you saw was your past.”
“That makes no sense. Stop speaking in riddles.”
“In an age gone by, an age older than sun and moon, a story was told. A special story. And it left a scar upon the wheel of worlds. Part of that scar is shaped like you. You and your knight. This has all happened before, and it will all happen again.”
Nessa pressed the heel of her hand to her forehead, groaning. “Stop it, stop it, stop it. This cryptic nonsense was infuriating when you were alive, Mother, and death hasn’t made it any more amusing. If doom is on my heels, help me to defeat it! Otherwise, what good are you?”
Muskrat shook her head. “There are…limitations upon me. I can’t speak of all I’ve seen. All I can do is offer this warning. That, and a word of advice.”
“I’m listening.”
“Train your successor,” Muskrat told her. “Perhaps you’ll have the cunning to give death itself the slip, but if you love our craft—and I know that you do, it’s the only thing you ever did love—train a successor. Just in case.”
“And the Misery?”
Muskrat languidly gestured to the shrine of bones.
“Take me with you. We’ll sort it out on the way.”
*     *     *
Mari jumped to her feet and hoisted Nessa’s pack on one shoulder, catching the glimmer of movement behind the roaring curtain of water. It was Nessa, her dress damp and hair matted, blinking behind droplet-spattered glasses. Mari’s gaze dropped to the yellowed skull in her hand.
“I’ll explain on the road,” Nessa said before she could get a word out and gestured for her to open the pack. “It’s a long journey, no time to lose.”
“The road? Can’t we just use your knife to get there?”
Nessa stored Muskrat’s skull safely, nestled between soft herb pouches, and closed the flap.
“A Cutting Knife has to be carefully taught how to open a door, and mine only goes two places: the coven glade, and my cabin. I’m afraid we have to do this the hard way.”
“Where are we going?”
“North,” Nessa said. “We’re going to Winter’s Reach.”



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
In his chambers in Rhothmere Keep, the beating heart of the Murgardt Empire, General Baum stared down at the growing pile of dispatches in disbelief.
It was all falling apart. It had, he supposed, been falling apart for quite some time. The decay had been slow and subtle, like termites in the walls. Digging, chewing, undermining a house long before the first outward signs of disaster.
Now, though, the signs of collapse were more like a shooting star. Burning on a hard trajectory downward.
Another keep lost in Belle Terre. Another village gone dark. Another team of runners who never made it to the border, their messages lost or fallen into the hands of rebels. The Terrai had taken full advantage of the troop drawdown, massing and striking hard at the occupation’s weakest points, and popular support was on the rise. Every victory earned them more soldiers for the cause. The rebels hit hard, attacking and fading faster than the Imperial troops could keep up with.
Of course they can, he thought. It’s their land. They know it better than we ever could.
It still didn’t make sense. The Terrai had been more than beaten: they’d been crushed. Starved into subjugation and stripped of their weapons, their heathen idols, even their native tongue—a program some of the emperor’s advisors hoped would fully turn them into proper Imperial citizens in three or four generations. Baum thought that was pure idiocy. “Civilizing” the Terrai was cruel vengeance masked as compassion, but he wasn’t paid to make those decisions.
The fact remained that the natives couldn’t forge anything more dangerous than a horseshoe nail in Belle Terre without getting the noose. So how the hell were bands of malnourished rebels taking on Imperial fortifications and winning?
That was the first pile of dispatches, on the left of his broad and cluttered desk. The second, on the right, kept him abreast of the ongoing disaster that was Theodosius the Lesser’s grand crusade. The reckless dream of equaling his father’s glory. All he’d managed to do, so far, was equal his father’s love of spending money. Half the peasant levies were bogged down somewhere in Carcanna on their way to the desert. Barely any of the professional military support they’d hoped to receive from the Empire’s client states had materialized, and the Bank of the Rhone was hammering on the keep’s front door demanding to know where their gold was. The first war against the Terrai had already stretched the Empire’s resources to the breaking point. Keeping the crusade afloat was like squeezing blood from an already wrung-out stone.
Baum sat quietly at his desk for a very long time. He knew what he needed to do. It just took him time to find the resolve, then to force himself to his feet, straighten his shoulders, and march to the council chamber. Baum had been a man of war since he was blooded at twelve years old. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been afraid of anything.
He was afraid now.
Shouting rose from behind the chamber door. Baum strode in, casting a dour glance as the emperor’s ministers debated and waved papers at one another, sitting around the great circular table. And above their heads, suspended by mighty chains from the vaulted ceiling, the Sand Clock: the mechanical marvel of gears and glass, Theodosius the Greater’s fondest prize from his own crusade.
And the spur for his son’s ambitions, Baum thought as he took his chair. I’d love to chain it to him and shove them both off a damn cliff. At this point, it might be the only thing that saves us from ruin.
“It’s absurd,” Minister Zellweger snapped, his jowls shaking. “A female pope? King Jernigan’s a madman.”
Wruck, minister of the diplomatic corps, gestured at him with a rolled-up sheaf of parchment. “Don’t discount him. This ploy is aimed squarely at our doorstep. If Livia Serafini’s claim is legitimate, and Pope Carlo falls, that makes Itresca the home of the ‘true’ Church.”
“So?” shot the advisor on his right. “We can just prop up Carlo’s replacement, whoever it is.”
“What matters is who the peasants believe,” Wruck replied. “Jernigan’s angling for an extortion game. He can make whatever demands he likes, and if we don’t comply, Livia will declare us all heretics. Do you want an uprising? The masses fear more for their souls than their lives. That’s how we’ve kept them in line this long.”
Baum took a deep breath. No more stalling. He rested his palms on the table.
“Everyone not on the emperor’s council, clear the room. Now.”
A handful of pages and servants scurried out the door, shutting it behind them. All eyes turned to Baum, expectant.
“Gentlemen,” he said, “we are officially losing on two fronts. The crusade is a disaster, and the Terrai have taken full advantage of our momentary weakness, with a strength we couldn’t have predicted.”
“Tell us something we don’t know,” Zellweger muttered.
“We need a fail-safe,” Baum said. “Just in case the situation in Belle Terre slips out of control. I believe…it’s time. We need to reclaim the Misery.”
The room fell into a pensive hush. The minister of agriculture, fresh-faced and the youngest man at the table, shook his head. “The Misery? What’s that?”
Baum gave him a hard look. “What you are about to learn does not leave this room, on pain of the highest treason.”
*     *     *
“The Misery?” Mari asked. She walked at Nessa’s side along a dusty merchant road, the way flanked by naked, skeletal trees. A light nip was in the air, the chill of late morning.
“It was the early days of the great crusade,” Nessa explained, “and the war was off to a wretched start. The Caliphate was a terrifying foe, and more than the Empire had bargained for. Someone in the government—maybe ‘Theodosius the Greater,’ maybe his ministers—decided they needed a fallback plan. A weapon of unprecedented power, to unleash against the heathen east as a last resort. And so, discreet inquiries were made. Inquiries that found their way to my teacher.”
*     *     *
The young minister stared at Baum, aghast. “You’re telling me that agents of the Holy Empire hired…a coven of witches?”
“The sin wasn’t in the hiring,” Baum said, stone-faced. “It was what they did. What we helped them do, up in Winter’s Reach. This was back before the revolt, when it was still a prison colony. More of a death camp, really. Which was, in the end, part and parcel of its true purpose.”
*     *     *
“The alum mines of the Reach were a punishment for the condemned,” Nessa said, strolling at Mari’s side. “The prisoners were worked to death. Given starvation rations and clothed in thin rags. They died from exhaustion, frostbite, festering whip sores, and broken bones. It was where the Empire sent their most hated foes: those who had rebelled against their rule. The purpose of the mine wasn’t to profit from the alum they harvested. The purpose was ensuring the most miserable, lingering deaths the overseers could devise.”
“But why?” Mari blinked, her eyes wide. “I understand punishment as a deterrent, to warn others from doing the same, but nobody on the outside knew what was happening in the mines. So what was the point?”
Nessa chuckled. “A sense of authority, earned or not, is the fuel of empire. There are many who feel that challenges to their authority must be punished. It doesn’t matter if it changes anything; it doesn’t matter if it makes sense. Punishment eventually becomes its own virtue. And the greater the authority a man claims, the thinner his skin tends to be.”
“So what does this have to do with your teacher?”
“Muskrat devised an ingenious invention. A chunk of lodestone about the size of your fist, ritually anointed and engraved with seals of absorption and binding. The Misery. We placed it in the mines, in a locked chamber within a sacred circle. And there it did its dark work. Every bit of pain, every ounce of suffering, every scrap of nightmare and sorrow were absorbed into the stone. Trapped there, ready to be unleashed on command.”
*     *     *
The agriculture minister cupped his hand over his mouth, pale and shaking.
“Tell me,” he said softly when he could speak, “tell me this is a fable. Tell me we weren’t a party to this madness.”
Baum shook his head.
“The theory was that the stone’s wielder could release the harnessed energy across an entire battlefield. Picture it: an opposing army suddenly wracked with pain and horror, forced to live the memories of the souls it had absorbed, to suffer as they suffered. It would bring the Caliphate to its knees.”
Wruck wrinkled his nose, his face pinched. “Didn’t work out that way, though, did it? What a waste.”
“What happened?” the young minister asked.
“It was too powerful,” Baum said. “It killed anyone who laid a hand upon it. And they died…badly. We ran out of volunteers. Then the Reach had their uprising, and by that time the crusade had turned in our favor. So we left it where it was, a trap for fools in a city of traitors.”
“So it was…pointless?” the minister asked, his voice trembling. “All that death, all that suffering…we did it for nothing?”
“We were at war,” Baum replied.
*     *     *
“After the uprising,” Nessa said, “a long, long string of petty tyrants held sway over the Reach, none lasting more than a month or two. Then came Veruca Barrett. And you know how that turned out.”
Mari nodded. She glanced down, as if seeing herself in her old uniform, a mace on her hip and coffin-shaped shield on her back. She didn’t think about those years, much.
“Once we knew Barrett was in power for the long haul, we had to be certain the Misery was secure. After all, we might need it someday. We erased Barrett’s memories of the mines even existing, cleansed the public record, and buried the past.”
“Not everywhere,” Mari said. “Felix, a…a friend of mine. He was looking for the mines.”
Nessa sighed. “I know. We missed a bit of paperwork somewhere. Now and then, Muskrat would return to study the Misery from a safe distance, trying to tame it. She eventually, carefully, chiseled off a tiny piece of the stone and brought it back to her cave for further experiments.”
“What happened?”
Nessa nodded at Mari’s shoulder. “You’re carrying her skull in your pack, that’s what happened.”
*     *     *
Zellweger glared at General Baum. “We couldn’t use the damn thing then, so what makes you think we can use it now?”
“It’s been a long time. It might have faded in potency. It might have gone dormant. With a fresh batch of volunteers, we might find a way.” Baum slammed his clenched fist down on the table. “It’s a chance, damn it all. It’s a thread of hope, and we’re running out of them fast. If the Terrai rebels continue building momentum, they could undo twenty years of conquest. And what then, hmm? In the worst-case scenario, what if they turn their eye toward our borders, while half of our army is tied up fighting in the far east? They will not be kind, gentlemen. They will not be kind.”
The council chamber fell silent.
“All right,” Wruck said softly. “What’s your plan?”
Baum reached for one of the maps scattered across the polished table and drew a finger across the green hills of Verinia.
“Right now, several companies of Imperial troops are marching from Belle Terre to the Caliphate to support the peasant levies. I say we send runners, intercept two of them, and give them new orders: to strike north and conquer Winter’s Reach. Between them and, say, a good brace of fighting ships coming up the coast and laying siege to their harbor at the same time, we should be able to reclaim the colony. If the tide turns, and if we need the Misery, we’ll have easy access to it. If not? We’ve still plucked a nagging thorn from our sides. We win either way.”
The youngest minister shook his head. “Divert troops away from the crusade? Emperor Theodosius will never allow that.”
Baum fixed him with a steely gaze.
“And that is why,” he said, “we aren’t going to tell him.”



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
After the fires died out, after a few curse-blasted and malformed bodies had been dragged away, a smoky haze hung in the coven glade. Fox tasted it in the back of his throat, a foul and acrid thing.
“Such a waste,” he said, staring down at the tangled pile of corpses. Five good coven mates had gone down in the fight, along with the traitors Moth and Ant. The Owl, though, and her students and her ridiculous “knight,” had slipped away.
But not for long.
The survivors milled about the glade, taking stock of their wounds, arguing about who should have done what and when and how. The Dire sat silent in her stone tomb. Listening or sleeping, Fox wasn’t sure. He saw Hedy and closed in on the girl, relentless.
“Master,” she said, “I’m so sorry about—”
He grabbed her by the collar, yanked her close, and backhanded her hard enough to loosen a tooth. Then he shoved her away, sending her sprawling to the burnt grass with a bloody lip.
“If you ever question my orders again, I’ll cut off your hands and use your finger bones for divining runes. Then at least I’d get some use out of you.”
She rolled onto her side, groaning as she put a hand to her lip. “I’m sorry. I tried—”
“This is what I think of trying,” Fox said, pulling back one foot as if to kick her in the stomach. Then he turned, spotting Bear in the crowd, and paused. He pointed down at Hedy. “Pick yourself up, stop whining, and come with me. Worthless brat.”
Bear ambled over, ignoring Hedy as she pushed herself to her feet.
“You know where the Owl is headed,” Fox said.
“As far away as she can?” Bear shrugged. “She’s not stupid. She’s gotta hide.”
“Please. The last thing she’d ever do is hide. No, she’s going on the offensive. To do that, she needs a weapon.”
“What, like a sword?” Bear peered around the crowd. “Bull’s right over there, but he won’t help her. He was on our side in the fight.”
Fox leaned in, his voice a low whisper.
“The Misery, Bear. She’ll go for the Misery. If she plans to fight the Dire, it’s her only chance of survival. She’s arrogant enough to believe she can control it.”
“That problem’ll fix itself, then. She touches it, it kills her, done.”
Fox steepled his hands, putting his fingertips to his lips as he pondered.
“No,” he said. “Even letting her near that thing is too much of a risk. It will probably kill her, but if there’s the slightest chance she manages to control it…unthinkable. Use your Cutting Knife. Open a door back to Winter’s Reach. We’ll set an ambush for her.”
“You’ll be waitin’ a long time,” Viper said, strolling up behind him. She had one of her long-handled daggers out, gesturing with it like a conductor with a baton, keeping time with music only she could hear. “The Owl’s never gonna make it to the Reach.”
Fox frowned at her. “What makes you say that?”
“Because I’ll be on her trail. Her and her friends, too. I’ve got four strong burlap sacks on my belt, and I’ll be coming back with a head in each one of ’em to lay down at the Dire’s doorstep. Then she’ll see who the real master of assassins is. You’re about to lose your job.”
“You insolent little—”
Viper wagged her finger at him. “Ah-ah-ah. Don’t say nothin’ you’ll regret later, when you’re bowin’ down before your superior.”
Fox clenched his teeth, nails digging into his palms. She sauntered off, still waving her dagger to a silent tune.
“Bear,” he said, not turning around, “go back to the Reach and wait for us. Mouse and I will be taking the long route.”
“But don’t you want to set up an ambush, like you said?”
“What I want,” Fox said, “is to put my former student in her proper place. If there’s any chance of hunting the Owl down on the open road, I’m the one who’s going to do it.”
“But what about me? We agreed we’d do this together. We’d share the victory.”
Fox rolled his eyes. “Don’t be tedious, Bear. Your job is to secure the Misery, just in case the Owl somehow manages to make it to the Reach. Just go back and…do whatever it is you do there. I’m sure it’s an important job.”
Bear trudged off, grumbling under his breath. Fox turned to Hedy.
“Come with me. We’ll see if you actually manage to redeem yourself. Help capture the Owl, and it’ll go a long way toward proving your worth.”
“Wait,” said a voice, a cancerous rasp carried on a gust of hot, acrid wind.
In the doorway of the Dire’s tomb, a sickly green light shone upon the ancient stone.
“I shall be accompanying you,” the Dire Mother said. “Personally.”
*     *     *
Bear’s knife sliced a hole in the world. He stepped through the crack, letting the howling black winds of the Shadow In-Between wash over him. For a heartbeat, he was nowhere and nothing, a soul adrift in inconceivably vast darkness. A darkness scented like dying roses and cinnamon, with the faint sound of wind chimes in the distance.
He set one boot down on hard wooden planks, then the other, the tear whipping shut behind him as if it had never been there. Back in the Hall of Justice in Winter’s Reach, down in the shallow fighting pit where the condemned were punished for the entertainment of the masses. He’d expected the place to be deserted. Instead, he had an audience.
Not up in the stands that ringed three sides of the room—those were empty. Down in the pit, though, surrounding him, they’d been waiting. Coffin Boys. The mayor’s elite, in black leather and soot-stained fur, gripping their heavy, tarnished maces.
And up above, reclining in her basalt throne, Veruca Barrett. She lounged in her patchwork clothes and shiny brass buttons, curly strawberry hair spilling out from under the crooked tilt of her top hat.
“I had a dream,” Veruca told him.
Bear tilted his head. Her men—maybe ten in all—didn’t make a move. They held steady, waiting for their orders.
“A good dream?” he asked.
“An enlightening one. You see, certain details of my rise to power have always been…sketchy in my memory. And yet, I never thought to question it. Almost like something was forcing me not to question it.”
“Could be the alcohol,” Bear said, hesitant. “Or the saffdust. Or those herbs you import from—”
Veruca chopped her hand sideways in the air, silencing him.
“Tell me about the Misery, Bear.”
He swallowed, hard.
“It’s not…it’s not for you. It’s dangerous.”
“Guess what.” She leaned forward on her throne, eyes cold. “So am I.”
“It was an experiment. A failed experiment.”
“And yet,” she said, “important enough that you buried all trace of a potentially lucrative alum mine in order to hide it. That impacts my coinpurse. I don’t like that very much. Oh, right, and also you fucked with my head.”
“That was Muskrat.” He took a step backward, holding up his open hands. “I’ve always been loyal to you. Listen, the Muskrat’s apprentice, a witch called the Owl, is on her way here. We need to secure the Misery. The entire city is in danger.”
“‘We’? Oh, no, Bear. Your services are no longer required. You treated me like a pawn. Nobody treats me like a pawn.”
She gave a nod. Two of the Coffin Boys spread out a length of chain between them. Stout black iron, with links as thick as a man’s thumb.
“Veruca,” Bear said, “you’re making a mistake.”
“My mistake was trusting a witch.” She leaned back on her throne and crossed her legs. “Boys? Beat him down.”
Two ran at him at once, one from behind and one from the left, screaming a battle cry to bolster their courage. Bear was silent. He turned as the one at his back closed in, grabbed him by his wrist and hip, lifting him off the ground and swinging him around before letting go. The Coffin Boy went flying into his partner, both of them hitting the ground hard in a tangled heap. Another ran in, mace high, and Bear spat an incantation as he slammed his palm down over the man’s face. Smoke hissed in a black gout and the man shrieked, staggering backward, eyes bursting into flames as his flesh melted like candlewax.
Bear snatched the mace from another man’s hand and drove the pommel into his gut, then rammed the iron head up into his jaw, shattering it like glass and flipping him off his feet. He turned on his heel just in time to parry a blow, maces clanging, and his free hand lunged for his attacker’s belly. It wasn’t a hand anymore. It was a bear paw, rippling with arctic-white fur, with claws that shredded leather and spilled the man’s entrails across the floor of the fighting pit.
The Coffin Boys with the chain tried to get around him. Claws flashed and one fell, gurgling, his throat slashed open and spurting blood. Bear grabbed the heavy chain and ripped it out of the other man’s hands. It whistled as it spun in a whooshing arc over Bear’s head. He dropped low, crouching, lashing out at an oncoming attacker and knocking his legs out from under him. Bear gripped one end of the chain like an iron whip, swinging hard and sending the other end flying. One sharp crack of iron against bone, and another Coffin Boy tumbled to the pit floor with a broken skull.
The fight was over in seconds. Bear was the last man standing, all of Veruca’s men dead or dying. The chain rattled as it slipped from his exhausted hands, pooling on the bloody floorboards. A sheen of sweat coated his skin and turned to ice in the frigid northern air. He looked up, catching his breath, just in time to see the dangling furs behind Veruca’s throne ripple. The mayor, on the run.
“Oh, no you don’t,” he panted and made a running leap for the edge of the pit. He grabbed the edge and hauled himself up, scrambling in pursuit.
Veruca had almost made it to the back door when he caught her. Rough hands slammed her hard against the stone wall, Bear’s hot, furious breath washing over her as he pressed in close.
If she was afraid, she didn’t show a hint of it.
“All right,” she said, “this changes the situation. Don’t do anything rash, Bear. I’m worth more to you alive than dead.”
He lifted one hand. The transfigured flesh shimmered, his fingers tipped with silver claws, poised for a killing blow.
“I doubt that,” he hissed. Then he paused. He was off the script now. Everything he’d been told to do for years—serve Veruca while keeping her in the dark and protect the Misery’s secret—was all up in the air, thanks to the Owl. I’m in charge now, he thought. I get to decide.
They didn’t respect him—he knew that. No matter how hard he studied, no matter what he accomplished, the whole coven thought he was good for nothing but grunt work. Now was his chance to prove them wrong.
“He called me tedious. Do you believe that? Tedious.”
Veruca stared up at the poised claws. “What? Who?”
“Doesn’t matter.” He lowered his hand and gave her another hard shove, keeping her pinned against the wall. She wasn’t struggling, but he liked how pushing her made him feel. Powerful.
“Think, Bear. Stick with me, and you can profit.”
“Profit from you, you mean. Tell me, Mayor…how big of a bounty do the Imperials have on your head?”
The first glint of nervousness showed in Veruca’s eyes. “You wouldn’t dare.”
“The queen of a rebel colony? Brought to Rhothmere Keep in chains? They’ll shower me with gold. Oh, and the things they’re going to do to you…well, you’ll have some time to think about that. See, you’re going to help me bait a snare first. My ‘friends’ are all hunting the Owl directly. But I’m smarter than them.”
“Sure, Bear,” Veruca said, slow and cautious. “You’re smart. You’re very smart.”
“Mari Renault’s arm in arm with the Owl now. There’s…something between them. I’m not sure what. Point is, if Renault’s anything, she’s stupidly loyal. And she used to work for you, didn’t she? When she finds out I’ve got her old boss, she’ll come to the rescue like the storybook knight she thinks she is. Saving the damsel in distress. I’ll challenge her to a duel of honor, one with terms set so she can’t possibly win. She’ll say yes. She won’t be able to help herself.”
“Why? What’s the point?”
“Because,” Bear said, “once I take Renault down, I’ll have another hostage. A hostage the Owl wants. And she’ll walk right into my trap.”



CHAPTER NINETEEN
Lodovico Marchetti hadn’t heard his guests arrive. He sat at his desk, nursing a glass of whiskey and idly poring over a map of the east. Right about then, if all was well, the crusade would be bogging down on its way to the Caliphate’s borders. No grand shipment of weapons, meager resources, the start of a cascade of disasters. He smiled as he imagined it. If fate was kind, the would-be crusaders would start pillaging Carcanna’s fields and farms, taking what they could before heading home in defeat. Given that Carcanna was an Imperial ally, that’d make for another fine thorn in Emperor Theodosius’s side. Another stroke of the razor, bloodletting his empire one cut at a time.
“Why didn’t you warn us?” hissed the furious voice on the other side of the desk. He jumped, startled, looking up at the gowned and veiled woman who stood before him. One of the Sisters of the Noose, garbed in drab funeral gray.
“Warn you? About what?”
A thin coil of silken rope flipped effortlessly over his head, clutched by an unseen assailant, and snatched tight around his throat. Lodovico bucked in his chair, struggling to breathe, tugging at the cord as it bit into his neck.
“Livia Serafini is a witch,” hissed the veiled assassin, stabbing a gloved, accusing finger at him. “She slaughtered our sisters.”
“I didn’t know,” Lodovico croaked. Black spots blossomed in his vision, blood roaring in his ears. “I swear it—swear it on my father’s grave. I didn’t know! Why wouldn’t I have warned you if I knew? What’s my profit? Think about it!”
As his vision faded to black, the world swimming away and leaving him in echoing darkness, the sister snarled. She chopped the air with her hand. The rope went slack.
Lodovico slumped against his desk and heaved for air, baring an angry red welt on his throat as he feebly tugged the cord loose.
“We lost eight of our own. You only gave us one girl-child in payment. The scales are imbalanced. You owe us.”
Even as he wheezed, forcing himself to sit up straight in his chair, Lodovico’s eyes went hard. “That…was not the deal. The deal was a life for a life. The child’s for Livia’s. You owe me.”
“The terms are what we say the terms are.”
Lodovico shoved his chair back, pushing himself to his feet. He grabbed his glass and staggered to the credenza, refreshing his drink from a cut crystal decanter.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “I thought you were businesswomen. I thought you had a reputation for integrity. I guess that was a pile of horse dung, much like your reputation for getting work done.”
The sister froze, a reptilian hiss echoing from under her heavy veils. Her companion, the one who had wielded the noose, stood silent and statue-still in the corner of the office.
“You dare much,” she whispered.
Lodovico tossed back a swig of whiskey, wincing as he swallowed.
“Do you have any idea what you’ve done to me? As soon as Carlo figures out I can’t follow through on my promise to kill Livia, that’s it. He’s off my leash. He’ll call the whole damn crusade back to regroup and wage war on Itresca, just to silence his sister.”
“And?”
“And? And? And it’ll take them about that long for everyone involved to compare notes and realize that the weapons I bankrolled for the crusade were never sent. Meanwhile, if the Empire pulls back its troops thanks to Carlo’s little murder tantrum—because Theodosius isn’t going to attack Itresca, no matter how much the pope whines and stomps his slippered feet—then said troops are not busy dying in the desert like I very much need them to be doing right now.”
The sister fell silent.
“I cannot stress,” Lodovico said, gesturing with his glass, “how important it is that Livia Serafini dies. So, please. Get back out there, and do the job I paid you for.”
“We will not. She is…dangerous.”
Lodovico slumped against the office wall, arching an eyebrow.
“And you aren’t? Why in the world are you so afraid of one unarmed woman?”
“She is not unarmed. And we will not pursue her. We have already lost too many of our kind.”
“Well,” he said, “that puts us at an impasse. I am, signora, a deeply unsatisfied customer. What are you going to do about it?”
“You owe us. Seven children, to replace our fallen.”
“This again.” Lodovico sighed. “And you owe me an assassination. You’re asking me to pay for goods that haven’t been delivered yet.”
“We will pursue the target of your choice,” she hissed. “Just not her.”
“Well, then, guess I’d better give it some real thought. To make sure I get my sin’s worth.” Lodovico downed his drink and nodded to the door. “Now get out of my office. I have to figure out how to clean up this mess before Carlo wises up.”
Once they left, gliding on silent feet, he poured himself another drink. That turned into three or four as a late autumn storm brewed outside his window and the skies turned gold and black.
His next guest came in the proper way, escorted by his doorman. Aita wore a veil too: exquisite black lace, to match her silk mourning gown.
“You make a beautiful orphan,” Lodovico said, slumping back in his chair. “And soon a ravishing widow, I hope.”
“That’s what I came to talk to you about.” She paused. “What happened to your neck?”
“Labor dispute.”
“I need your help. My darling husband has decided to go on the offensive. Three of my tax collectors, beaten and robbed in the street. Supposedly by three different gangs, but they all gave me the exact same description. It’s Felix, I’m sure of it.”
“I told you he was dangerous. I saw him when he came back from Winter’s Reach. He wasn’t the same man. Your tall friend learned that the hard way.”
Lodovico looked to his half-drained glass, eyes narrowed. He’d seen the present Felix mailed to Aita the night he was meant to die. Hassan the Barber’s severed head, with a simple two-word note nailed to his forehead: “You’re next.”
“I underestimated him,” Aita said. “Once. I won’t make that mistake again. I know exactly what he’s doing: he’s trying to undermine me. The story in the streets is that three different gangs have openly defied me and I couldn’t stop them. I can’t have this, Lodovico. Not now. I’m fighting on a hundred different fronts to keep my father’s empire under control. One slip and I’ll lose everything.”
He contemplated his glass. “So what do you want me to do about it?”
“I have to respond to Felix’s challenge with force. Overwhelming force. I want to hire more men and flood the streets with steel until he’s brought to his knees. But I’m still rebuilding most of my father’s more lucrative operations, and coin is tight at the moment. So I need a loan. A big one.”
He laughed. “From who? The Banco Marchetti is stretched to the breaking point until the Empire begins repayment on their line of credit. Do you know how much that great caravan of weapons cost?”
“But…I know you’re not actually delivering those weapons to the crusaders. You’re going to sell them, like my father would have if he’d managed to steal them from you.”
“Now why would you assume that?”
Aita leaned forward in her chair, brow furrowed.
“Because if not, you’ve just nearly bankrupted your own family business. Why?”
Lodovico shrugged. “For the cause. For the dream. I told you, signora. I warned you fairly: it’s not money that drives my passion. I’ll burn down more than the Banco Marchetti before my work is done. And history will celebrate me for it.”
“You’re…you’re a madman.”
“I may possibly be. I am certainly drunk, however, and it is unquestionably late. With these two facts, we might reasonably surmise that my judgment at the moment is faulty. Which is why I’m going to lend what aid I can. Bring me a fresh parchment and some ink.”
He hunched over the desk, nudging his empty glass aside as he dipped his quill and wrote out a letter in quick, jagged strokes.
“Most of the Dustmen are in residence at the papal manse in Lerautia, keeping an eye on Carlo and making sure none of the cardinals get unwise ideas about a coup. It’s safe enough, at this stage in the plan, to recall them to Mirenze and leave only a skeleton crew behind. So, your very own company of murderous, battle-hardened mercenaries. Does that suit your needs, signora? Am I not a considerate partner?”
“Don’t act as though this is a gift,” Aita told him. “Felix is coming for your head, too.”
“And yet, he’s evidently chosen to destroy you first.” Lodovico folded the letter and reached for a cylinder of wax colored midnight blue. He paused, tilting his head. “I wonder: does that mean he hates you more, or that he’s saving his most terrible vengeance for me?”
“That’s a question I’d rather leave unanswered,” Aita said. “Summon the Dustmen. And we’ll hunt.”
*     *     *
Later that night, naked under sheets of silk and heavy furs, Lodovico tossed and turned as he slept off the liquor. He was stone sober when he woke, jolted awake in the darkness with a pounding behind his eyes and the sudden sense that he wasn’t alone.
Three figures stood in silence at the foot of his bed. The Sisters of the Noose. They’d been watching him sleep.
“Felix Rossini,” one said.
Lodovico rubbed the crust from his eyes. “What of him?”
“He can be the death we owe you, and then you can repay us properly. Let us kill him. Say the word.”
“Are you ladies going to lurk in my home like inconvenient ghosts until I do?”
No response.
Tempting, Lodovico thought. Felix was dangerous—even more now that he’d gotten a taste for killing—and with the Livia situation dangerously close to spiraling out of control, he was a wild card Lodovico didn’t need in the mix. They’d bring him Felix’s head by sunrise, with ease.
Then a snatch of memory came to him unbidden. He’d been so small, watching with awe as his father put nail to wood in the little workshop behind the family estate. It was a birdhouse, sleek and sanded and built to last.
“You see, son, there’s a tool for every job. Choose the right one, with patience and care, and you’ll never go wrong. So, shall we go see how the birds enjoy their new accommodations?”
And with that, Luigi Marchetti scooped up the birdhouse in one arm and his son in the other, putting him up on his shoulders and striding out into a warm spring morning.
In his bed, in the dark, Lodovico shook his head. “No,” he told the sisters. “The Dustmen can handle Felix. You…you I want to hold in reserve. Just in case.”
“We won’t wait forever,” one of the sisters hissed.
“Oh, I think you would. But you won’t have to. It’s nearly time for my final act. Now, if you ladies don’t mind, I’d like to get another few hours’ sleep. Let yourselves out.”
The sisters faded back, silent as death, melting into the shadows.



CHAPTER TWENTY
Renata bustled from table to table at the Rusted Plow, a dented tray in her arms. After dark was the only time the Plow came to life, the common room filled up with locals taking the opportunity to relax and catch up with their neighbors. After the commotion at Sanna Farm, everyone had a lot to talk about.
The Plow had a different air from the Hen and Caber back in Mirenze. The tips were miserly—the locals didn’t have much to give—but the hearth was warm and the music lively, and the closest thing to a barroom brawl was occasional good-natured shouting over a bad hand of cards. It was easy for her to sink into a familiar rhythm, passing out tankards, filling oil lamps, trading small talk with the clientele, and making sure everyone was happy. All the same, she kept her ears perked, trying to get a read on the local mood.
Walking back to the village square after her talk with that old Verinian soldier, she’d started to see things his way. She had every right to make a stand in defense of her new home. What she didn’t have was the right to expect anyone else to. Trouble was looming, and when the storm finally broke it would pour down hard and fast.
So what do I do? she asked herself. Encourage everyone to leave while they still can? Abandon their homes? What’s the right thing to do?
She listened, to hear which way the wind was blowing. It wasn’t hard. As the beer flowed and the night stretched on, the chatter grew louder and more boisterous. She caught snatches of conversation here and there as she made her way back to the bar for another tray of drinks.
“—built that cottage myself, with my own two hands. Both my sons were born under that roof. Damn me to the Barren Fields if I let some northern scum have it for their own—”
“—half a mind to march up there right now, find the biggest man in their camp, and punch him square in the nose. That’d sort that lot out—”
“—weren’t even armed, and the one that was, the barmaid took down.” A red-faced patron grabbed her wrist, slurring as he lifted her hand. “Let’s hear it! Three cheers for Renata the Liegekiller!”
Renata forced a smile as the others at his table drunkenly cheered, then she gently extricated herself from the man’s grip and sidestepped away.
They might feel different in the morning—nothing bolstered courage like fresh anger and alcohol—but it sounded like most of the tavern was in favor of standing their ground. Which will be fine as long as that soldier was wrong about the others on their way, she thought. Big difference between warning off a dozen hungry men and facing a hundred or more.
Too many questions, too many maybes, and nobody was going out to get the answers the village needed. As the night dragged on and the crowd started to dwindle, she leaned against the bar and caught Gianni’s attention.
“Heading out,” she said.
The barman arched an eyebrow. “Out where?”
She gestured in the general direction of the village gate. “Out there. Need to satisfy my curiosity about something.”
“You’re about to do somethin’ I wouldn’t approve of if I knew what you were up to, aren’t you?”
Renata nodded. “Absolutely.”
He took down a tankard from behind the bar, idly polishing it with a faded rag.
“All right then,” he said with a shrug. “Just don’t go and get yourself killed. You do that, I’ll have to find a new buyer for this place. I’d like to retire before I’m dead.”
Up in her tiny garret above the bar, she held a pair of shears and sighed at her reflection. “It’ll grow back,” she told herself.
Then, with stroke after whispery stroke, her tresses tumbled to the floorboards. She cropped her hair close, snipping away bangs and curls, leaving behind a short, boyish mop. The linen bandage roll was next, winding and squeezing around her torso. She grunted as she yanked the bandage tight, strapping down her breasts and flattening her silhouette.
Gianni, rooming across the hall, always left his door unlocked. She helped herself to a pair of his patched, baggy trousers. Then she donned a cheap woolen cloak, seams worn and its hem stained with mud, and pulled the hood up. The figure in the glass made for a passable if feminine young man. As long as I keep my mouth shut, I should be fine, she thought.
It was the should that worried her, but that didn’t stop her from taking a deep breath—as deep as she could manage under the constricting bandages—and setting out into the night.
She passed through the sleepy village, out the gateway arch, and skirted the edge of Sanna Farm in the dark. She knew which way the crusaders had run after their confrontation, and she hoped it would point the way to their camp. Leaving the safety of the open fields, she ducked into the woods.
Leaves crunched underfoot and twigs snapped in her wake, muffled by the endless trill of crickets. She felt loud, obvious, like there was no chance they wouldn’t glean her real identity from a mile away. Still, when she caught the glint of torchlight in a clearing up ahead, no sentry strode forth to challenge her. She tugged the hood of her cloak farther down over her shadowed face, steeled herself, and approached the campsite.
Rough hide tents stood among the trees, the camp unplanned and haphazard, while a few haggard-looking crusaders had just dropped where they stood and slept on beds of dead leaves. More than a dozen now. Stragglers must have caught up with the advance scouts, and not all of them were unarmed. She counted a couple of crude swords and more than a handful of skinning knives, while others had armed themselves with serviceable clubs made from chunks of fallen branches. She caught a foul scent on the wind, a stream of smoke from a cook fire, and she followed her nose to the sound of tired conversation.
“I’m telling you,” said a man with a tangled beard, crouching at the fire’s edge and cradling a crusty bottle of wine, “don’t eat that rot. The duck’s gone off. You can tell by the color and the smell. One bite of that and you’ll be shitting yourself for a week.”
Another crusader wrinkled his nose as he stirred a small pot over the fire. “It’s this or my boot leather. Not going to sleep with a pinched stomach again tonight. Damn those Carcannan peasants. Why couldn’t they just give us what we wanted?”
“Just wait. Latest runner said the main column is about three days behind us.”
“And?” the other asked. “Did they meet up with the supply lines? Are they bringing food?”
“Nope. But they’re bringing Duke Segreti’s cousin. Poor bastard doesn’t even know his kin’s dead yet. Now me, I’d be fine with riding in there, taking what we need and moving on, but you know how these nobles get. Won’t surprise me if he makes us burn the place to the ground and salt the earth on our way out.”
“So there’s going to be food either way is what you’re saying.”
Renata moved on, keeping her face turned away from the fire’s glow.
Soft voices caught her ear. By the edge of the camp, two young men sat at the foot of a dead and crooked tree. Twins, muss-haired and barely old enough to sprout bristle on their cheeks. One had his knees propped up, leaning his head against his arms.
“Everything they told us, that we’d have shiny armor and swords and horses, and women would be throwing themselves at us…it was all a lie.”
“It was not a lie,” his brother said. “We’re just off course. Once we reach the border and regroup with the others, everything will be fine.”
“I want to go home.”
“We can’t go home. Even if we could find our way back, what are we going to tell Mother and Father? That we just quit? Gave up? That’ll fill the larder, won’t it? No. We’re staying the course and seeing this through. We’ll come home with bags and bags of Caliphate gold, and we’ll fix the roof and buy a new cow. No, two cows.”
The twin with the bowed head slumped a little more.
“Achille…I don’t want to hurt these people. Fighting the heathens is one thing. I mean, they’re barely human, but…this is Carcanna. These are faithful people, just like us.”
His brother leaned over and gave his shoulder a vigorous rub. “Aw, we’re not gonna have to hurt anybody. We’ll put a good scare into ’em and they’ll all run away. Just wait, you’ll see.”
“But what if they don’t?”
His brother didn’t have an answer for that. At least not one that he wanted to give voice to. Renata’s cloak swirled as she turned away.
“You, there!” called a man by another cook fire, silhouetted in the shifting light. He wobbled on his feet, slurring his words. “Boy! I’m talking to you.”
She shot a fast glance to her left. He was looking her way. Moving now, following her on unsteady legs. She walked faster, pretending she hadn’t heard him, fighting the urge to break into a run.
“Boy,” he shouted again. “Don’t you ignore me!”
Lips pursed, her heart pounding against the taut bandages, Renata wound her way around silent tents and sleeping men while her pursuer staggered closer. The thick of the forest wasn’t far away. A quick dash through the woods and she’d be within sight of home. She just had to make it that far.
At the edge of the woods, as she picked her way over a tangle of briars, he caught up with her. He grabbed her arm in a vise grip and yanked hard, spinning her around.
“When your elders are talking, you’d best learn to—” He froze, squinting, eyes bleary but growing sharper by the second. She recognized him: one of the crusaders who had come to Sanna Farm. The one who said she’d hang for what she’d done.
And he recognized her, too.
“You,” he said, then turned to shout to the others. As he drew a deep breath, a stout length of hickory whistled through the air. The knobby walking stick cracked across the back of his head and dropped him to the brambles, out cold and bleeding.
Gallo Parri eyed the stick in his hands, running a thumb over a freshly minted crack in the wood. “Damn shame, breaking a perfectly good hiking staff on an idiot’s skull,” he muttered. “Still, when he wakes up, he’ll be glad I didn’t use my blade instead.”
Renata stared at him, catching her breath. “You…you saved me. Thank you.”
“Thank the Gardener for that one. I only came around to scout their numbers and get a feel for their intentions. Which…something tells me you’ve already done. Industrious lass, aren’t you?”
“They have good numbers and bad intentions,” she told him.
“As I feared. We should get away from here. Quickly.”
They made their way through the wood together, heading back to Kettle Sands.
“But why are you here?” she asked him. “What about everything you said today about running before it was too late?”
“Did a lot of thinking on the road away from here. Then I did a lot of thinking on my way back. Decided you were right.”
“No,” Renata said, “you were right.”
Gallo shrugged. “We can both be right, then. Point is, it didn’t sit well with me, turning my back on trouble. You a woman of faith?”
“I am.”
“My friend Amadeo, he’s big on the Parable of the Lazy Apprentice. Always liked that one. It’s simple enough for a man like me to wrap his head around: if you can help, you should help. And I think your village is going to be needing a lot of help. Name’s Gallo Parri, by the way, formerly of the papal guard. A man in search of peaceful retirement, and evidently not fated to find one.”
“Renata Nicchi. And yes, it’s going to need a lot of help. Neither side is going to back down. One way or another, there’s a fight brewing.”
“Well met, Signorina Nicchi. So, that tavern in town, know if it’s still open?”
She chuckled. “I work there. It’s open as long as you want it to be open. Clean beds, too.”
“Good. How about you and I go sit down over two tall tankards of beer and figure out how we’re going to save your village?”
“Let’s make it four,” she said. “We’ve got thirsty work ahead of us.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
Sunlight pushed its fingers around the corners of heavy curtains. Livia lay flat on her bed, arms splayed at her sides, staring up at the ceiling. Every time she moved, her body punished her with a flood of fresh nausea. It was one of those mornings.
Squirrel’s book was gone. Someone knew. Someone knew what she had and what she’d been dabbling in. Someone knew what she’d done. So where was the consequence? Where was the accusing finger, or the blackmail letter slipped under her door? The silence, the waiting, was worse than anything she could imagine. Every glance in her direction, every veiled whisper, felt like her doom about to descend. At this point she would have welcomed it, just to get relief from the endless tension.
Yet it didn’t happen. The sword above her head dangled there, twisting on a frayed strand of string that refused to break.
And something was wrong inside her body. The headaches and the nausea had only gotten worse after saving Kailani’s life. She fought through it and got her work done—she would always fight through it—but she knew it wasn’t a problem to be ignored. Someone, somewhere out there, had to know how to help her.
She already knew who to call upon, she realized. And though Squirrel’s book was gone, the memory of a spell she’d cast in her father’s mansion stayed with her, indelibly inked upon the skin of her mind. Livia pushed herself up, sucking breath between clenched teeth, and stumbled to her washroom and locked the door behind her.
The ingredients were simple. A porcelain basin, filled halfway with standing water. A razor blade. A string of words, felt more in her heart than on her lips. And a swift, decisive cut.
She knew the chant. Or the chant knew her. The words tumbled from her lips as the tension grew inside her body, muscles going taut, her stomach clenched with a sudden hunger. The pressure built like a storm cloud inside her skull until she spat the last syllable of the last word and drew the blade across her forearm.
The power gusted out of her and the pressure erupted as the blood flowed, torn flesh welling up then leaking crimson into the basin. Blood splashed and spread in the water, turning it into a ruby mirror.
Livia caught her breath, suddenly weak as a kitten, and prayed for an answer. Then she realized the absurdity of prayer at a time like this and fell into a contemplative silence.
*     *     *
Nessa and Mari strolled along a breezy merchant road, taking in the sun. Sometimes they spoke, sharing stories of their past, tiny memories, and sometimes they fell into a companionable silence. A wagon with a two-horse team rattled by, kicking up dust, and they moved farther to the roadside to keep clear. Their forearms brushed. Nessa wore a small, private smile.
Then something squeezed tight in the back of her mind, like a finger plucking a taut harp string. Playing a familiar one-note tune.
“I’m being called,” she said and snapped her fingers at Mari. “Come, we need to find a puddle, something with stagnant water. Dig my mask out of the pack.”
“Called?” Mari asked, following on Nessa’s heels.
“It’s an amusing trick, and useful. Might be Despina, letting us know where she and her brother have gotten themselves off to.”
*     *     *
Livia waited two minutes, then five, then ten, pressing a towel to her cut as she stared into the ruby mirror. The bloody water sat still and silent.
I did it wrong, she thought, or she just won’t—
The water rippled, and the mask of a horned owl peered out, curious. Another woman, one she didn’t recognize, stood silent at the far edge of the reflection.
“Well, well, well,” said the Owl. “Livia Serafini. Oops. Pope Livia Serafini. You’ll understand if I don’t kiss your ring.”
“I need your help,” Livia told the image.
“After as much trouble as you’ve caused? Hmph. Some nerve. What, you want Squirrel’s spellbook back?”
Livia’s eyes widened. “You know where it is?”
“Liberated by one of my coven brothers. Oh, don’t worry, he won’t tell anyone. I’m on my way to kill him right now.”
Livia leaned her head back and sighed with relief, the tension draining from her body as if she’d pulled a plug in her foot to let it all out. No fingers were pointing her way. The sword above her head wasn’t going to drop.
“I think,” she said, “I made a mistake.”
“Your mistake was not inviting me into your home for tea, even after I asked you so politely. I know what you did, Livia. I felt it. Every competent witch within a thousand leagues felt it. You cast a spell of your very own, didn’t you? No training, no ritual, just instinct. Like the magic wanted to burst right out of you.”
She nodded slowly. “We were under attack. There were assassins everywhere, and one had her fingers around my throat. I was going to die. I let the power out and they just…vanished.”
“Well, good news and bad news. The good news is that you’re a phenomenal natural talent. With training and discipline, you could have become one of the greatest witches to ever live.”
“Could have?”
“Right,” the Owl said, “well, that’s the bad news. Half of the craft—the half you never even began to learn—is protecting ourselves from the powers we call upon. You opened your mind to the Shadow In-Between without a shield or a care, and it buried its seeds deep inside you. Like a thorn, snapping off and leaving a sharp splinter behind. You’re feeling sick, aren’t you?”
“Yes,” Livia said, “I am. Headaches, and my stomach. Is there a cure?”
“Oh, sure,” the Owl said, waving an idle hand. “There’s an easy home remedy. You’ll be up and on your feet in no time.”
Livia’s squeezed the edges of the basin, leaning closer to the water. “Truly?”
The Owl threw her head back, cackling with amusement.
“No. You’re going to suffer a horrible and agonizing death. There’s no cure. And that’s what you get for not inviting me for tea.”
Livia felt the world drop out from under her feet. She’d come so far, accomplished so much, but there was still so much to be done. Still a Church that needed to be saved and healed. No, she thought, it doesn’t end like this. It can’t.
“How long?” she asked, dreading the answer. “How long do I have?”
“Days? Weeks? A month at most. There…is a way of prolonging your life, though, possibly even for years. A simple potion, something to boost your body’s natural defenses. I could teach you how to make it.”
“Please,” Livia said. “Tell me what to do. I’m not done. I…I need more time.”
“Hmm. You know, I’m not convinced you want it badly enough.”
A tear ran down Livia’s cheek as she clenched her hands at her sides, struggling to hold her quavering voice steady.
“Please. I am begging you. I’ll do anything you want, anything, but I need more time!”
The Owl chuckled.
“Oh, all right,” she said, “I suppose I can grant you some small kindness. But be warned, Livia: this tonic—which you must take every day, without fail—will only preserve your life. It will not halt the spreading sickness inside your body.”
“What…what do you mean?”
“Meaning that the longer you cling to life, the more…side effects will manifest. Here, I’ll give you a peek into your future: go look up a man named Gregor Werre. He was a monk in a Murgardt chantry about a hundred years ago. You’ll find his story quite enlightening.”
Livia shook her head. “I don’t care about side effects. All I care about is getting the time I need. I’ve come too far. This can’t be the end of me. It can’t.”
“As you wish. Now listen carefully. You’ll need the following herbs, dried, chopped, in these exact proportions…”
*     *     *
It had been a minor mistake. A lapse of timing. The Browncloaks who guarded Livia’s chamber door had a shift change in the late morning, and the arriving pair thought—incorrectly—that Livia had already gone out for the day. So when Amadeo arrived with a bundle of parchment in his arms, a delivery for their mistress’s eyes only, they were happy to let him inside to leave it for her.
The paperwork was an excuse. Amadeo thought she was out, too, making it a perfect time to keep his promise to Sister Columba. Just a quick search of her things, he thought. Once I fail to find this “spellbook” Columba thinks she saw, or anything else of ill design, I can go back and lay her fears to rest.
He still felt sick to his stomach. Livia was his friend. More than that, they’d passed through fire together, facing down her mad brother and his army of killers hand in hand. This was a betrayal, pure and simple.
But it’s a betrayal for a good cause, strange as that sounds, he reasoned. The alternative is Sister Columba taking her story to anyone who will listen and tarnishing Livia’s name. Once I prove there’s nothing untoward going on, she’ll have to—
He froze, hearing a voice behind the closed washroom door.
A chant.
He crept closer, his feet light on the cold stone floor, and listened as the chant became a conversation.
Amadeo was pale when he emerged from Livia’s chamber, and the sheaf of papers trembled in his hand. “I made a mistake,” he said to the Browncloaks. “Brought her the wrong documents to sign. I’ll…I’ll come back later.”
Let this be another nightmare, he silently prayed as he wandered through the halls of the keep, aimless. But he knew it wasn’t. Not the kind he could wake up from.
And not one he could turn a blind eye to. As a man of the soil, his duty to the Church was clear.
His duty to his friend, that was far less certain.



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
The bombing of the Ducal Arch had wounded Mirenze but couldn’t cripple it. The City of Coins was still the jewel of Verinia, its salmon-roofed estates and stucco bell towers a monument to the engines of commerce. Nessa wrinkled her nose as she and Mari made their way across the bustling market square.
“Look at them,” she said. “Squandering their precious, scant years grubbing for bits of shiny metal. No passion. No meaning. I see some of these people and think, you know what would change their lives for the better? One moment of genuine, stark, soul-deep terror.”
“Why terror?” Mari asked. “Why not joy?”
“Your life is never as precious as when you fear you’re about to lose it. No breath is as sweet as the one you draw after you think you’ve drawn your last. And pleasure and pain have always been close bedfellows. One tends to follow on the other’s heels. No, look around: there’s no wonder to be found here. Living, but no life. No truth.”
“Not like in the fairy tales,” Mari said, recalling Nessa’s condemnation of her coven.
Nessa quirked a smile. “No. Not at all. And those stories are so very important. First, they teach children that the world is a cruel and terrible place, an inarguable fact that should be learned as young as possible. Then, they teach them the rules to survive. Stay to the forest path. Remember your courtesies and your politics. Otherwise…”
“Otherwise?”
Nessa leaned closer to Mari, her smile growing.
“Otherwise, some evil witch might come along and gobble you up.”
Mari tilted her head. “Are…we evil, Nessa?”
“I’ll answer your question with a question: what is evil?”
Mari frowned, searching for the right words. “Well…doing…what you shouldn’t. Breaking rules.”
“And who decides that? There are codes of ethics, like your vows of knighthood, and books of laws, like back home in Belle Terre…or in the Empire’s laws that guided what they did to our people. Not all rules are righteous, are they?”
Mari shook her head. “No, I guess not. But some rules—okay, what about hurting people? There’s one. You shouldn’t hurt people.”
“No?” Nessa chuckled, lowering her voice. “So when you killed the mayor of Kettle Sands and I washed your hand in his steaming blood…was that evil? Because I thought we agreed that his execution was just.”
“It…it was.” Her shoulders slumped.
“The problem, Mari, is that ‘evil’ is a man-made structure imposed upon a chaotic world that has little use for man or his philosophies. Nature, by any ‘civilized’ standard, is pitiless, savage, and remorselessly cruel. So these men, with their green frocks and their incense and their holy books, build the fantasy of a just, good, and divinely blessed universe—while ignoring that the world their god supposedly created for them is, itself, evil incarnate by their own standards.”
Mari fell silent, thinking that over as they walked. Nessa led the way down a quiet side street, breaking away from the swirling chaos of the marketplace.
“So to answer your question,” Nessa told her, “you must understand who and what you are, inside. I am nature. I am her steward and her student, and I act as she does. Now, if men wish to call me ‘evil’ for it, that’s their prerogative, but I have no obligation to accept or care about such an empty word as that. It’s a box with no gift inside.”
“But…what am I?”
Nessa stopped, taking hold of Mari’s shoulder. She pushed her up against a crumbling brick wall, leaning in and lifting up on her toes to look the taller woman in the eyes.
“You are a knight. My knight. Disciplined. Honorable. Courageous. You know your code, yes? You know your duties. And what’s expected of you.”
Mari’s head bobbed, her eyes wide.
“Then you know all you need to. Don’t worry about being good. Don’t worry about being evil. Just be the finest example of knighthood you possibly can. Now come along, I’ve got a present for you.”
“A present?”
“Oh, yes,” Nessa said. “It’s been in the works for quite a while.”
Their destination was a blacksmith’s shop, where a thin plume of gray smoke trickled into the clear blue sky. Mari tensed as they stepped through the door and she saw the sweaty, bare-chested man working at the anvil.
“It’s all right,” Nessa said. “He’s one of mine.”
As Giorgio put down his hammer and mopped the back of his hand across his forehead, Mari frowned. “But…at the coven glade, he was on the other side.”
“Glad I was, too,” he said. The big man shook his head at Nessa. “Ant and Moth didn’t make it. Viper leaped over the fire and cut them both down before they could escape.”
“Damn. Worm and Shrike?”
“Fine. At least, last I saw of them. They said they’ll meet you in Winter’s Reach.”
Nessa let out a tiny sigh of relief, then looked to Mari. “Our friend here has been keeping tabs on the coven for months for me. Ears open for useful information.”
Giorgio spread his big hands and smiled. “Nessa knew I’d be more believable if I acted like I was neutral in this fight. Everyone came to me to talk, assuming it wouldn’t get back to anybody else, and everyone wanted to recruit me.”
“And now I have one more loyal witch in my corner. Are you coming with us to the Reach?”
Giorgio shook his head. “We’d best travel separately. I’ll be a day behind you. And you’d better be on your guard. The coven’s going all-out. Viper and Fox are both trying to track you down before you reach the Misery, and there’s also…the Dire. She’s with Fox and Hedy.”
“With them?” Nessa blinked. “She actually left her tomb?”
“I think you made her mad.”
“Well, this makes things interesting. And convenient. I won’t have to go all the way back to the glade to kill her. Is Mari’s gift ready?”
Giorgio’s face lit up and he beckoned Mari to follow him.
“It is! I’m so happy I got to craft something for one of our own.” He grinned at Mari. “Most of the coven doesn’t have much use for a warrior’s tools, none but Viper and she’s not any fun to talk to. This is a rare treat for me.”
“What is it?” Mari asked.
“Something your mistress asked for, custom made. C’mon, I’ll show you!”
Nessa idled in the shop, studying Giorgio’s handiwork with a discerning eye as she waited. Then the curtain over the back-room door rippled, and Mari stepped out into the light.
Nessa pushed her glasses up on her nose and smiled.
Mari’s ragged and mismatched armor, the pieces she’d cobbled together with her old mentor’s help, was a memory. Now she stood in a vest of sleek black brigandine accented with cold brass, over a blouse and leggings of nightingale blue. High boots, tailored to fit, and sturdy black gauntlets. Mari turned her hands, marveling at them, the oiled leather softly creaking as she curled and opened her fingers.
“Patchwork no more,” Nessa murmured as she approached.
Giorgio shook out a cloak of wolfskin, draping it over Mari’s back. It was cut to hang low at one shoulder, joined by a chain of brass. The clasp was an ornate brooch, like the one Mari had carried with her for so many years. This one, though, bore the stylized profile of an owl. Nessa helped fix it in place, her fingers curling around the brass chain and giving a faint tug.
“My colors and my device,” Nessa said. “Well? Do you like it?”
Mari’s eyes shone, and she smiled like a child on Winter Solstice morning. “I…I love it,” she said, her voice almost too soft to hear.
“But you’re not quite complete, are you?” She gave Giorgio a nod, and he scrambled to fetch a sandalwood box from one of his workbenches.
“Nessa told me you use Terrai fighting batons,” he said, bringing the box over to show Mari. “So you need something similar. Weapons with roughly the same reach and weight, so you don’t have to learn an entirely new style.”
He opened the box. Inside, on a bed of crushed velvet, rested a pair of wickedly curved sickles with corded leather hilts. The blades gleamed, sleek steel polished to a killing edge. Mari reached toward the box, hesitant.
“May I?”
Giorgio’s head bobbed. “Of course! They’re for you.”
Mari took up one sickle, then the other, stepping toward an open spot of floor. Her arms rose in slow motion, turning her grip, moving in gentle, graceful steps. Walking through the first motions, an old exercise meeting new weapons.
Then she exhaled sharply and sliced the air. One blow, then another, and another, each punctuated by a vicious hiss of breath. She spun on one booted heel, dropping low, jumping back up again as the sickles flashed in every direction at once. A dance of razor-honed death.
She marched forward, cutting the air, every motion precise and practiced—then dropped to one knee before Nessa, head bowed, the twin sickles crossed before her in offering.
“Rise. And well done.” Nessa looked at Giorgio. “Both of you. You’ve outdone yourself this time, Bull.”
For all his size, the grin on Giorgio’s face made him look like a puppy. He bowed his head. “I’ll meet you in the Reach. We’ll do great things, all of us.”
“Thank you, again,” Mari said as she rose to her feet. “This…this is more than I could have dreamed.”
“Protect her,” Giorgio said with a nod to Nessa, “and serve her well. That’s all the payment I ask, cousin.”
“Cousin,” Mari replied with a formal bow of her head and followed Nessa to the door.
Nessa’s hand rested on the door, when Giorgio called after her.
“Dire Mother?”
Nessa looked back, a lopsided smile on her lips.
“Yes?”
“Will you lead us to Wisdom’s Grave?”
Nessa nodded.
“Yes. I will.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
The Dustmen moved by night. When they reached Mirenze, Lodovico’s mercenaries had shed their knightly raiment, abandoned their holy talismans. Now they prowled through the streets as farmers and artisans, beggars and tinkers, disguised to blend into the crowd. Shadowy men with hard eyes, traveling in groups of two or three, bleeding into the city a few at a time.
They spread out through the streets like a growing stain. An infection in the city’s veins.
Lodovico almost didn’t recognize Weiss. He had that sort of look: one might notice the broad shoulders, the muscular hands made to grip and squeeze a man’s throat, but his bland, agreeable face defied any attempt to remember it. A good trait for a man in the murder business, Lodovico thought.
They met at the Grimaldi estate, on the outskirts of the city. Weiss came alone. He wasn’t the type of person who needed a bodyguard. In the foyer, he clasped Lodovico’s hand in a vise grip.
“Did you have any trouble?” Lodovico asked.
“None. I pulled ninety-six men from the papal manse. Left behind twelve.”
“Is that enough, in case of trouble?”
As they walked along a silent corridor, Weiss shot him a steel-eyed glance.
“To control a rabble of churchmen and a pope who spends every waking hour with a wineglass in his hand? One would be enough. Kappel, my right hand, just got back from Belle Terre. I put him in charge.”
“I hear the Terrai are enjoying their new toys.”
Weiss snickered. “That’s an understatement.”
“Sounds like everything’s proceeding according to plan, then.”
“Not everything, or you wouldn’t have called us here.”
Lodovico shrugged one shoulder. “Certain people are refusing to cooperate and die for us.”
“What luck. Attending to that is my specialty.”
They found Aita in her boudoir, gazing into a trio of standing mirrors. She turned, holding up a shimmering dress the color of spun gold in one hand and a slightly different dress in burnt copper in the other.
“What do you think?” she asked. “For the Governor’s Ball on Saint Lucien’s Night.”
“The copper,” Weiss said with a nod. “It’ll complement the gold in your hair.”
“Thank you,” she said with a slight curtsy. “Lodovico, your guest has a good eye.”
“For more than dresses. Aita, this is Weiss. Master of the Dustmen.”
“Charmed. Just Weiss?”
The assassin smiled blandly. “Just Weiss. Do you have a mask picked out for the ball?”
“I’m going as an angel,” she replied.
“The irony,” Lodovico said, “may cause the ground to split open and swallow us all. Weiss, Aita’s husband-of-convenience has become strikingly inconvenient. He’s assembled a…well, a gang, and he’s preying on her ‘tax collectors.’”
Weiss rubbed his chin. “What sort of men follow him?”
“Enoli,” Aita said, “according to my people.”
“Islanders? Interesting. Does Mirenze have a large Enoli population?”
“Mirenze is the coin purse of the world,” Lodovico said. “We have everything and everyone.”
“Well, we’ll find your wayward husband. Do you want him dead or alive?”
Aita didn’t take long to decide. “As dead as possible, please.”
“Weiss,” Lodovico said, “just one thing. Rules of engagement. This is not Lerautia. This is my city.”
“And?”
He leaned in, eyes hard. “No repeats of what happened in the Alms District. No fires, no massacres. You keep your men on their leashes.”
That bland smile again. An agreeable nod.
“Of course,” Weiss replied. “The client is always right.”
*     *     *
Cloaked by shadows, Felix leaned against the alley wall like a perching raptor and waited for his prey.
He and his growing band of followers—twelve now, their numbers bolstered by hiring more roughnecks from the docks with the money they stole from Aita’s extortionists—had started taking more than coin from their targets. Information was a more lucrative prize, and while the street-level scum in Basilio Grimaldi’s empire might have been terrified of their old master, they didn’t hold his daughter in the same fearful regard.
“No honor among thieves,” Anakoni murmured at Felix’s side. “Not much courage, either. One hard look and they show us their bellies.”
“Don’t get too confident. Aita’s going to start pushing back. She doesn’t have a choice.”
Their last target had given up a juicy prize: the identity of Aita’s lieutenant in the Lower Eight. He was a direct line between the cutpurses and thieves of the slums and his mistress on high, and he’d be plump with intelligence about both. Most nights, Felix learned, he was deep in his cups at the Sailor’s Ruin until the small hours of the morning.
So they lay in wait in the alley across the street from the dive tavern, listening to disjointed music and the occasional smash of a glass against a forehead. Smoke drifted from a crack in a grimy window, carrying the stench of cheap cigars and bottom-barrel ale.
The doors opened and a figure stumbled out into the night. Felix squinted. The man had a long chin, beady eyes, and a vicious, thick web of scar tissue that ringed his neck like a choker.
“That’s him.” Felix waved the others closer. He had brought three of Anakoni’s men into the alley with him and stationed five more around the corner.
“You’re certain?” Anakoni whispered. Two more men emerged from the tavern, falling into step with the first. Boiled leather, short blades on their hips, and not a drop of liquor in their bellies.
“If that man isn’t Cut-Throat Scolotti, I think the nickname should be his by right.”
“Fair point,” Anakoni put his fingers to his lips and let out a short, shrill hoot, imitating a night bird. Signaling to the rest of their followers.
They clung to the wall and the shadows, letting Scolotti and his bodyguards clomp on by. Then Felix led the way, padding out and after them, weapons at the ready.
Up the street, the second pack of sailors rounded the corner. Scolotti might have been drunk, but the sight of clubs and leather saps in their hands sobered him up fast. He stopped in his tracks and turned to see Felix and the rest coming up from behind.
One of the bodyguards reached for his sword’s hilt. Felix tensed, readying for a fight—then Scolotti reached out, cupped his fingers over the guard’s hand, and shook his head.
“Stand down,” Scolotti said, his voice a gravelly rasp. He looked Felix’s way. “You’re Felix Rossini.”
He didn’t see any point in lying. “Aita must be spreading the word about me.”
“Show me,” Scolotti said, nodding at the hood of his cloak. “Prove it.”
Felix tugged back his cloak. Scolotti nodded, staring at the scarred nub of gristle where Felix’s ear had been like an appraiser with a piece of fine art.
“Had to be sure,” Scolotti explained. “Thought she might be testing us with a fake. You know, to see who’s still loyal. She’s tricky that way, like her father was.”
“And your loyalty is with…” Felix let the question hang in the air.
“Me. Aita’s ship is sinking. With her father gone and Hassan the Barber dead—nice work on that, by the by—all the old monsters just aren’t around anymore. She won’t hold it together much longer. She’d go down even faster if—just speaking hypothetically—you had a reliable mole inside her organization. Somebody who can feed you information and tell you when and where she’s going to be.”
“And how much would this service cost?”
“Not coin,” Scolotti rasped. “Well, not at first. Nothing stays free forever. No, I need a helping hand. There’s an enforcer on her payroll, goes by the name Maurizio. Big bruiser with a gang of feral street rats watching his back. We’ve got bad blood and I want him gone.”
“Gone?” Felix asked.
“Dead and gone. See, I can’t go after him myself, but everybody knows you and Aita are at war. If you kill him, nobody will suspect I had anything to do with it.”
Felix shifted on his feet, feeling a cold chill on the back of his neck. Stopping Aita and Lodovico—that was justice. It was also self-defense: until they were dead or in prison, neither he nor Renata would ever be safe. Working to break down Aita’s pyramid, all he’d had to do so far was throw a few punches and break a nose or two. Murdering a stranger…that was a new line to cross.
Not the kind you came back from crossing.
“I don’t think you fully appreciate what I have to offer,” Scolotti said. “Aita trusts me. I can draw her out. Set up a nice little ambush for you. This war can be over, just like that. All you have to do is help me.”
Felix took a deep breath.
“What,” he said, “would I have to do, exactly?”
“Take him out, any way you want, but you’ve gotta do it. And there have to be witnesses. Leave one of his people alive to tell the tale, maybe. Or just stab him in broad daylight in the market square. I don’t care either way. But it’s gotta get back to Aita that you did the deed. Then Maurizio’s out of the picture, my hands are squeaky-clean, and it’ll be my turn to help you out.”
“Why not just help me take down Aita?” Felix asked. “Once she’s gone, nobody can stop you from going after Maurizio yourself.”
“Sure. Did I mention he’s got a gang of his own? Oh, and he weighs about three hundred pounds. That’s three hundred pounds of muscle.” Scolotti pointed to the web of scar tissue at his throat. “Last time I went after him myself, he did this to me. And believe me, my survival was a happy accident. No, thank you. That’s the deal: you kill the bastard, then I’m your man. Take it or leave it.”
Felix stepped back, tugging Anakoni’s sleeve.
“Do you think we can trust him?” Anakoni whispered.
“About as far as I can throw him, but we’ve got leverage. If he doesn’t follow through, it wouldn’t be too hard to expose him and let Aita know what he’s been up to. He has to know that. Besides, he wants her gone too. Helping us is really helping himself.”
“So. We do it?”
Felix’s thoughts drifted back to the Hen and Caber, the night he was framed for Basilio’s murder. On the run and afraid. Then Hassan the Barber appeared in the doorway and changed his life forever.
“Violence isn’t something you learn,” he had said, lecturing Felix with a condescending smile. “It’s something you are.” He’d kept that smile on his face right up to the moment Felix impaled his hand with a knife. He’d used that same knife to stab Hassan dead. And then, once the euphoria and horror had washed over him in equal measure, leaving him numb and shaking, he’d mailed a grisly trophy to Aita. His declaration of war.
And in wars, Felix told himself, people die.
Then there was the secret part of him, deep down inside. The black chamber in his heart where, when he held Hassan’s severed head and stared into the killer’s dead eyes, he felt nothing but a deep and soothing satisfaction.
That part of him liked how it felt. To fight, to struggle, to kill, to survive with bloody hands and bloody teeth. And it wanted more.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
Elisavet Sanna stood with her hands on her hips, shaking her head at Gallo and Renata’s plan. They’d sketched it out across two sheets of parchment, a crude but serviceable map laid out on the tavern table.
“This is going to ruin me,” she muttered, though it sounded more like a resigned yes than a flat no.
“Based on where the crusaders made camp,” Renata said, “they’re guaranteed to hit your farm first. If we make our stand there, hopefully we can keep them away from the village proper.”
Gallo nodded. “And they’ll do more damage to your farm, rampaging on their own, than this plan will.”
Elisavet narrowed her eyes. “I’m not convinced. But you’re right. Better we lose a finger than an arm. Let’s bring it to the others and see how many friends we really have.”
The answer, once the chapel bell rang and called the people of Kettle Sands back to the village square, was twenty-four. Eighteen men and six women who resolved to stay and fight.
“I won’t tell you what you should do,” Renata said to the gathered crowd. “But the crusaders are two days out, and they won’t be backing down. If you’re willing to fight, stay. If not, flee south to Blueridge. We’ll do our best to rout them here.”
Some stood strong, while others faded back to their huts and homes, packing as many of their possessions as they could before making the long hike south. Already, in their minds, consigning Kettle Sands and its defenders to the grave.
“I won’t lie to you,” Gallo called out to the two dozen who remained. “This is going to be an ugly fight. We’re outnumbered four to one. More importantly, we’ve got something to lose, and they don’t. That means they’ve got the advantage. First thing we need to do is take stock of weapons. Farming implements, carpentry tools, anything you’ve got that’s hard and carries an edge, bring it to the square and we’ll see what we have to work with. If you’ve got any soldiering background—hell, if you’ve been in anything nastier than a fistfight in your entire life—come and see me.”
Renata stood beside him and held up the parchment map. “We’ll work by night, so they don’t see what we’re up to. If we give it all we’ve got, we should have just enough time to ensure a few surprises when they attack.”
“In the end, though,” Gallo said, “it’s going to come down to courage, grit, and more than a little luck.”
One of the men stepped forward. “And faith,” he said. “The Gardener is on our side. Isn’t he?”
Gallo shrugged. “If he’s on their side, I’m going to be damn disappointed when I meet him. And he’s going to hear about it, too.”
The weapon roundup didn’t inspire confidence. Almost nothing that counted as a true fighting tool—though Renata was darkly amused to see the pitchfork she’d used to kill Cosimo Segreti among the haul. For now they stored the bounty in the village chapel. Segreti was there, too, lying in state because nobody could decide what to do with the body. Renata eyed the drizzle of dried blood on his crusader’s tunic, his waxy hands folded over his mortal wounds.
The sun was setting as she finished her inventory and left the chapel, the sky turning rich violet. She tilted her head as Gianni rushed up to her with his hands violently waving.
“Get inside!” he whispered in a panicked rasp. “You have to hide!”
“What? Why?”
“Bounty hunters. Two of them, from Mirenze. Looking for you.”
Basilio Grimaldi’s men. She furrowed her brow. She’d half expected this, sooner or later, but the timing couldn’t be worse.
“Where are they now?”
He pointed behind him. “Back at the Rusted Plow. They’re flashing around a sketch and offering coin for any information on you. Nobody’s biting, but I think they know you’re here.”
And if they moved on, other hunters might well be on their way. Or, if these two believed she was here and nobody cooperated, they might graduate from offering bribes to offering beatings. She turned on her heel and strode into the chapel. Not to hide, though. She needed something.
*     *     *
Butcherman Sykes, whip-lean and made of gristle, held up the charcoal sketch of Renata for the fifth time. The fingers of his free hand drummed the wooden hilt of the meat cleaver dangling from his belt. He was running out of patience, fast. His partner, Lydda the Hook, flashed a gold-toothed smile. More feral than friendly.
“I can smell guilt,” she announced. “And oh, does this room smell guilty. You know where she is. All you have to do is tell us where to find her, and we’ll go away. First one to speak up gets a nice, shiny bag of coin.”
The patrons sat in sullen silence. They were the last defenders of Kettle Sands, most everyone else packing or already on the road out of town.
“And I’ve told you,” Gallo spoke up, “and he’s told you, and she’s told you, and we’ve all told you at this point, none of us have ever seen that woman. I’m the only Verinian expatriate in town, and I don’t think that picture’s of me. I don’t look that good in a dress.”
“You.” Sykes snapped his fingers at Gallo. “You know where she is. C’mere, old man. I want to have a word with you, up close and personal.”
The tavern door slammed open.
“Have one with me,” Renata said.
She’d stripped the shirt of mail from Segreti’s corpse and donned it for her own. It fit loosely, too big for her frame, but she’d cinched it tight at the waist with his thick leather belt. The dead nobleman’s rapier rode on her hip, her hand resting on the ornate basket hilt.
“Unexpected,” Sykes said, “but not displeasing.”
Lydda ran her tongue across her teeth and beamed. “So much easier when our prey comes to us.”
The rapier sang as it ripped from its scabbard. Firm in Renata’s angry grip.
Sykes laughed. “Come on, girl. What do you think you’re gonna do with that thing? You’re a barmaid.”
“They called me ‘barmaid’ in Mirenze,” she replied. Then she cast her glance to one of the locals. “What have they been calling me here?”
He lifted his tankard, fixing his gaze on Sykes as he replied with a single, icy word.
“Liegekiller.”
“You’ve found my home,” Renata said. “And even if I run you out of town, once you report back to Basilio he’ll just send more men. Only solution: you don’t leave. Ever.”
“Basilio?” Lydda shook her head. “You’re talking ancient history. Basilio Grimaldi’s dead and buried. His daughter’s the top dog in Mirenze now.”
“Dead?” Renata blinked. “What happened?”
“The official story is your lover boy stabbed him. Unofficially, Felix is kicking up a whole mess of trouble, and Aita wants him stone dead before he yaps to the wrong people. She wagers he won’t give up for anything…except you.”
“Aita.” Renata took a deep breath, eyes wide. “She murdered her own father.”
Lydda snickered. “I didn’t say that. And the Mirenze guard don’t see it that way, neither. Either Aita’s boys are gonna catch him or the governor’s will. Either way, your Felix is getting sized up for a noose. It’s only a matter of time. Why not give up and make this easier on everybody? Maybe you’ll get to see him one last time.”
“Of course,” Sykes added, “if you want to do this the hard way, we’ll be happy to test that blade of yours. Think you can handle two against one?”
Gallo pushed himself away from the bar, taking a step forward. Around the room, by silent accord, chairs scraped back on the rough wooden planks and people rose to their feet.
“I think,” Gallo said, “you’re looking at more like…twenty-six against two. How do you like those odds?”
Sykes and Lydda inched closer to each other, almost back to back. His hand rested firmly on the hilt of his cleaver. He didn’t draw it. Yet.
Gallo nodded at Renata. “The signorina makes a fine point. We let you leave, you’ll blab to your mistress and she’ll send you right back with reinforcements to boot. This town’s got enough problems to deal with, and one fight too many as it is.”
Renata tightened her grip on the rapier. The last thing she wanted was more blood on her hands, but the hunters had to die.
Unless, she thought.
“Let me ask you something,” she said. “Are you on Aita’s payroll, or freelance?”
“We roam where we want,” Sykes said. “Had a job in Lerautia. Didn’t pan out. We made our way to Mirenze and heard about the price on your head. You did all right, kid. Following your trail wasn’t easy.”
“So she’s not paying for your expenses, your travel—all of this comes out of your own pocket until and unless you deliver me to her.”
Sykes shrugged. “Feast or famine. That’s the hunter’s life.”
“So you don’t owe her a thing, including your loyalty.”
Sykes and Lydda shared a glance. The crowd pressed in around them.
“If you’re hinting at paying us to go deaf and blind,” Lydda said, “we can consider that.”
“Do you one better,” Gallo told them. “We’ve got a little trouble to stomp out, and we could use experienced hands. Two nights’ work, and I’ll pay you a fighter’s wages.”
“We aren’t cheap,” Sykes said.
“I’m freshly retired. Spent a long time socking away my coin, too. Name your price, I’m good for it.”
“And after your trouble’s good and stomped?”
Gallo tilted his head, taking in the room. “After is after. Call it a separate negotiation.”
Lydda whispered into Sykes’s ear as she glanced from side to side. He nodded.
“Fine,” Sykes said, “we’re yours for two nights. Show me your money and let’s make this official.”
The crowd relaxed, going back to their seats and their drinks, the hum of low conversation rising over the tense silence. Renata exhaled and sheathed her blade. While Sykes and Gallo talked money over by the bar, she stepped outside. She needed fresh air to calm the tumult in her guts.
Lydda followed her outside. “Barmaid,” she said.
Renata turned, a question in her eyes. Lydda nodded at the rapier.
“Draw your steel.”
Renata slid her blade from its sheath, holding it in an uncertain grip. Lydda walked around her, shaking her head, a sour look on her face. She reached out and pushed Renata’s hand down an inch.
“You hold that thing like it’s a broom. I’m not going into a fight at your side with you looking like that. Damn embarrassing.” Her boot kicked at the inside of Renata’s left foot. “Widen your stance. Mobility’s key. You lock up, you’re good as dead.”
Renata’s eyes widened. “Can you teach me how to fight?”
“In two days? No chance. I can hopefully teach you how to not die right away, though, and at least make sure we don’t kill the enemy with laughter. Now pay attention…”



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
To Giorgio’s ears, the clang of his hammer against hot iron was a symphony. The burn in his muscles, the sweat dripping and cooling on his bare chest and back—that’s what it meant to feel alive. He worked the glowing metal with equal parts strength and care, shaping it to match the picture in his mind. Even a humble horseshoe could be a work of art to be proud of, he reasoned, if you put skill and craft into it.
He froze, hammer raised above his head. A scent tickled his nose. Southern lynx-berries, more tart than sweet.
“Come on out, Viper,” he said. “I know you’re here.”
He turned. Viper glided from the shadows in the dusty corner of his shop like a ballerina, her robes twirling as she spun on the toes of one boot and dipped into a flamboyant bow.
Giorgio tightened his grip on his hammer.
“People underestimate you,” Viper said. “You’ve gotten a lot of use out of that, haven’t you?”
“Not sure what you mean.”
She quirked a smile, flashing a jagged tooth. “Sure you do. Big, dumb Bull with two left feet. Works a forge all day, probably can’t even read.”
“I let people assume what they want about me. Doesn’t hurt me any.”
“No.” She tapped her finger to her lips. “But it can help. Like when you pretend to be so very neutral. An island. A big dumb island. But I know two secrets.”
He narrowed his eyes. Nostrils flaring just a bit. “What’s that?”
“You’re not stupid, and you’re not neutral. You’re serving the Owl. And she and her new pet have been here. Recently.”
“Don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Viper grinned. “Oh, really? Because your waste pile around back says otherwise. Look what I found.”
She held up her hand. A dented, oversized pauldron—the pauldron from Mari’s old armor—dangled off one slender fingertip. Then she curled her finger and let it clatter to the floor.
He looked from her to the fallen pauldron and back again. Holding a pensive silence.
“I don’t need to ask where they’re going,” Viper said. “That part’s obvious. How are they getting there? Boat? Carriage? And what did you give them?”
He shrugged. Resigned. Only one way this conversation could end, and they both knew it. No sense delaying.
“I gave them my best wishes,” he said, “for a swift victory over the Dire and anyone who stands with her.”
A long, thin knife—a boning knife—slid from the folds of Viper’s robe. She waggled the tip at him.
“Ooh, defiant. Feisty, too. I like that.”
“You’re on the wrong side, Viper. You should be working with us. The Owl wants to make this coven strong again.”
Viper sneered at him. “Right. With rules. I’m sorry, traditions. You know what the best thing about serving the Dire Mother is? I can kill anybody I want, anytime I want, and she doesn’t care. So tell me, Bull, do the Owl’s boots taste good? You certainly spend a lot of time licking them.”
He squared his shoulders. “You and I both willingly chose a mistress to serve. Mine is a scholar and a teacher. Yours is a parasite. I think we both know who the true Dire Mother is. And if you want to mock someone for being a bootlick, Viper, go find a mirror.”
Her smile vanished. A second knife appeared in her other hand, snaking from her sleeve.
“Not going to help me, then? That’s fine. I’ll bleed the answers out of you.”
Giorgio grabbed his tongs and swung, whipping the unfinished horseshoe at her. The glowing metal blazed through the air and she spun to one side, ripping off her robe, sending it billowing in a single smooth motion. Underneath, she wore her hunting leathers: supple, sleek, and dyed midnight black. She hurled one dagger, then the other.
He threw up his open hand and spat an incantation. The air burst into a curtain of sparks as the first dagger smashed into an invisible wall. The blade hit the ground, the steel scorched black and smoking. The second shot past his defenses and punched into his left arm, impaling meat and muscle.
A host of daggers lined the forearms of Viper’s armor, the slender blades nestling in rows of sheath-pockets. She crossed her arms and drew two more knives, grinning and flicking her tongue over her jagged teeth as she moved in for the kill.
Giorgio grabbed his hammer with his good arm and charged, swinging for her head. She dipped backward, her movements fluid, serpentine, then lunged in to drive a knife into his shoulder. He roared through gritted teeth, trails of blood mingling with his sweat, and brought the hammer crashing down.
Except she wasn’t there anymore. Viper sidestepped and melted away, fading into a patch of shadow.
Then another needle-thin blade tore into the small of his back and speared a kidney. Viper laughed delightedly behind him, then vanished once more.
Half blind with pain and bleeding out, Giorgio spun, staggered, trying to look in every direction at once.
“You know, the Verinians are right.” Her voice echoed from every shadow in the shop. “Bullfighting is a fun sport. But I have a hunt to win, and time is short, so…”
He turned and found her standing right in front of him.
“…goodbye,” she said and drove a dagger into his right eye.
Giorgio crashed to the floor. Viper nudged him with the toe of her boot and let out a satisfied sigh.
“Fun warm-up. I do hope the Owl and her ‘knight’ put up more of a fight than that, though. You didn’t even make me break a sweat. Now then, I need some money to finance my trip north. You don’t mind if I help myself, do you, Bull? What’s that? No objection? Why, you’re the most polite sparring partner I’ve had all week.”
*     *     *
Alone together, Vassili and Despina’s conversations took on a fragmented tone. They didn’t need to speak often and could usually finish each other’s thoughts, so words just slowed things down. Mostly—like tonight, sitting together at a common-house table over plates of peppered pheasant and good white wine—they’d simply share a companionable silence and the occasional glancing touch of their fingertips.
One of Vassili’s brows twitched. He was worried about their teacher. Despina nodded her head, a fraction of an inch. Then the corners of her mouth lifted in a tiny smile. She knew. She wasn’t worried. Have faith. A grain of tension relaxed from Vassili’s shoulders.
Conversation and clinking glasses swirled around them, the room crowded to bursting. A hurricane of noise, with brother and sister sitting comfortably in the eye of the storm.
Vassili’s eye followed a young barkeep toting an oak cask on one shoulder as he puffed his way across the crowded floor. A glance to Despina. Up for a bit of fun tonight? Despina responded with an almost inaudible chuckle, then a glance to her heavy leather knapsack on the floor beside her shoe. Stay focused. We have to keep moving.
Something in the tilt of Vassili’s head, too complex. Time for words.
“Yes?” Despina said.
“Mari.”
“Like her.” She smiled. “Always wanted a sister.”
“Against Fox?”
She frowned. How would the Owl’s knight fare in a battle with the Dire’s master assassin? Not well if he cheated. And he would cheat. She didn’t need to say that part—her brother was thinking it too. Instead she replied, “Let’s kill him before they get a chance to fight.”
“A present,” he said, “for our sister.”
Despina lifted her glass of wine. “For us, too.”
She froze, eyes on the darkened common-house window and the ghosts of the forest beyond. White bone masks flitted through the trees. A toad, a wolf, and others. Keeping to the shadows as they closed in on their prey.
Vassili read her gaze without turning around. “Hunting party.”
“War party. Too many to fight.”
Vassili scooped up his pack and she did the same.
As they raced through the forest side by side, their footsteps a feather-light rustle on the fallen leaves, a glow warmed the skies at their back. The common house, burning. Vassili paused and looked back toward the blaze.
“Crude,” he said, packing a lifetime of condemnation into a single word.
Despina pouted her lip and nodded her head, ever so slightly.
*     *     *
“Hungry,” whispered the Dire Mother.
Sitting beside Fox on the perch of their wagon, Hedy felt sick to her stomach. “Again?” she asked.
Fox’s response was a heavy-handed slap across the back of her head.
“Watch your mouth,” he said and reined in the horses. They were on the southern outskirts of Mirenze, in farming country, the rolling, golden fields stripped bare of all but the gleanings. Fox pointed at a farmhouse a couple minutes’ jog from the roadside.
“Go. I’ll hide until it’s done.”
Hedy bit her bottom lip until she tasted blood. Of course you will, she thought.
She was breathless as she pounded on the farmhouse door, half acting and half panting from the sprint. She just wanted to get this over with. An old man answered the door, grizzled but with friendly eyes.
“Please,” Hedy gushed, “please, signore, you have to help. My mother, she’s hurt. Please help—”
Alarmed, patting her shoulder to calm her down, the farmer stepped outside. “It’s all right, young lady, everything’s going to be all right. Where is she?”
Hedy led the way to their wagon, pointing to the back, covered over in heavy oilcloth. Fox was nowhere to be seen, probably hiding under the wagon’s belly.
“She’s in there. Please, we’re all alone and I don’t know what to do!”
The farmer pulled back the tarpaulin, squinting into darkness.
“In here?” he said. “Smells foul, but I don’t see—”
A rotted, gangrenous hand shot from the dark and clamped down over his face. Then it hauled him into the wagon, the flap whipping shut behind him.
Then came the sounds. The muffled shrieks, the crackling of bones, the suckling sounds as the wagon rocked on its wheels. Fighting back tears, Hedy climbed up onto the perch and waited for it to all be over.
The killing didn’t bother her. Well, maybe it did a little, but not as much as the pointlessness, the gluttony and waste. Miss Owl is right, she thought. The Dire doesn’t do anything for us. She doesn’t care about us. She just takes and takes and never gives anything in return.
Her gaze slid behind the perch, where their packs rested. Hers and Fox’s. She’d have a minute, maybe two, before he returned. She reached over and untied his pack.
The garrote, a clean foot of razor-sharp wire between a pair of leather-wrapped grips, fell right into her hand.
When the Dire’s meal ended and Fox returned, cracking the reins to get the horses moving, Hedy wore a placid, thoughtful smile.
She could wait for the perfect moment. Her chance to set things right. She was a clever mouse, after all. The Owl had told her so.



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
In the bowels of Lychwold Cathedral, in the tepid light of a thin, dripping candle, Livia searched for a name.
I’ll give you a peek into your future, the Owl had told her. Go look up a man named Gregor Werre. He was a monk in a Murgardt chantry about a hundred years ago. You’ll find his story quite enlightening.
The cathedral’s warrens offered the closest thing to a library in Lychwold, and probably in all Itresca. A hoard of knowledge kept by a lazy steward, the room was a maze of curving mahogany bookshelves lined with dust-choked tomes, moldering in the gray stone darkness. Hundreds of books, some native, some bought from traveling merchants, all jammed together with no rhyme or reason.
She sat at a narrow reading table, a stack of books on her right and the candle on her left, poring over a liturgical history writ in flea-sized type. She shook her head and closed the cover, wrinkling her nose at a puff of dust. Right year, wrong part of the world. The next book was the right place, wrong year. Her shoulders slumped, and she rubbed at her aching eyes.
“This is hopeless,” she said, letting out a heavy sigh.
“Is it?” Amadeo asked behind her.
She spun in her chair. He stood in the shadows, hugging a heavy book with gilded pages to his chest. He didn’t approach her.
“Amadeo,” she said, “what—what brings you down here?”
Now he walked toward her and tossed the book down on the table. It landed with a leathery thump.
“Gregor Werre did,” he replied.
Livia closed her eyes. She didn’t speak.
“I heard everything.”
“You…you were spying on me.”
He almost shook his head. Then he nodded.
“I was. Because Sister Columba came to me, convinced you were a witch. And I…” He let out a soft, bitter laugh. “I was spying on you, to prove to her that you were innocent. To ensure she held her silence and wouldn’t tarnish your good name.”
“Amadeo.” She opened her eyes, fixing him with her gaze. “You don’t understand—”
“What’s to understand, Livia? You’ve been consorting with witches, practicing forbidden arts—you know the punishment for that. Do you think it’s levied lightly, now that you know what you’ve done to yourself? This sickness in your veins?”
She sprang to her feet, kicking back her chair. It fell to the flagstones with a clatter as her face contorted with fury.
“I was trying to save my father’s life! He was dying, Amadeo. He was dying by inches, right in front of me, day after day. Then I found the book. I thought it was Providence, a blessing—”
“And how did that work out?”
“Don’t mock me.” She jabbed her finger in his face. “Don’t you dare.”
“I’m not mocking you, Livia. I’m mourning you.”
He threw up his hands and turned his back, stepping away. Then he took a deep breath.
“I’m mourning the friend I thought I knew, and the friend I’m going to lose forever.”
“Are you going to expose me, then?” she asked. “Betray me? And ruin everything we’ve worked so hard to build?”
“I don’t know.” He looked at her. “I don’t know. Does it matter? You’ve already doomed yourself. Maybe damned yourself.”
She held his gaze, her voice cold as winter.
“I damned myself the day I hesitated. The day I waited, too afraid to embrace the power I’d been given. And because I hesitated, the Alms District burned and hundreds died. They suffered and they died, for my lack of will.”
“We couldn’t have known how the rescue would end, Livia. That blood is on all of our hands. What I saw that night, the screams in the air—do you think it doesn’t haunt me, too?”
“Then why don’t you understand?” She strode toward him. “Whatever I’ve done to myself, it doesn’t matter. I don’t matter. I’d damn myself a hundred times more if it meant stopping Carlo and saving the Church. Saving our people and making my father’s legacy a force for good in the world. I’d die a thousand deaths, and gladly, to make that happen. Don’t you see, Amadeo? The work is all that matters. I’m just the woman behind the curtain.”
He reached up, gentle as a lamb, and cradled her cheek in his hand.
“But you can’t die a thousand deaths,” he said softly, “just the one. And there’s no escaping it.”
“There is. I know a formula, a potion, it’ll stave off the effects of my disease. Stave it off long enough for me to finish my work, topple Carlo, and secure my legacy. All I need is a little more time.”
His hand dropped to his side. He walked around her to the table and opened his book. Gilded pages ruffled as he flipped past woodcuts and flourishes of calligraphy, hunting down a chapter. Then he stepped aside and gestured her over.
“Gregor Werre,” he said, “was a monk of the eastern tradition. He left the order under a cloud of some suspicion. He’d made unhealthy inquiries into the study of witchcraft and been seen with questionable books. He became a hermit in the Murgardt wilds.”
Livia traced a finger along an ornate line of text.
“The Owl said this would be a glimpse of my future. He must have…infected himself, like I did. How long did he live?”
“Hard to say how long he would have survived if he hadn’t been stopped. You see, animals started going missing from the nearby village. Livestock.”
He stared her in the eye.
“Then children.”
Livia shook her head, brow furrowed, looking back to the book.
“The village militia searched his cabin. He’d murdered them, Livia. Twelve people. And…eaten the bodies. He said that human flesh was the only thing that didn’t taste like ashes in his mouth.”
Livia turned the page. There before her was a woodcut depicting the capture of Gregor Werre. He was a giant of a man, towering over the hapless militiamen holding him at pike point, with wild hair, jagged teeth, and bulging eyes black as midnight.
“—and where he walked,” read the page, “the grass did turn sickly and black under his footsteps, and milk curdled under his sight.”
“And what happens to your legacy,” he asked, “if this is the final record of Livia Serafini’s life?”
She closed the book.
“No,” she said, “this…this isn’t me. This isn’t how my story ends.”
“You can’t know that.”
“I know that he was weak,” she hissed, thumping her fist against the book, “and I’m not. Because I have something to fight for. I have a cause.”
“A cause you may well single-handedly destroy.”
“What’s the alternative? Don’t take the potion, and let the infection kill me? Is that what you want, Amadeo? Do you crave my death? Should I open my wrists and end it all right now?”
“No.”
Amadeo stepped back, his head drooping, eyes to the floor.
“Livia, when I look at you, I see the girl I half raised. When your mother died, you were still so very young. I don’t know if you even remember her face—”
“I remember,” she said.
“You were never quick to smile after that. But I remember when you laughed, when you’d sit on my knee and listen as I read to you for hours on end. And the questions, so many questions. Your father loved you dearly—more than you’ll ever know—but his responsibilities kept him so busy. And I was always there.”
Amadeo lifted his head. Tears glistened in his eyes, like rain about to fall.
“Somewhere along the way,” he said, “I started thinking of you as my daughter. And that’s why I followed you this far. No, I don’t want you to die. But if I must bury you, I want to bury you. The innocent young woman I love so dearly. And not that…that thing in the book.”
Livia rested her fingertips on the closed cover.
“You’ve trusted me this far,” she said.
“I have.”
She pushed the book away.
“Trust me a little farther.”
*     *     *
In her chambers, sealed behind a locked door, Livia sat at her dressing table and stared into the mirror. Funny, she thought, gaze at your own image long enough, and it doesn’t look like you anymore.
Her reflection seemed distorted. Touched by shadows in all the wrong places. Eyes too deep, cheeks too sallow. A starvation victim, or a week-old corpse.
She closed her eyes.
At her left hand sat the ingredients she needed to make her first batch of Owl’s potion. A spray of fresh herbs on butcher paper, carefully chopped and measured.
At her right hand sat a knife.
She opened her eyes. Then she picked up the blade, turned her wrist, and touched the point to the rise of a vein. Not cutting. Just a pinprick, sharp enough to feel its potential.
It would be so easy, she told herself. End it, here and now. The Browncloaks will make up a story and save me from the ignominy of a suicide. With Squirrel’s book gone, and Amadeo’s silence, nothing ties me to my deeds. My life’s story would be spotless.
Livia Serafini. The first female pope. A fine legacy, by any standard. The history books would speak well of her, she imagined.
But this isn’t about me, she thought.
Destroy Carlo. Repair the schism. Rebuild. And make sure the Church can never fall into corruption again. I don’t matter. Only the work matters.
She put down the knife.
And if I have to fight every waking moment for the rest of my life to keep this disease from defeating me, she thought, I will. And gladly.
As she gathered up her herbs, a fresh wave of nausea washed over her, and the light twisted in her vision. The harbinger of another headache. She couldn’t help it. She laughed.
“Pain,” she said to her reflection. “Is that all you’ve got? No. Too many people are counting on me, and this battle is too important to lose.”
She shook her head and gave her image a rare, if tired, smile.
“You might slow me down, but you’ll never stop me.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
Of all the people Anakoni expected to find standing at the foot of his gangplank, the rat-girl from his doomed voyage on the Fairwind Muse was probably last on the list. Her hair was still a cropped, tangled mess, but she’d cleaned up otherwise, and that fancy armor couldn’t have been cheap. Then his gaze drifted to the woman on her left, in round glasses and a dress with a high, furred collar. And how close they stood to one another.
Hmph, he thought, looks like I was right about her tastes.
“Anakoni?” Mari said. “It is you! Do you remember me?”
He inclined his head. “Impossible to forget. Seems like everyone from that voyage is coming back around to Mirenze. First it was—”
He fell quiet, biting his tongue.
“First who?” Mari asked.
Anakoni shook his head. “Nobody. I…thought I saw Felix, in a crowd, but it wasn’t him. What brings you to the docks?”
“Passage,” Nessa said. “Everyone says the Iona’s Sunset is the only hauler bound for Winter’s Reach, and we need to get there.”
“We can pay,” Mari added. “And you know I’m a hard worker.”
He took a deep breath, glancing up to the ship. And to the forecastle, where a burlap curtain fluttered behind a porthole. Felix, he thought as his jaw tensed up, this is no time for a reunion. Stay out of sight.
“Can’t help you,” he said. “Not unless you’re willing to wait a week or so. We’ve had a…a problem with a load of cargo. It’s late, and the Sunset isn’t going anywhere until it gets here. I wouldn’t take the overland route either, not unless you want to contend with the Empire.”
“Empire?” Mari tilted her head. “What do you mean?”
“You didn’t hear? Two companies’ worth. Their quartermasters resupplied here before the whole lot started marching north.” Anakoni pointed. Across the harbor, uniformed marines in black and gold hauled crates onto a sleek cutter. “See that? That’s the Mongoose. She’s normally a pirate hunter, but the Imperials called her and a few warships into service. I got to jawing with their first mate and he spilled the beans. The Empire’s making another go at taking back the Reach.”
Mari and Nessa shared another look. Mari’s face tightened.
“How long ago?” she asked. “When did the soldiers on foot leave?”
Anakoni shrugged. “Just this morning. Why do you want to go back to that place, anyway?”
Mari glanced at Nessa.
“Family reunion,” Nessa replied.
*     *     *
“Why now?” Mari said, hustling through the streets at Nessa’s side. “Isn’t there supposed to be a crusade in the east? Why would the Empire send troops to Winter’s Reach while they’re supposed to be fighting the Caliphate?”
“One possibility occurs, and it’s not a pleasant one. The crusade may be struggling. Do you remember what they did the last time a crusade began to fall apart?”
Mari’s eyes widened. “The Misery. They’re trying to get it back.”
“History is a wheel. We keep making the same mistakes over and over again.”
Hopefully not including present company, Nessa thought. If Mother can’t help me control that damned rock without killing myself in the process, this was all for nothing.
Muskrat’s voice emanated from inside Mari’s pack, but only Nessa heard her speak. “Let me worry about that. Just get us there in one piece.”
“An army only marches as fast as its slowest man,” Nessa said, “and two can be faster on foot than two thousand. Let’s catch up and see what we’re dealing with.”
By late afternoon, hiking across the northern fields and putting the towers of Mirenze behind them, they did just that. Standing atop a hill, washed in cold sunlight, they stared down at the Empire’s war machine. Blocks of men, their long pikes stabbing at the sky, each unit with a tasseled flag on a towering pole. Behind them, carts and wagons laden with supplies for the long journey north. And trailing behind, like a swarm of fleas, the camp followers: beggars and musicians, cooks and courtesans, anyone who thought they could pry a few coins from a bored soldier’s pay purse.
“Most of that lot will vanish once the weather turns foul,” Nessa said, pointing down at the followers. “For now, though, they’ll offer some protective cover. Let’s get closer.”
As night fell, the army—snail-slow as it was, the commanders keeping their troops good and rested—ground to a halt. Tent poles lifted and cook fires burned, and the hard daylight line between the military procession and the camp followers began to blur as staff sergeants politely looked the other way. By midnight, the line was nonexistent. Nessa and Mari strolled through the rear encampment, listening to moans of pleasure and fevered grunts echoing from moth-eaten tents and the hands clapping as a circle of drunken soldiers around a campfire encouraged a dancing lute player.
Up ahead, their prize: the supply tents and wagons. Not an easy challenge, though. Guards walked between the canvas walls, on constant patrol through the night, making sure no one got any ideas about helping themselves to the Empire’s precious cargo.
“Easy enough to slip inside,” Mari mused, “but loading up a wagon and getting away…I don’t see how we can do it.”
Nessa glanced about, brows knitted. Then a slight smile rose to her lips. “I do. Wriggle in there and gather up anything we’ll need for the trip. I’ll be along directly.”
As Mari sprinted for the supply tents, keeping to the shadows and ducking her head low, Nessa sauntered over to one of the camp followers. A merchant with a cook pot and a wall of wire cages lined with straw at his back.
“How much for one of those chickens?” she asked, fingers dipping into her coin purse.
Mari watched the patrols, holding her breath as she worked out their timing, and made her move. She raced to the back of one supply tent and dropped to her belly, lifting up the heavy canvas and squirming underneath. She pulled up her knees fast at the sound of boot steps, slipping her feet inside and letting the tent wall dip back into place. Safe.
She squinted, her eyes adjusting to the darkness. Crates and steamer trunks filled the tent from end to end, overflowing with the basic fuel of war: rations, kindling, furs for the winter cold, and lamp fuel by the barrel, even crates packed with stout wooden snowshoes. She picked and chose, thinking fast, gathering up armloads of gear and setting them down as softly as she could at the front of the tent.
She froze as the tent flap slid open. Nessa. She poked her head inside, her left hand leaving a bloody smear on the canvas where she held it open. “Done yet?”
Mari nodded. “Think so.”
“Good.”
Mari scooped up supplies and followed Nessa outside. A wagon waited at the mouth of the tent, pulled by two tall and sturdy chargers with ivory coats and full, fluffy manes. Mari’s gaze drifted to one side. To the two guards lying sprawled on the dirt, unmoving.
“Are they dead?” she whispered.
“Sleeping. Hurry up, load the wagon.”
By the time she finished, the wagon was full to bursting. Enough supplies to get them safely to Winter’s Reach. She hoped, anyway. Nessa waited for her up on the driver’s perch. She passed the reins to Mari.
“Slow now,” Nessa said. “Slow and easy.”
No shout went up as the wagon rattled away from the encampment, no alarm bells in the night. Still, Mari’s tensed shoulders didn’t relax until the campfire light dwindled into nothingness. Fireflies at their backs.
*     *     *
Hood pulled low, her cheeks and chin pale in the moonlight, Viper strolled through the rear camp. Either her prey had come in this direction, or they soon would. A long ride lay ahead, hundreds of miles of forest and brutal cold, and the temptation of helping themselves to the Imperials’ supplies would be too much to pass up.
“Sure, she was here,” said the merchant, nodding at her careful description. “Maybe an hour ago. Bought one of my chickens.”
Viper smiled. Imagine that, she thought. Cattle selling chickens. Another one of the cattle, this one wearing a soldier’s leathers, drunkenly stumbled up to her as she made her way to the supply tents.
“How ’bout it?” he slurred. “Five coppers?”
She arched an eyebrow, the serpentine scales at the corner of her eye glittering. “Five coppers?”
“You an’ me.” He gestured between them, bleary. “Swallow, an’ I’ll throw in an extra coin.”
The tip of her tongue flicked over her sharpened teeth.
“What a romantic proposal,” she said. “But…can we do it in there? In the tent? It’s so cold out here.”
“Yeah, yeah, fine,” he said, awkwardly twining his arm around hers and half yanking her toward the supply tents. “I can get us in. I’m an important man around here.”
“Well, then,” she replied with a smile. “Let’s go have some fun together.”
*     *     *
The engines of war always needed fueling, and the more an army could sustain itself, the smoother it ran. By night, the Imperial encampment sent out patrols in all directions. Scavenger teams. Their job was simple: scrounge up anything they could find, from firewood to fresh-killed game, and bring it back to the storehouses before first light.
“Can’t believe we pulled this duty for a whole week,” grumbled one soldier as he crunched through a thicket of trees. “Scavenge by night, march by day…when are we supposed to sleep?”
His partner, clutching a bullseye lantern that flashed a beam of light across the crooked trees, shook his head. “Maybe you should have thought about that before you commented on the captain’s daughter.”
“He just assumed it was an insult! Maybe I’m attracted to baboons’ asses. Did he even ask? No.”
“Eh, quit grousing. Let’s just scrounge up something we can bring back and maybe we’ll get a couple hours’ shut-eye.”
Keh-hoo, echoed a sound from the trees. Keh-hoo.
“What is that? Nightjar?”
The soldier with the lantern shook his head. “Don’t think so. Some kind of night bird, but never heard its like. Get your sling. Maybe we can peg one and see if it’s edible.”
Keh-hoo. Keh-hoo.
“It was over this way. Sounded close.” The soldiers tromped through the thicket side by side, honing in on the sound.
The lantern’s tight beam swung upward and fell upon the source.
There were people in the trees all around them. Perched on dead and rotting boughs. Luminous eyes behind masks of pallid bone. Watching them. Waiting for them.
“Keh-hoo,” trilled a man in a beaked mask and pointed an accusing finger down at the two soldiers.
Then the figures leaped down from the trees, a silent swarm, and the night grew claws and teeth as the lantern tumbled to the forest floor. Its light snuffed out in a heartbeat.
*     *     *
Another wagon rattled through the night, skirting the long way around the Imperial encampment.
“Before the forests,” Fox said, “there are miles and miles of nothing but open expanse. That’s where we’ll catch them.”
“And then what?” Hedy replied. Half expecting to catch the back of his hand for asking.
“I’ll take the Owl. You kill her ‘knight.’ The girl’s nothing but cattle, you should be able to manage that. And if you can’t, it just proves you were unfit to begin with.”
“Hungry,” groaned the Dire Mother.
Hedy felt the comforting shape of her stolen garrote, hidden beneath her skirts.
Soon, she thought.



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
Amadeo and King Jernigan were like twin moons in Livia’s orbit. Always in proximity but keeping their distance, circling the one person who brought them together. Amadeo wasn’t entirely sure if the king knew his name. So when a breathless messenger hand-delivered an invitation to dine, it came as some surprise.
And not a little concern.
The king’s dining hall was a drafty chasm, twice as wide and three times as tall as it needed to be, with a feast table forty feet long and a hearth so big they’d mounted two stag heads over it.
“My grandfather’s design,” Rhys said with the slightest shrug of embarrassment as he rose from his seat at the far end of the table. “It’s impressive, when it’s full. When empty…it’s very empty.”
Amadeo bowed at the waist, trying to ignore the sudden twinge of pain in the small of his back. “Your Highness.”
The king waved his hand. “Please, call me Rhys. It’s just us here. I thought we might have a drink before dinner. You’re not a teetotaler, are you?”
“The grape is one of the Gardener’s most versatile gifts,” Amadeo said, “and I enjoy it in all of its forms.”
Rhys laughed. “Good man, good man. Try this. It’s a Carcannan vintage. Delicious.”
He gestured for Amadeo to take the seat beside him and poured dollops of blood-red wine into a pair of silvered goblets.
“I must admit my surprise,” Amadeo said. “I didn’t think you had any reason to take notice of me.”
“You’re our new pope’s confessor, are you not? That makes you a man worthy of my notice.” He lifted his goblet. “To Her Holiness.”
Amadeo mirrored the gesture, though the words felt hollow on his lips. “To Her Holiness.”
“You were Benignus’s man, too, weren’t you?”
The wine was strong and rich, hinting of raspberries and dark, earthy loam. Amadeo swallowed a sip and nodded.
“That was my honor and my privilege, yes.”
“So.” The king scrutinized him over his goblet. “What’s your take on our newly minted pope? Is she her father’s equal?”
The question couldn’t have been more leading. Amadeo felt like the floor was covered in concealed bear traps, waiting to snap shut on his ankles.
Worse, after what he’d discovered about her, he honestly didn’t know how to answer that question anymore.
“She is…headstrong and…nearly fearless,” he said, measuring his words one at a time. “She may make a bold leader, once seasoned by time and experience.”
Rhys took a deep breath, his brow furrowed.
“May I speak frankly, Father, and in your confidence?”
Amadeo opened his hand. “Of course.”
“I have concerns about her…stability. She’s making some rash decisions—dangerous decisions. For instance, well, you were there at her coronation. You saw it. The woman’s first act as pope was to authorize an inquisition. There was bloodshed. On the cathedral floor!”
Amadeo bit back a surge of anger. The inquisition you ordered her to start, so you could steal some land, he thought. Except you don’t think I know that.
“I have no idea,” he said, forcing the words out, “what Livia was thinking. I can tell you, in confidence, that I found it a reckless and foolish thing to do.”
Rhys smiled.
“My other guests should be here soon,” he said, clapping his hands twice. “Drink up. Don’t make me finish this bottle all by myself.”
Amadeo sipped his wine and contemplated the king. Then the feast-hall doors swung open and three new arrivals joined the party.
“I believe you know Cardinal Yates and my advisor Merrion. This stout gentleman at their side is Byvan; he represents a coalition of concerned business interests.”
Amadeo straightened his back, casting his gaze across the three men as they took seats on the opposite side of the table.
“Concerned?” he said.
“The Holy Mother’s decisions have resulted in grave repercussions,” Merrion said. “The remnants of House Argall have gone on the offensive, thanks to the order of inquisition. They’re attacking our troops. Striking at the safety of our walls.”
Byvan scowled as he put his forearms on the table, leaning in. “Yesterday, an ore shipment from the highlands was looted. Burned. Nothing left. And that’s to say nothing about how much money your so-called pope is costing—”
Merrion put his hand on Byvan’s shoulder. A slight shake of his head. The guildmaster fell silent.
Clear as daylight, Amadeo thought, glancing at the king. Your little scheme backfired, and now you need someone to pay for it. Anyone but you.
“It seems peace could be reached fairly easily,” Amadeo offered, carefully keeping his expression bland. “I’ll talk to Livia and convince her to rescind the order of inquisition. We can restore the captive Argalls’ freedom and give back anything we might have confiscated from them, and all will be well.”
He took a little pleasure in watching Rhys’s face tighten.
“Impossible,” Merrion said before Rhys could open his mouth. “The rebels have made it clear: nothing less than Livia’s death will be compensation for the family members they lost on her coronation day.”
Amadeo gave a tiny shrug. “Well, then it appears we’ve come to an impasse.”
Byvan’s eyes were piggish stones, his voice a lethal growl.
“Have we?”
Amadeo paused a moment.
“When it comes to apologetics,” he said, “I very much enjoy reading the works of Hasenkamp. A brilliant mind, and he never buried dense theological concepts under allusion and flowery metaphor. Very much a believer in plain, straightforward talk.”
Rhys lifted his goblet and took a swig of wine, then slapped it down on the table.
“You want straight talk? Try this: Livia’s a disaster. Thanks to her, I’ve got rebels in the hills and rebels in my coin purse. According to this shiftless dung heap,” he said, pointing at Byvan, “I’m on the verge of a full-scale tax revolt.”
“Several banking families are openly contemplating a move to Verinia, to see if they fare better under Pope Carlo.” Byvan smirked and gave Rhys a mocking bow. “My lord.”
Yates crossed his arms over his chest. “The College of Cardinals is drafting a resolution of protest as we speak. She’s changing too much, too fast. Claiming authority that wasn’t hers to begin with.”
“You speak of our pope,” Amadeo said lightly. “What authority is not hers to claim? Please, be specific.”
“That’s not the—that’s not the point,” Yates said, flustered. “Who do you serve, Father? Livia or the Church? Who did you swear your vows to when you took your greens?”
It was the sort of rhetorical trap a first-year seminary student could see coming, but Amadeo let himself walk into it anyway. “The Church, of course.”
“Then think about what’s best for it. Livia’s days are numbered, and if she falls from grace, so does the Itrescan Church. Leaving Carlo as the only contender for the throne, except he’s ineligible. So what happens when Carlo is removed from power by his own people? Chaos. A power struggle I can scarcely imagine—and scarcely want to.”
Amadeo hated to admit it, but he didn’t want to think about it either. Ending this schism with the collapse of both branches of the Church would be an utter disaster. He knew the nest of vipers in the Holy City would loot the treasury dry when they weren’t busy stabbing each other in the back for the empty throne—with Cardinal Accorsi at the head of the pack. Things in Itresca wouldn’t be much less grim.
He folded his hands before him.
“What’s your alternative?”
A shared glance between the four conspirators. None of them wanting to speak the unspeakable. Merrion took a deep breath.
“If Livia were to be assassinated, before the damage grew too great, it would solve every one of our problems. Peace would be restored. Her more…reckless reforms could be quietly rolled back, and we could place a stronger man on the throne. One who can lead the offensive against Carlo and heal the Church.”
“I know she’s your friend,” Rhys said, “and you’re loyal. I respect that. But she is on her way out, Father. You need to ask yourself: how do you want her to be remembered? As a hero? The holy woman who led the fight to save her people, only to be cut down in her prime? Or would you rather the history books call her a tragic mistake who held a short and failed reign and drove a spike into the Church’s heart? It’s your choice.”
Amadeo stared at his wine goblet.
She truly is on her way out, he thought. She’s dying. Or…changing. She says she can control it. But can she?

Gardener forgive me for even asking the question…but are these men right?

“I’ve made discreet inquiries,” Cardinal Yates said. “If Livia is…removed, and promptly, there would be widespread support for an immediate call to canonization.”
“Canonization,” Amadeo echoed, his voice hollow.
Yates nodded. “Saint Livia. Would you like that, Amadeo? She would be remembered as the greatest of women. A giant in the pages of history. You can make that happen for her.”
“We can’t get at her directly,” Merrion said, “not with her Browncloaks watching her like hawks every hour of the day. But a friend, someone close to her, could lure her to a secluded place to speak in private.”
Rhys reached over and put a firm hand on Amadeo’s shoulder.
“You wouldn’t even have to get your hands bloody,” he told him. “Just lead her to the right spot. We’ll do the rest.”
Amadeo swallowed hard. He hated himself for the next words he spoke, even before they spilled from his lips.
“And…she wouldn’t suffer?”
Merrion shook his head. “Quick and painless. You have my word.”
Amadeo pushed back his chair.
“I need to think about it,” he said.
“Don’t take too long,” Rhys replied.



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
Maurizio—Maurizio the Mountain, Felix soon learned he was called—wasn’t hard to track down. He was a goliath, as broad as he was tall, with a squat bald head marred by patches of stubble and razor nicks. Down in the Lower Eight, on broken streets where lepers sat with empty begging bowls and peddlers tried to foist off the day-old fish they couldn’t sell up-city, Felix tugged his hood down and trailed his target through the crowd.
“What do you think?” Anakoni asked, pacing alongside him.
“I think I’d be a madman to get in a fair fight with him. He could crush my skull in his hands without breaking a sweat.”
Even so, part of him wondered what it would feel like. The struggle, the furious fight to bring the giant down. Like hunting a mammoth. His thoughts, distracted, flickered back to his battle with Hassan. The way his blood roared as he wrestled for the knife, digging his fingers into Hassan’s wounded palm and snapping small bones, hurting him—
“Felix?”
He blinked. Looked at Anakoni.
“You…went away for a moment.”
Felix gave a nervous chuckle, shaking off the memory.
“I’m right here.”
“No,” Anakoni said. “It was something in your eyes.”
They watched as Maurizio squeezed his bulk through the doorway of a seamstress’s shop, people scrambling to clear his path. Then they waited. Soon he emerged with a small leather purse in hand, hooking it to his rawhide belt.
“Extortion,” Felix murmured. “Even in the slums. These people barely have two coppers to rub together, and Aita still makes them pay for the privilege of doing business here.”
They followed the Mountain on his rounds, stopping in at some shops and skipping others, eventually making a full circuit of the Lower Eight. His final stop was the Sailor’s Ruin. Felix and Anakoni edged by one broken window, watching him. He ambled over to Scolotti’s table in the back, where he traded his now-fat purse for a handful of tarnished copper.
“Am I seeing wrong?” Anakoni whispered. “He’s making less money than the people he’s extorting from. I could earn more in a day with a fishing pole if the water’s good. Is he simple?”
Felix’s face tightened.
“It doesn’t matter,” he said. “He needs to go. First him, then Aita and Lodovico.”
First, though, he needed a weapon. A simple knife had brought down Hassan the Barber, but a man like Maurizio would use it for a toothpick. Good weapons weren’t easy to come by. Mirenze had its share of shady characters, but it wasn’t some frontier town where men walked around with blades on their belts, not unless they were soldiers or some nobleman’s bodyguard. Then there was the matter of the entire city watch hunting for him. If he showed his face in a high-end smith’s shop, good odds that someone would recognize him and turn him in.
One of Anakoni’s sailors had a solution. More of a rumor, really, but he’d heard it enough times to believe it. That was how Felix and Anakoni ended up in the overgrown gardens of Leggieri, the Artist of Mirenze.
They stood on a pebbled path and watched as the artist, keen-eyed, wearing a dusty smock and a scarlet slouch-brim cap, circled a wooden plinth with hammer and chisel in hand. The marble block on the plinth was slowly transforming into the torso of a nude woman, arms languidly twisting above her headless neck.
“I don’t know what you’ve heard or what you believe,” Leggieri said, “but I am nothing more than a humble artist. Weapons? Please. Pope Carlo himself commissioned one of my statues. Why in the world would I dabble in contraband?”
Felix spread his hands. “Please. We wouldn’t ask if our need wasn’t dire.”
“My need, which is most dire, is for you two ‘gentlemen’ to leave my home at once. If you persist I’ll be forced to—” He paused. Squinting at the shadow of Felix’s chin under the heavy hood. Then he took a halting step backward. “You’re…you’re Felix Rossini.”
Anakoni tensed, ready to jump in if Leggieri screamed for help. Felix shook his head.
“I am, but please, wait. Whatever you’ve been told about me, it isn’t true. I’m an innocent man.”
Leggieri held his ground, eyes still narrowed. Studying Felix as if he were a block of uncut marble.
“I dine with the governor sometimes,” he said. “He has a great many things to say about you. He said you murdered your father-in-law.”
Felix pulled back his hood, looking the other man in the eye.
“It’s a lie. I was framed, by my wife and a man named Lodovico Marchetti. The same man whose hired killer planted the bomb at the Ducal Arch.”
The color drained from Leggieri’s face.
“The bomb,” he whispered. “Were you—were you there? When it happened?”
Felix nodded slowly.
“My family died in the explosion. My father, my brother, my sister-in-law. Murdered by the same people who want to see me hang for a crime I didn’t commit.”
Leggieri turned his back, shoulders slumped as if weighted by stones. He whispered something to himself. Then he turned.
“Do you…know who the killer was?”
“His name was Simon Koertig. I’m fairly sure he died in the blast.”
The artist’s gaze went distant. “If we’re all very fortunate, yes. So you plan to stop these people? To exact vengeance for their crimes?”
“To exact justice,” Felix replied.
Leggieri raised a shaky hand and pointed his chisel at Felix.
“Tell me,” he said. “Tell me what you need.”
*     *     *
Once he had equipped his visitors for the fight to come and seen them off into the streets of Mirenze, Leggieri trudged back down into his secret workshop. Pale yellow light cast shifting shadows across his handiwork. The wall of knives, the bins of springs and strange-colored glass vials. The sheaves of parchment, each page bearing another dream-inspired schematic, littering every workbench.
And the drawn curtain over the alcove in the back.
Just as he had a hundred times before, he pulled open the curtain and stared down at the empty flagstones where the Infernal Machine had once stood.
“Damn you, Simon,” he whispered in a quavering voice. “I didn’t know what you were going to do with it. I didn’t know.”
The silent alcove mocked him, an endless reminder of his sin. He yanked the curtain shut and turned his back.
I didn’t know, he thought, but in his mind’s eye all he could see were the flames and the corpses and the broken ruin of the Ducal Arch.
He wasn’t strong enough to take revenge on Simon, if he still lived, and those who pulled his puppet strings—he made weapons, he didn’t use them—but perhaps he’d found someone who could. Perhaps some divine providence had steered Felix Rossini into his life, allowing him to grasp a tiny measure of redemption by helping him.
Then again, probably not.
Back in the garden, Leggieri studied the marble but set down his tools. He couldn’t find the figure in the stone, not today.
*     *     *
Dirty, crumbling tiles crunched under Felix’s shoes. He and Anakoni were silhouettes in the dark as they crossed the treacherous rooftops of the slums. One foot slipped, a tile breaking and skidding, clattering to the empty street below.
Anakoni grabbed Felix’s wrist. Gave him a questioning look. Felix nodded, got his footing back, and they moved on. Taking to the high ground had been Felix’s idea. If Maurizio had his own gang, as Scolotti claimed, he wanted an eagle-eye view of the trouble they were about to walk into.
They’d come equipped for the job. A thick coil of rope dangled over Anakoni’s shoulder, ending in a steel grappling hook.
On Felix’s back, a crossbow.
Torchlight below. Two of the town militiamen, making their rounds. Felix and Anakoni dropped low, pressing flat to the shingles until the warm glow of light faded into the distance.
Maurizio’s lair, according to Scolotti, was an abandoned warehouse on the west end of the Lower Eight. It was built of stout stone and good timber, a relic of the older days when this neighborhood had been a prosperous market district. The wealth had moved out, and the rats had moved in. Then even the rats moved out, leaving what remained for the hungry and the desperate.
The next roof was a six-foot jump. Felix forced himself not to look down. He just steeled himself, stepped back, and made a running leap. He hit the other side, fell, rolled on his shoulder, and came up in a low crouch. Anakoni landed beside him, graceful as a cat.
This was the place. Old skylights looked down into the derelict warehouse below, the glass long gone and only splintered wooden frames remaining. Felix crept to the edge, peering downward.
It wasn’t much of a home. Cast-off furniture covered in moldy tapestries, the stone floor stained and pitted from the rain. Feral children in rags, the oldest no more than fifteen, huddled together to stave off the cold night air.
Is that the “gang” Scolotti was talking about? Felix thought. They’re no threat at all.
“All right,” Anakoni whispered. “Soon as he shows up, shoot him down. Then we can slide down the rope, make sure everyone gets a good look at your face, and run for it. Easy as that.”
Felix unslung the crossbow, notching a razor-honed steel bolt and gripping his weapon tight.
Then the door rattled open, and Maurizio the Mountain came home. Felix had followed the man for two days. He knew his lumbering gait, his movements, his body language.
Until that moment, he’d never seen the man smile.
His face lit up as the children jumped to their feet, running to him, throwing their arms around his bulk. The smallest tried to climb him. He laughed, scooping the boy up and putting him on his shoulders.
“Wait until the children are clear,” Anakoni whispered. “Don’t want to hit one by accident.”
Felix paused, frowning, but he still raised his weapon. Locking the Mountain in his sights. Following him as he led the children across the gutted warehouse and set down his knapsack. He handed out the bounty of his work: chunks of crusty bread wrapped in tattered butcher paper, passing out the meager feast and making sure everyone was fed.
He stepped back and gave Felix the perfect angle.
That sinuous darkness in his guts rose up, whispering in his ear. Wrapping him in eager warmth, the anticipation of the kill. His life is yours. Squeeze the trigger, and he dies. Easy. Simple.
“What are you waiting for?” Anakoni nodded at the weapon. “Do it. Take him down.”
One shot, and Scolotti would give him Aita. Then Lodovico, and then this would all be over. Just one shot. Felix imagined the bolt punching through Maurizio’s skull, the spattering blood, the giant crashing down.
His fingertip caressed the trigger.
You can kill them all, the darkness whispered. Aita and Lodovico. Burn them down. Destroy them, take revenge for all they’ve stolen from you. Remember what you stand to gain. Remember why you’re doing this.
Felix blinked.
Then he set the crossbow down.
“No,” he whispered.
Anakoni stared at him. “No? What are you doing? This is the chance we’ve been waiting for!”
Down in the warehouse, Maurizio sat with one of the children on his knee, listening and nodding as the ragged little girl talked to him.
“It’s not a gang, Anakoni. Scolotti was lying or too dumb to know better. They’re his children. Not his by blood, probably, but he’s protecting them. Look at them. He’s all they’ve got.”
“But we can end this. Kill him, and you get Aita in trade.”
“And we will get her. Just not like this.” He unloaded the steel bolt. The darkness receded, frustrated, cheated. “I remembered why I’m doing all this. Renata. I’m doing it for Renata.”
Anakoni shook his head, not following.
“She’s waiting for me, Anakoni. She’s waiting to be reunited with the man she fell in love with. And the man she fell in love with would never pull that trigger. We’re going to take Aita and Lodovico down, believe me—but we’re going to do it the right way. So that when I finally see Renata again, I can look her in the eye.”
Anakoni sighed. “Feh. I suppose you’re right. Still, a waste of an evening.”
“Not at all.” Felix smiled, a mischievous glint in his eye. “We did see Scolotti with a fat purse of coin earlier. How about we stop by and relieve him of his burden? Not for us, this time. I think, come morning, some shopkeepers in the Lower Eight need to find a nice little present on their doorsteps.”



CHAPTER THIRTY
The defenders of Kettle Sands made preparations through the night and slept when they could, posting a watch at every approach to the village. Renata worked, napped, and trained. Sparring with Lydda left her with bruises on bruises, the mercenary gleefully punishing her for every misstep and hesitation.
The flat of Lydda’s blade slapped Renata across the back, knocking her to the dust in the village square. She landed on her knees, hard, gritting her teeth against the pain.
“You’re dead,” Lydda said, “again.”
Renata pushed herself back to her feet and squared her shoulders.
“This,” Lydda said, tapping her own temple, “is gonna get you killed. You’re distracted. What’s itching at you?”
“Why do you care? You were going to deliver me to Aita before Gallo hired you.”
She shrugged. “Still might. But right now you’re my client, and you’re payin’ to be kept alive. You’re not making my job any easier with your head stuck in the clouds. What’s your problem?”
“My problem,” she said, “is that right now, half the population of Mirenze is hunting for my fiancé’s head and the other half thinks he’s a murderer. And between here and there are about a hundred mad-eyed crusaders who want to hang me—or worse—for killing their leader.”
“Ooh. So mooning about and worrying is going to save his life, is that how it works?”
Renata frowned. “No. Obviously. But what else can I do?”
Lydda sat on the rim of the village fountain, kicking one boot back against the crumbling stone.
“I had a dog, once.”
“A dog,” Renata echoed.
“Mm-hm. See, I struck out on my own early. My da had a thing for the bottle, and when he got drunk, he got handsy.”
“I’m…I’m sorry.”
Lydda waved an idle hand. “Ancient history. Anyway, I was out on the open road, half-starved and doing whatever I could to survive. Then I found this dog. Mangy old mutt, white and shaggy, with one bad eye and half his tail bit off. But he liked me. And I liked him. So we walked together.”
She leaned back, glancing down into the fountain at her back, then looked over at Renata.
“Found out early I was good at fighting. Not so good at winning. Got real good at taking a beating, but that doesn’t pay. So there I am, bare-knuckling it for a prize purse in some shithole tavern, getting pounded as usual, and I look over. I see the dog there, watching me lose. And I realized something.”
Renata tilted her head. “What’s that?”
“If I lost, it wasn’t only me that wasn’t gonna eat that night. And that meant I wasn’t fighting for me anymore. I was fighting for him. This stupid dog I kinda loved. So I got up, dusted myself off, and dished out the ass-kicking of a lifetime. Dog got a steak.”
“What happened to the dog?”
Lydda’s gaze sank, just for a moment.
“Died one night. Don’t know why. Just went to sleep next to me and never woke up again. Point is, your head’s all wrong. Don’t worry about your man. Fight for him. Keep him in sight when the battle’s raging all around you and the blood starts to spill. He’s counting on you to live through this. Don’t let him down.”
She hopped off the fountain and drew her blade, nodding at Renata. “Now let’s try that move one more time.”
Renata drew, the rapier easier in her hand now. A little more certain as she dropped into a duelist’s stance.
“So,” she asked, “who do you fight for now?”
Sunlight glinted off Lydda’s golden tooth as she smiled. She nodded toward the village gate, where Sykes was drilling a few of the villagers in how to use their makeshift weapons.
“Him. And he fights for me. Together, we can’t be beat.”
“So you’re…together?”
Lydda’s smile turned wistful.
“Nah. He insists he’s the type that ain’t into women. Still…maybe someday he’ll come around. And I’ll be here when he does.”
Their blades met. A parry, a quick lunge—and Renata’s back hit the dirt, her leg swept out from under her.
“Lasted two seconds longer that time,” Lydda said. “Get up and try again.”
By late afternoon, the shadows growing long and the sky taking on a touch of violet, Renata was holding her own. She hadn’t beaten the bounty hunter, not quite, but she hadn’t fallen either.
Lydda clasped Renata’s hand in a wobbly grip, both of them soaked with sweat and exhausted. “Good. That’s all for now. Save a little strength for tonight. Still have some surprises to get ready before those bastards ride in tomorrow.”
Renata nodded, her damp ringlets clinging to her neck, and drew a hand across her brow. “Not much longer.”
Less time than they thought. One of the villagers ran up, breathless, and pointed back over his shoulder.
“Renata! A crusader is here. Not like the others. He—he wants to talk to you.”
Frowning, Renata followed him down to the village gate, where Sykes and a few of the defenders stood like a shield wall. At a glance, Renata knew what he meant by “not like the others.” For one, the crusader sat astride a horse. Not like the tired nags who pulled carts in Mirenze, either: a thoroughbred charger, built for war and clad in steel barding. The man had steel of his own, from his filigreed breastplate and greaves to the massive two-hand sword strapped across his back. He scowled down at the assembly, a thin mustache drooping at the corners of his downturned lips.
Renata stepped forward.
“You’re looking for me?” she asked.
“You?” he said, looking down his nose at her. “You’re the peasant who murdered my cousin?”
His icy contempt didn’t worry her. Neither did the warhorse, or the blade on his back. What sent an electric chill down Renata’s spine was that she hadn’t seen this man when she made her midnight excursion to the crusaders’ encampment.
We didn’t have two days before the main column arrived, she thought. We had one. And we aren’t ready.
“I’m not sure,” she told him, fighting to stay calm. “Did your cousin need killing?”
“His name,” he seethed, “was Cosimo Segreti. Son of Duke Segreti.”
“He said he was a duke when we met. Did he get a promotion on the road?”
“It—it doesn’t matter. He was a nobleman by blood.”
Renata put her hands on her hips and took another step closer. Chin raised and eyes hard.
“Your cousin sneered at what little hospitality we could offer, demanded tribute that wasn’t his due, and struck an unarmed woman. He wasn’t noble and barely a man.”
Red-faced, hand trembling on the reins, he stared down at her. Then he took a deep breath and cast his gaze across the gathering.
“You are all complicit in crimes against the Church and the Holy Murgardt Empire. Your homes and your village are forfeit, as are your lives if you refuse to submit to righteous authority. Give us this woman, and your food, and you’ll be allowed to leave in peace. Otherwise, you’ll all share in her fate.”
Gianni shouldered his way to the front of the group, moving to stand at Renata’s side.
“I think I can say, Your Lordship, that I speak on behalf of all Kettle Sands when I say”—the barman put his fingers under his chin, flicking them at him—“go piss up a tree.”
The villagers snickered, and Sykes clapped Gianni on the back. The horse stomped back a step as the nobleman tugged the reins.
“You’ll have one last chance,” he said. “I will return at first light, bringing a hundred good men with me. Submit, or burn. The choice is yours.”
The horse wheeled around and broke into a gallop, heavy hoofbeats pounding as the noble raced off. They watched him go in silence. Renata took a deep breath and let it out as a deflated sigh.
“So we’ve got one more night to get ready,” Gianni said.
Renata shook her head.
“No, we don’t.”
Gianni’s brow furrowed. “How do you figure?”
“He coulda had a go at us right now if he had the stones,” Lydda said, echoing Renata’s thoughts. “Or chopped Little Miss ‘Liegekiller’ here down where she stood. Nah. Cowardice and pride is one bad combination. Mix that up and pour it into a nobleman’s over-entitled britches, and you’ve got a recipe for disaster.”
“What she means is,” Renata said, “he was lying. He has no intention of waiting until tomorrow, and he has no intention of letting any of us live. The attack will come tonight.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
Nessa and Mari rode between the ivory vastness: the endless white sky above, and the endless plain of snow below that crunched under their horses’ hooves. The sun shone down, making the snow glitter like a diamond wasteland, but its heat no longer reached them. Only the gusting winds and the bitter cold, sprinkling frost against the riders’ reddened cheeks as they huddled close on the wagon perch with heavy furs draped over their laps.
“Tomorrow, or the day after, we should reach forest country,” Mari said as she tightened her grip on the reins. “Slower going, but the trees will hold back the wind a little.”
Nessa gave a weak nod, her shoulders shivering. Mari reached out with her free arm. Put it around Nessa and pulled her close, sharing her warmth. They rode in silence for a while.
“I’m—I’m sorry,” Mari suddenly said, jerking her arm back. “I shouldn’t—I shouldn’t have done that. I’m sorry.”
Nessa took hold of Mari’s wrist, moved her arm back where it had been, and leaned against her. It was her only reply.
Another hour. The scenery didn’t change. Just a white plain, stretching to every horizon.
“I could almost imagine we’re the only ones left,” Nessa mused. “That the entire world just…went away. And this is all that remains.”
“Only us,” Mari said.
“It wouldn’t be so bad.” Nessa shifted against her, pulling the furs higher on her lap. “We’d just have to keep riding. Looking for someplace warm.”
Night turned the icy sky violet. Mari used the last of the stolen kindling to set a fire, and Nessa prepared dinner while Mari drove stakes into the frozen soil and put up the tent. Imperial rations were next to tasteless—hardtack and some kind of dried fish, a herring maybe—but they were too cold to care. The food quieted the gnawing in their bellies and that was all that mattered.
Then they crawled into their bedrolls and tried to sleep as the freezing wind rustled against the tent and slipped its fingers through the tied-off flap.
Nessa was wide awake.
She glanced to her left. Mari lay curled up in her bedroll, shivering.
“Here,” Nessa said and slipped under the furs with her. Mari jolted, startled, and Nessa put a calming hand on her arm. Then she pressed up against her back, molding her body to Mari’s contours, the two of them fitting like a glove.
“Body heat,” Nessa whispered. “We’ll both sleep better this way.”
Mari rolled over to face her. Their foreheads touching. Eyes bright in the dark.
Their lips brushed. Then again, this time more certain, more firm. Hungrier. Nessa’s fingers caressed Mari’s hip.
“Nessa,” Mari whispered, “I’ve—I’ve never…”
“With a woman?”
“With anyone.”
Nessa paused. “Do…you want to?”
“I think,” she said, pausing. “I think I’ve wanted to since I met you. I’m just…a little scared. And I’m not sure what to do.”
Nessa took Mari’s hand, bringing it to her lips.
“I’ll teach you.”
They moved together slowly. Fingertips, and light fingernails, and soft kisses. Exploring by touch and taste. Nessa found a spot on the curve of Mari’s neck that drew a kittenish whimper, and she smiled in the dark.
Then her hand slid down, into the valley between her knight’s thighs, and every muscle in Mari’s body went tense.
“What is it?” Nessa cradled her cheek with her other hand.
“Will…will it hurt?”
War child, Nessa thought. Growing up a refugee in your own homeland. The things you must have seen.
“No. When it’s done properly, between two people who…between two people who want to be together, it shouldn’t. It won’t hurt unless I want it to. And…I don’t want it to.”
Under her hand, she felt the muscles of Mari’s thighs unclench.
“Do you trust me?” Nessa whispered.
“I do.”
“Then lie back. And close your eyes. You’re going to feel something you’ve never felt before. Something special. I promise.”
And then she kept her promise. She clung close to Mari as her knight bucked her hips and thrashed her ragged hair and cried out in a torn voice, her back arched as she rode to a crescendo then fell, gasping for breath. Nessa held onto her, Mari still and trembling now, a blissful smile on her lips.
Mari wanted more. They resumed their discovery of each other’s secret places, fearless now, faster, hungrier. Not feeling the cold or the howling wind, just basking in one another. Not afraid. Not alone. Not broken.
*     *     *
The sun rose over the endless white. Mari slept off her exhaustion in the furs. Outside the tent, Nessa paced, kicking up snow, her hands curled into fists at her sides. Muttering under her breath.
“Oh, was that not a part of your master plan?” Muskrat perched on the edge of their wagon, still in her ragged gray dress. If the cold bothered her, it didn’t show.
Nessa whirled to face her mother. “Is that supposed to be funny?”
“You just spent your first night in another person’s arms in seven years and four months. Believe me, I’ve been keeping track. And while I did stay outside of your tent—I mean, let’s not be gauche about this—it sounded like you were having a lovely time. So why are you angry?”
“She wasn’t supposed to—” Nessa spat, stumbling over her words. “That woman—”
“Turned out to be a woman, and not a plaything?”
“This wasn’t supposed to happen. I should have anticipated, should have had a better grip on the situation.”
“Oh, boohoo,” Muskrat said. “The great and terrible Owl finds herself facing a situation she can’t obsessively control. Swear to the moon, it’s like you’re five again. Do you know what your problem is?”
“I have a feeling you’re about to tell me.”
Her mother hopped down from the wagon and approached Nessa. Her bare feet didn’t leave a mark in the drifting snow.
“You’ve always been fixated on this,” she said, poking Nessa in the forehead, “and petrified of this,” punctuating her words with a poke to Nessa’s chest. “Relationships are messy. And random. And sloppy. And you can’t handle that.”
“Oh, I can handle it. I can handle it right this minute. Permanently.”
She stalked toward the tent. Muskrat rolled her eyes.
“What are you going to do? Cut her throat while she’s sleeping? Make the whole problem go away?”
Nessa wheeled around. “I could if I wanted to!”
Muskrat folded her arms.
“And do you?”
Nessa stood silent, deflated, as the winter wind swirled around her.
“No.”
Muskrat approached, taking gentle hold of Nessa’s arms.
“The world is a terrible and fell place,” she said, “even without the likes of us in it. It’s all right if you choose to face it alone. But don’t tell yourself you have to be alone.”
Nessa let out a faint laugh and shook her head. “For once in my life…I don’t know what to do.”
“That woman,” Muskrat said, pointing behind Nessa at the tent, “has given you her submission. Her strength. Made herself your sword. She isn’t a cheap blade to use in a single battle and then toss away. She’s a master-forged weapon, to be kept in velvet and polished until she shines. Share your strength with her, in your own unique way. Become each other’s strength. Trust…is not your greatest quality, let’s face it. But you can learn. Just give in, Nessa. Give in to your feelings and stop fighting.”
“I’m not sure that I can.”
“Only one way to find out. You own her, Nessa. Own her properly, or destroy her now. No half measures. Make your choice.”
“All right.” Nessa nodded, her voice soft. “I’ll decide.”
“Nessa?” Mari asked. “Who are you talking to?”
She turned. Mari had poked her head outside the tent, looking perplexed.
Nessa stood alone in the snow.
The witch smiled. One hand dropped down to her hip. Feeling the hilt of the dagger concealed under her dress.
“Come here, Mari.”
Mari slipped outside the tent and approached her. Curious, but trusting. Utterly trusting.
Nessa reached up and traced the curve of Mari’s throat with her fingertips. Her mother’s words echoed in her mind. Own her properly, or destroy her now.
Her fingers closed around Mari’s throat.
She squeezed. Not hard. Just enough to get her attention. Mari didn’t fight, didn’t pull away. Her eyes widened.
“Mari,” Nessa said, “listen to me.”
Her hand slid upward and caressed Mari’s cheek.
“I…am going to make you great. The strongest, most skilled, and most fearsome of knights. And one day, when I lead our people to Wisdom’s Grave, you will be riding at my side.”
Mari dropped to one knee in the snow, her head bowed.
“My liege,” she whispered.
Nessa savored the moment. Then she curled her fingers in Mari’s hair and gave a playful tug.
“On your feet, and let’s pack up. Many miles yet to go before we stand in Winter’s Reach.” She tilted her head and grinned. “And we’ve got a lot of people to kill.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
Livia strolled through the gardens of the keep, watching marigold butterflies flit from flower bed to flower bed. She could still see, here and there, the fresh plantings to replace the flowers crushed by the fall of bodies on the night the assassins struck. The memory was as close as the scent of new roses on the air. The torches going out one by one, the robed figures with their garrotes and their nooses, the cries of her loyal Browncloaks around her.
And the feeling of raw magic erupting in her heart. Summoning a whirlwind of inky shadow that dragged the killers into its maw before whipping shut.
The spell that killed me, she thought, wearing a faint smile. It was easier to take the Owl’s news if she thought of it that way. She had been doomed to die that night: either by her own misfired witchcraft or by an assassin’s strangling hands. She’d chosen her doom, instead of having it chosen for her.
“I wouldn’t think you’d want to see this place again,” Amadeo said, walking alongside her. Behind them, a brace of Browncloaks shadowed their footsteps in silence.
Livia bent down to sniff at a vibrant purple blossom. “It’s not the flowers’ fault that something ugly happened here. And it reminds me. Every day since that night…it’s a gift, isn’t it?”
He thought about it and nodded.
“When Carlo sent his assassins after me, and I jumped from the roof of the White Cathedral to escape,” he said, eyes going distant, “there was no reason I should have survived. I should have drowned.”
“The Gardener willed it. Your work wasn’t done.”
He chuckled and shook his head. “I am not so egotistical as to think I was saved by divine intervention. Anything I can do for our creator, another man can do better. Point is, I died that night. And so many of my old fears and worries just didn’t make sense anymore. A man who’s died once isn’t afraid to die twice.”
He glanced back toward the stone-faced Browncloaks and then to Livia. Choosing his words carefully.
“I imagine you can relate.”
“There’s nothing to fear. These people…these corrupt clergymen and petty coin counters, they think they can stop me. And they’re wrong. I intend to transform this Church, over their de—” She paused. “Over their strongest objections, if I have to.”
Amadeo pursed his lips. And thought about the cabal of men in the king’s confidence, planning her execution.
“Excuse me,” he said, “I have some work to attend to.”
He took his leave, heading inside, and nearly bumped into another Browncloak. Then he did a double take, recognizing the face under the hood.
“Freda?”
The freckled girl—the self-appointed shepherd of the Salt Alley urchins back in Lerautia, who had escaped alongside him on the night of the Alms District massacre—gave him a big smile. “Father Amadeo! How are you?”
“Concerned,” he said, pointing at her cloak. “Why are you wearing that?”
She laughed. “I’m a Browncloak now! Isn’t it wonderful? Once Kailani heard about how I helped you and Livia break into Carlo’s office, and how I was in the city on Crucible Eve, she said I should have been a member from day one.”
“Crucible…Eve?”
“You know. The night of the massacre. That’s what we call it in the ’Cloaks, because that’s the crucible we were forged in.”
“Do you…have a lot of special words for things?”
“You should join up and find out for yourself,” she said, giving him a wink.
“Freda, this is serious. Assassins have already made two attempts on Livia’s life. You could be hurt, or killed. This is nothing to play at.”
She frowned. “I’m not playing at anything. Which is exactly what Carlo’s gonna find out when we take back the Holy City.”
“So you’re going to fight? Freda, this is…this isn’t for you. You’re a girl, not a soldier.”
“Girls can be soldiers too. Father, I’ve been in this fight since the day you brought me to the papal manse, and I want to see it through. Kailani says there are only two things you can choose in this life: what you fight for, and who you die for. Besides, I wanted to follow Livia even before I knew the truth.”
He was afraid to ask, but he spoke the words anyway.
“Freda, what’s ‘the truth’?”
She lowered her voice, glancing over her shoulder as she leaned in, her voice dropping to a reverent whisper.
“Saint Elise. The voice against tyrants. The liberator of prisoners. It’s her, Father. Livia is Saint Elise, returned to save us all.”
*     *     *
Amadeo wandered the halls of the keep. A man adrift, with a weight on his shoulders that he couldn’t shrug off. Up ahead, the doors to the feast hall swung open. Sister Columba emerged.
Through the open door, he saw Rhys, Merrion, Yates, and Byvan gathered around the table. As the door swung shut, Rhys raised his goblet to the others in a toast.
Columba shuffled past him in the hall.
“Sister,” he said.
She stopped.
“Those men,” he said. “What did they want to talk to you about?”
“A private matter,” she replied.
“I meant no offense by asking.”
“And none taken.” She started to leave, then paused. “Father?”
“Yes, Sister.”
“That…matter I asked you to investigate, about Livia. You don’t need to do it anymore. I was mistaken. Everything is fine.”
He watched, mute, as she hobbled away.
He knew. While he’d swum indecisively around the bait, Columba had bitten down on their hook. If they couldn’t get him to lure Livia to her death, they’d use Columba instead.
What now? Warn Livia? Amadeo’s thoughts turned to the Browncloaks. Her circle of self-appointed defenders was snowballing, turning into some kind of…movement. Not a movement, he thought. Call it what it is. They’re a cult. He wasn’t sure how much control Livia had over them. He could imagine them rampaging through Rhys’s keep in a zealous rage, butchering every conspirator they could get their hands on in order to “protect” their sainted mistress.
Or she might order them to do it, he thought. How far would Livia go to defend her reign?
Should he stand back and do nothing? Leaving aside the question of Livia’s life, that meant letting Columba become an accomplice to murder. Defiling the old woman’s soul with the stain of a mortal sin. He couldn’t let her do that. Nor, he was fairly certain, could he talk her out of it. In her mind, this would be expiation: redeeming her crime of helping to put a witch on the papal throne.
He went to his chambers, knelt down, and bowed his head in prayer. He thought back to his last nightmare. Livia’s lifeless body falling to the ground. The blood on his hands.
“My lord,” he whispered to the silence, “you…show me things, sometimes. Glimpses of possible futures. I don’t know why. I can only trust that there’s a reason, that you’re steering me to my greater purpose.”
He lifted his head. Opened his eyes and looked to the window, to the storm-cast sky beyond.
“Steer me now. Because I’m lost. I’m lost, and I’m afraid, and I feel so very, very alone.”
When the answer came to him—from the skies above or the depths of his own reason, he could not say—he accepted it with quiet solemnity. It was the only way.
*     *     *
Amadeo stalked the halls until he found Merrion. The king’s advisor was making his rounds, poking his head into the kitchens. Amadeo cornered him, pushing the slender man into a bend in the hallway, putting his back to the wall.
“I know what you’ve done,” he said, “to Columba.”
“To her? Hardly. She was simply more receptive to our offer than you were. Eager, even, though she refused to explain the nature of her eagerness. Why does she want Livia dead, Father?”
“It doesn’t matter. You’re not using her. Leave Columba alone.”
“You haven’t left us with much of an alternative,” Merrion said. “Time is running out.”
Amadeo looked up and down the drafty corridor. Making sure what came next reached Merrion’s ears only.
“Here’s your alternative. Me.”
“You? So what you’re telling me is…” Merrion trailed off, expectant. Forcing him to say it.
“Follow through, deliver everything you promised me at that table, and I’ll be your traitor,” Amadeo told him. “I will assassinate Livia Serafini.”
Merrion’s thin lips pulled back in a cold smile.
“She was a poor pope, but she’ll make a fine martyr,” Merrion said. “And a revered, beloved saint.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
Darkness spread over Kettle Sands.
As a bone-white moon rose in the murky sky, Renata felt her chest go tight. Standing on the roof of Elisavet Sanna’s farmhouse, she looked out over the staging ground. House and barn to the south, then a stretch of barren field, then the forest line. And somewhere beyond the forest wall were a hundred men intent on seeing her—and every other living soul in Kettle Sands—dead by sunrise.
Lydda lay flat on her belly at the edge of the roof. Her crossbow was a gargantuan thing, cobbled together from black iron and knotty, gnarled driftwood.
“Me and Townkiller will be keeping watch from on high.” Lydda patted the crossbow’s stock. “Just remember everything I taught ya. And watch your footing!”
Renata swallowed, her throat dry, and nodded. “I’ll see you after the fight, then, if we both make it. Thank you. For all your help.”
“Eh, just don’t die out there. I still might wanna sell you to Aita later.”
Renata clambered down a ladder, then the rickety stairs, to the parlor below. Two dozen men and women waited for her, faces upturned, clutching knives and rusty pitchforks in uncertain hands.
Gallo gave her a nod. “Ready, lass?”
Renata looked out over the gathering.
“Soon,” she said, “they’ll be coming for us. They think they’re entitled to the crops you sweat and labored over. They think they’re entitled to your homes. They think they’re entitled to take your lives, because you committed the crime of standing in their way and saying no.”
Her hand rested on the hilt of her rapier, feeling its reassuring weight.
“They’ll give us no quarter, no mercy. I suggest we do the same.” She shook her head. “That’s all. There’s nothing else to be said. You all know what’s expected of you. Let’s get this over with.”
The townsfolk filtered out in silence, taking their positions. Some of them whispering goodbye to one another in the dark. Just in case. One by one, they vanished—hiding behind the barn and in crude dugouts at the edges of the field. Maybe the element of surprise would turn the tide in their favor. Maybe it wouldn’t.
Renata took to the field alone. She stood in the open, cast in moonlight, and waited.
She heard the crusaders before she saw them. The tromping of boots, the crunching of dead branches and dried leaves. The nobleman was the first to emerge from the wood, riding high on his warhorse. Behind him, a line of men. Twenty, then thirty, then another rank doubling their numbers, and another beyond them. Ragged lines, but showing their discipline. They came to a halt at the edge of the field, all eyes on Renata.
“This is your last chance,” she called out, her words carried on the wind. “Move on. Go around Kettle Sands and leave us in peace.”
“Really,” the nobleman called back. His horse stomped an eager hoof. “And what will you do if we don’t? You have nothing to bargain for peace with.”
“We offered you the gleanings of the field. You wouldn’t take them. That was the end of peace bargaining.”
The rapier sang from its scabbard. She held it high in the moonlight.
“What comes next is war.”
The nobleman spread his hands and laughed in disbelief.
“Fine, then,” he said. “War it is.”
Renata whipped down her arm, cutting air with her blade. A single crossbow bolt whined through the sky over her head, a steel hornet with a razor tip, and punched through the nobleman’s open mouth. He slumped backward in his saddle, blood drooling off the gleaming steel jutting from the back of his skull.
“As you wish,” Renata said softly.
I never even knew his name, she thought as the crusaders looked at one another in stunned confusion. She braced herself, waiting for the inevitable.
One of the crusaders flung up his arm and pointed. “Kill her!” he shouted.
That was the spur they needed. They came for her, a human tide, surging across the fallow field like wasps from a kicked-over hive. Renata cupped her open hand to the side of her mouth.
“Fire teams,” she shouted, “now!”
Pairs of men, hidden to the east and west of the field, burst from cover with torches lit. The torches went flying, tumbling in shining arcs to land at the feet of the front line.
Landing in the pools of oil they’d spent hours coating across the back quarter of Elisavet’s field.
The land erupted in gouts of flame, and so did the advance guard. Crusaders screamed as they roasted alive, stumbling, burning, human torches whose flesh charred black even as their throats kept shrieking.
The stench of scorching meat washed over Renata on a gust of night wind. She stood impassive, unmoving, even as her stomach churned.
The back ranks scrambled fast, finally recovering enough to flank. A pack of crusaders charged around to the east—and vanished as the ground slipped out from under their feet. Nothing but muddy tarpaulin stretched over a hastily dug pit. A pit lined with sharpened wooden stakes. She heard their screams as wood punched through lungs and bellies and throats, the lucky ones dying fast.
“Defenders,” she shouted, “rally on me!”
The villagers burst from hiding, taking to the field as the remaining crusaders—thirty, maybe forty, she wasn’t sure—circled the fires and the pits and came for her. The crusaders had armed themselves with branch clubs, cooking knives, anything they could get their hands on. Just like her side. The crusaders shouted in rage, and the villagers shouted in defiance, and both lines met in the heart of Sanna Farm with a crash of steel and bone.
Renata didn’t have to remember what Lydda had taught her. In the heat of the fight, it came naturally. One slash and a crusader went down howling, his guts spilling out across the loam. An upward slice and her rapier split a man’s chin, sending him staggering and clutching his face, stumbling into the tines of a villager’s pitchfork. The villager swung him down, raising the fork and stabbing him again and again as he convulsed on the bloody ground. Two crusaders set upon one of the defenders, laying into him with their makeshift clubs until his skull was nothing but crimson paste. Then one of them gagged on sharp steel as a villager ran up and slammed her carving knife through the back of his throat.
There was no more strategy. No grand plan, no tactics. Just kill or be killed. As Renata strode through the battle, leaving dead and mutilated men in her wake, all she could hear was a frenzied, furious howl of rage.
Oh, said a tiny voice in the back of her mind. That’s me.
Then she found herself standing at the edge of a burning field, bloody rapier dangling in her exhausted hand, with no one left to fight. The battle was over.
The survivors stood around her, gazing down at their handiwork. The bodies, the blood, the softly crackling flames. The groans of the wounded and dying.
“That wasn’t…” one of the villagers muttered, staggering past her. He stared down at the gore-streaked pitchfork in his hands. “That wasn’t me. I didn’t do that. I didn’t.”
Another, with a knife, moved from body to body. Kicking each fallen crusader onto his back and driving her blade into each one’s heart to make sure he was dead. Emotionless. Mechanical. Like slaughtering chickens.
Weeping, to her left. Weeping that became a full-throated cry of grief. Renata stumbled toward the sound. It was the twins, the young crusaders she’d overheard when she spied on their camp. One had a gushing wound along his leg. The other was dead, head cradled in his brother’s lap.
Renata crouched beside him. The live one, still weeping, scrambled to get away from her with a look of sudden terror on his face.
“No,” she said softly. Then she tore a strip of linen from her skirts. She bound his leg as he shivered, stanching his wound.
“I told him,” he stammered, his face gluey with tears and snot. “I told him…it would be fun.”
Renata didn’t answer. She finished tending to his leg.
He looked at her and gave a tiny shake of his head.
“I don’t want to do this anymore,” he whispered.
“You don’t have to,” she said and helped him to stand.
Livia looked out over the battlefield, one last time.
They could call it the Battle of the Gleanings, she thought, if any historian thought this was worth writing about. But she knew they wouldn’t. What happened in Kettle Sands wouldn’t merit a footnote in the annals of war, and the lost column of crusaders would be just that: lost and forgotten, a scratched-out line item in some Imperial accountant’s ledger.
The ones who were there, though—they would remember. They would remember the short, terrible night and the long morning after as the sun rose over a cold and lonely battlefield. And there was no glory, no honor, and nothing left to be done but dig the graves.



CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
In Mirenze, death was in fashion. As the autumn shadows grew longer, Saint Lucien’s Night loomed ever closer, and the high streets were abuzz with excitement. Tailors worked overtime to craft elaborate vests and gowns, tailed coats in garish colors and fans of peacock plumage. And then, the masks. Masks of silk, masks of feathers, masks of lacquer filigreed with silver or gold. Masks in every artisan’s window, enticing the street traffic to come in and buy before the revels began.
“I don’t understand this tradition,” Anakoni said. The islander walked at Felix’s side, the men keeping their hoods pulled low and blending into the crowds. “It’s a celebration for a dead man, and you all wear costumes?”
“Not just any dead man. A saint. He was an intercessor, who cast out spirits and demons in the Gardener’s name.”
Anakoni jerked his thumb toward a polished shop window and the gruesome masks resting on a tray of black velvet.
“So you dress up like spirits and demons. To honor him.”
Felix shrugged. “It’s Mirenze. Honestly? We’ll do anything for a good party. It doesn’t have to make sense.”
Which got him thinking. He fell silent, working angles in his head.
“What is it?” Anakoni said.
“Every year, the governor holds a masked ball on Saint Lucien’s Night. Anyone who’s anyone will be there. Including Aita and Lodovico.”
“And everyone will be wearing masks,” Anakoni mused. “Still, you want to go inside the governor’s mansion? Every guardsman in this city thinks you’re a murderer. I can’t imagine a party like that would be lightly guarded, with so many aristocrats in their jewels and finery about.”
“No. And invitations aren’t easy to come by. Still, it’s an opportunity. Let me think about it, see if I can come up with a way in.”
First, though, it was time to work. Gleaning information from the petty thugs they shook down, one scrap at a time, they’d learned that Aita planned to send her extortionists back to the Strada di Uva. This time, with armed guards to protect them.
That was fine. Felix had armed men too, and they filed in behind him and Anakoni one by one until they became a wolf pack. Cutting through alleys, navigating Mirenze’s backways, arriving at the bustling merchant street. And there stood the first “tax collector” they’d robbed, sticking out like a sore thumb with two bruisers in brigandine leather at his back.
“Two bodyguards?” Anakoni snorted, looking back over his shoulder. “We’ve got ten. Bad odds for them.”
His gang snickered. Some with leather saps, some with marlinspikes and cargo hooks scavenged from the ship. Sailors’ weapons, for a sailor-style brawl, and they knew how to use them.
Felix nodded up ahead. “I bet he takes the same route, too. Let’s split up and try to pin them in that alley.”
The extortionist groaned when he saw Felix coming, and again when he turned and saw the rest of the pack closing in on the other side. One of the bodyguards laid a reassuring hand on his shoulder, calm and collected. They didn’t seem worried. Not one bit.
They weren’t locals, either. Murgardt, with wispy blond hair and sky-blue eyes. And Felix had their undivided attention.
“You can show your face, Felix,” one said affably. “We know who you are. And we have a message from your wife.”
He tugged back his hood. “I’m listening.”
“This needs to stop. Immediately. Targeting her business operations is unacceptable.”
“Business?” Felix wrinkled his nose. “You steal money from innocent storekeepers under the threat of violence.”
The Murgardt shrugged. “Aita’s clients are under her benevolent protection. You’re the one stirring things up. Bringing chaos into the system. You need to stop.”
Felix glanced at the extortionist’s belt. “No, I think you need to hand over that coin purse. Now.”
The Murgardt sighed. Then he reached over, yanked the purse free, and weighed it in his hand.
“Your wife is being polite—”
“Don’t call her that.”
“Your wife is being polite and giving you a warning. She knows you, Felix. She knows your scruples, and your limitations. Most of all? She knows how to hurt you.”
Felix held out his hand.
“The purse. Now, if you please.”
“On your head be it,” he said and tossed the purse. It landed in Felix’s palm with a heavy jingle. “You should come around tomorrow morning. Say, a little after sunrise. Your wife’s response will be delivered directly.”
*     *     *
“Of course it’s some kind of trap,” Felix told Anakoni. “Telling me exactly where to be and when to be there? She could flood the streets with men and try to smoke me out with sheer numbers. But still, that doesn’t feel like her style. Too direct, too simple. That line he said about knowing how to hurt me…I don’t like the sound of it.”
“What do you think she’s planning, then?”
“No clue. I just know I need to be there. Alone. If she does send an army after me, I don’t want any of our people to get hurt. And I can move faster and disappear easier if I’m alone.”
“I’m going with you.” Anakoni caught Felix’s look, and lifted a finger. “I am going with you. Whatever Aita’s plotting, I want to see it for myself.”
The next day, before sunrise, they took to the rooftops. The sky glowed with false dawn as they jumped from ledge to ledge, high above the sleepy streets. Practice had helped Felix find his sense of balance. More confident now, faster and light-footed on the treacherous slopes. They found a spot on a flat rooftop with a commanding view of the street, got down on their bellies, and waited.
As dawn broke and the city stirred to life, it was business as usual down below. Pushcarts and pedestrians and the occasional fat wagon rattling past and forcing the crowds to part like a stubborn sea.
“There,” Anakoni whispered.
Felix followed his gaze. The bodyguards from yesterday were back, but they’d added to their numbers. Five in all, they stalked up the street in a tight phalanx.
“This is her response?” Anakoni said in disbelief. “To send a few more men? I’m not sure whether to feel insulted or just embarrassed for her.”
“I don’t think so,” Felix murmured. “The collector isn’t with them. Let’s watch.”
They stomped into a butcher’s shop, one of the usual extortion targets, and emerged with the butcher. He was a stocky man in a well-worn apron, and two of the men gripped him by his elbows, almost dragging him.
“Your attention, please,” shouted the Murgardt in front. He was bland-faced and forgettable, wearing a pleasant smile. “May I have your kind attention?”
Foot traffic paused and shopkeepers poked their heads out of doorways, people clustering around in curiosity.
“Thank you. My name is Weiss. You may be seeing more of me in the next few weeks. Or not. It’s up to you. You see, we have a problem. It seems that a vigilante has been stirring up some trouble in our fair city. Striking blows at the people who work so hard to keep you safe and protected. His name is Felix Rossini. He is a murderer, he is a thief, and—as of today—we are offering two thousand scudi for information leading to his capture. No questions asked.”
“Damn,” Felix whispered as an excited murmur rippled through the crowd. “Do you think anyone in your crew will bite at that?”
Anakoni took a deep breath. “Not my men. We’ll need to watch the newest recruits, though. Worse, it’ll be impossible to expand our numbers now. Anyone we try to hire can profit more by turning you in.”
“Just…one last thing,” Weiss announced. “We know Felix has coconspirators. This man, for instance: yesterday, his business-tax payment was stolen by Signore Rossini. Did he inform on us? Did he tell Felix when our collector would be passing by? We don’t know. And up until now, we’ve let bygones be bygones.”
He whirled and slammed a fist of stone into the butcher’s face, pulping his nose. Then a swift knee capped with metal drove into the butcher’s groin, dropping him to the cobblestones where he writhed in pain.
“From now on,” Weiss said, “anyone who benefits from Felix Rossini’s unlawful activities, in any way, shape, or form, will be punished accordingly.”
He kicked the butcher in the gut. The man’s smashed nose leaked a stream of blood onto the street while the crowd staggered back, the mood shifting from curiosity to fear. Felix started to get up.
“I have to help him—”
Anakoni grabbed his arm and yanked him back down. “No, Felix. That’s what he wants you to do. That’s what she wants you do. Look.”
He jabbed his finger at the crowd. More foreigners stood, scattered along the boulevard, pretending to be part of the gathering. Maybe ten in all, covering the street from every angle.
“You go down there, they’ll have you in seconds. If the crowd itself doesn’t tear you apart trying to earn that reward money.”
Felix gritted his teeth. She knows how to hurt you, the Murgardt had warned him.
“Felix,” Weiss called out, eyes wide as he scanned the crowd and looked to the alleys. “I know you’re here. I know you’re watching. She has a message for you.”
He spun and drove a booted foot into the butcher’s face, shattering his jaw like glass.
“You did this,” Weiss shouted, pointing down at the groaning man. The butcher tried to push himself up and fell, his hand slipping in a spreading puddle of his own blood.
Felix closed his eyes. His head sagged.
“You,” Weiss shouted again, punctuating each word with another savage kick to the butcher’s gut. “Did. This.”
“Come on,” Anakoni whispered. “Let’s go, before they think to check the rooftops.”
He tugged at Felix’s sleeve. Felix didn’t move.
“And that concludes this morning’s announcements,” Weiss told the crowd, his placid smile back in place. “Please, carry on, enjoy your shopping, and have a lovely day.”
*     *     *
Weiss was pleased. Beyond the light bit of morning exercise, it was nice to fix a client’s problems so tidily. Felix’s little “gang” wouldn’t be growing its numbers, not once word of the reward filtered to every dive bar in the city, and there was a good chance one of his own might betray him. Meanwhile, Felix had learned the price of striking at his wife’s livelihood.
Aita had chuckled when Weiss laid out his plan. “No, you won’t have to do it more than once. Trust me: once he knows we’ll start punishing the rabble in retaliation for his offenses, he’ll never try that again.”
“He’ll come at you a different way, then.”
“Well, that’s why you’re here, isn’t it? To find him before he gets any more bright ideas.”
He was working on that.
Schwartzmann had been one of the Dustmen escorting Aita’s collector the day before. They walked together as Weiss made him recount the entire story, every last detail, for the eighth time.
“Ten of them, wait, maybe eleven.”
“Think,” Weiss said. “Details are important. Somewhere in your memory is the key we need. Now, you’re certain they were all Enoli islanders?”
He nodded. “Positive. Besides Felix, of course.”
“What about their weapons? Quality steel?”
Schwartzmann shook his head. “Cheap. Mostly saps and a few daggers, better suited to whittle wood than cut men. A few…meat hooks, I think? Wait.”
Weiss’s head snapped his way. “What?”
He held up a finger. “There was something. One of the men to Felix’s left. He had an odd one on his belt. It was like…a spike.”
“A spike?”
“A spike, about a foot long, made of…black iron, I think. It had a loop at the top and dangled from his belt on a short lanyard.”
A satisfied smile rose to Weiss’s lips.
“That’s not a weapon. Well, it can be, but only if you know how to use it.”
“What was it, then?”
“Marlinspike,” Weiss said. “It’s a sailor’s tool. Used for hitching and untying knots on a boat. I think, after dark falls, we should round up a few free hands and take a stroll down to the harbor. See if any ships with Enoli crew have taken on any…unusual passengers of late.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
Amadeo rose with the dawn. He’d had no dreams, no prophetic visions. Just silence. He bathed in frigid water, feeling numb inside and out as he rubbed a rough cloth over his arms and chest. Like bathing a corpse, he thought.
Merrion waited for him in the hall outside his chambers. He gave the priest a questioning look.
“Everything is ready,” Amadeo told him.
They’d arranged to release one of the Argalls from inquisition custody, setting him loose with a message from Amadeo. Requesting to meet, and parley, with them. Once the rebels had heard his plan, they were eager to cooperate.
The Argalls wanted blood.
“Excellent,” Merrion said. “I’ve arranged to withdraw all security from the western side of the keep. All gates will be unbarred, all doors unlocked. Where will you…do it?”
“The gardens,” Amadeo said. “It feels appropriate.”
Merrion reached out and clasped his shoulder. “You’re doing the right thing. For your Church, for Itresca—the people will never know it, Father, but you are a genuine hero.”
Amadeo pulled away, holding up an open hand.
“Please don’t touch me.”
He walked away.
Outside the kitchens, he crossed Columba’s path. She scurried over to him.
“Father, they told me—”
“Not now. We’ll talk after.”
Livia was enjoying her breakfast in the feast hall. The table was lined with courtiers and diplomats, cardinals and their aides, and she held court with the patience of a sage. He edged toward her shoulder and leaned in, waiting for a break in the conversation.
“Livia?” he asked. “A word?”
“Of course,” she said, smiling at the sight of him. She pushed back her chair. “Everyone, if you’ll excuse me for a moment?”
A quartet of Browncloaks followed them to the door.
“Livia,” Amadeo said, “would it be possible to have this conversation in complete privacy? It’s…a sensitive matter. And somewhat embarrassing for me.”
Livia nodded, looking to the Browncloaks. “Wait for me here. I’ll be right back.”
“My lady,” one said, “you shouldn’t be alone.”
Livia chuckled, kindly, and took Amadeo’s arm.
“I scarcely think I need to be protected from my best friend,” she said. “I’ll be right back, I promise.”
He led her to the gardens.
It was a fine, clear morning. Cold and crisp, and a light breeze carried the scent of roses. Oaken double doors swung shut at their back, leaving them alone amid the flower beds. They strolled together in companionable silence.
Then the gate at the far end of the walk opened wide, and Queen Eirwen strode into the gardens. A queen in rags, her noble finery dirty and tattered, her once-plump face gone sallow. And a sword on her hip.
She wasn’t alone. Eight men walked with her, daggers in their hands, and eyes that burned like black coals steeped in fires of raw hatred. Every one of them fixed on Livia.
Amadeo untangled his arm from hers as the Argalls spread out, encircling the two of them. He took a step back.
“I’m sorry,” he said.
*     *     *
When Amadeo left the gardens, he walked alone.
He went to his chambers, sat on his bed, and stared at the wall. Waiting. Hours passed. Then, a knock at the door.
“Father,” the messenger said, “King Jernigan requests your presence in the feast hall.”
“Of course,” Amadeo said.
As he walked into the vast, drafty hall, closing the door behind him, Rhys stood from his chair and lifted his goblet in a toast.
“Here he is! The man of the hour. Three cheers for Father Amadeo!”
Merrion lifted his goblet as well. “A friend to all Itresca.”
“A friend to our Mother Church as well,” Cardinal Yates added with a smile. “Her champion and her savior. Father, you have single-handedly changed the course of history this day. I hope you take pride in that.”
“Changed our fortunes, too,” Guildmaster Byvan said with a laugh, tossing back a swig of wine. “Now that the bitch is gone, we can get back to business as usual.”
Amadeo fell into a chair. Staring at the twin stag heads mounted over the feast hall’s massive hearth. Their eyes as glassy and dead as his.
One more celebrant sat at the table, though she had no goblet before her. Sister Columba. She hobbled over, leaning in close.
“Thank you,” she whispered.
He looked her in the eye. “You understand why I did it, don’t you? I did it for you, Sister. If I hadn’t, you would have, and you’d have borne the weight of mortal sin. I did it to save your soul from damnation.”
She clutched his hand as tears welled up in her eyes.
“You saved us all, Father. You saved us all.”
“Damn right he did,” Rhys said, “so someone pour that hero a drink!”
A silver goblet was placed before him, wine splashing like fresh blood. Hands slapped his back, squeezed his shoulders. Laughter and delight. Amadeo sat unmoved. They ignored him and Columba for a while, making their plans and scheming their schemes. Eventually, though, Rhys looked his way again.
“You know, for someone who just won the undying friendship of the most powerful men in Itresca, you’re looking awfully glum. We can’t exactly throw a parade for what you’ve done, but that doesn’t mean you won’t be rewarded. What do you want? Just name it. How about your own chateau on the coast? Hell, how about the highlands? Now that I’ve got the justification to have every last Argall put to the sword, there’s going to be plenty of rich land to build on.”
“A promotion in the Church, perhaps?” Yates suggested. “Easy enough to arrange for my friend Amadeo, especially once I’m wearing the papal miter on my head.”
Byvan snorted. “Best way to reward any man is with cold, hard coin. Let him buy his pleasures on his own time. What do you say, Father? Could a jingling sack of gold turn that frown around?”
Amadeo thought for a moment.
“What I want more than anything in the world,” he finally said, “is the one thing we so rarely ever receive in life. Certainty. The certainty that I made the best choice out of a handful of bad options. But the die is cast, and my choice can’t be unmade. I committed a grave betrayal today.”
Merrion shook his head. “All for the best. Livia needed to go, Father. You know this.”
“Oh, not her,” Amadeo said.
He let out a sad, resigned chuckle.
“I betrayed you.”
The great oak doors burst open. And Livia strode into the feast hall with twenty Browncloaks at her back.



CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
The Browncloaks fanned out, covering every avenue of escape, as Livia stalked toward the great table with cold fury in her eyes.
“Betray the woman I raised as a daughter?” Amadeo said softly, looking at Rhys. “I may have my doubts. And I may have my fears. But I could never turn my back on Livia.”
“But…how?” Merrion stammered, turning to Livia. “My men saw the Argalls arrive inside the keep, armed and out for blood. They confirmed it! Why aren’t you dead?”
“Because I gave them the one thing it seems none of you are capable of,” Livia replied. “Honesty.”
*     *     *
Amadeo had made his choice. And he chose Livia. His head swirled with doubts: the conspiracies and powers arrayed against her, her own recklessness, the witch contagion that might turn her into something unspeakable…but in the end, it came down to the simplest of reasons.
“Because I love you,” he told her, meeting secretly in her chambers. “And no matter what happens, I always will. I’ll stand with you until the end.”
Livia clasped his hand. Dante Uccello paced the floor, brow furrowed.
“All well and good, but love is a poor weapon against the machinations of kings and bankers.”
“To the contrary,” Livia said, “love just saved my life. That’s a fine weapon indeed.”
“We need to craft a response. One that not only stops this cabal in its tracks, but ensures they can never rise up again. Mark my words, signora: never take vengeance by half measures. If you strike a man, you must burn him to the ground. Utterly. Otherwise, you invite your own doom.”
“We start with the Argalls,” she said. “I have an idea. Risky, very risky, but it’s the only way to set things right.”
As the three of them worked to outline their plan, debating into the late afternoon, Dante cast a nervous glance to the door.
“Good. It’s all settled then. While you undertake the plan, I’ll be making myself scarce. If King Jernigan is intent on your death—and he didn’t recruit me into his plans—it strongly suggests I’m next in line for the ax. I’ll come back when the deeds are done.”
From there it had all happened as the conspirators believed. The released prisoner, the secret meeting between Amadeo and the rebels, and the confrontation in the keep’s gardens. As the Argalls circled, Queen Eirwen drew her sword.
“I’m sorry,” Amadeo said, looking between Livia and Eirwen. “These aren’t optimal conditions for a meeting. But I think you two have been needing to talk, quite badly.”
“I’m still not convinced there’s anything to say,” Eirwen replied.
“It was your husband’s doing,” Livia said. “He wanted this inquisition, to steal your family’s lands.”
“Of course it was his doing. Do you think I’m simple? But the quill was in your hand, Livia. You signed the order. You put my family in chains and cast them out of their homes. I believed in you.”
“I had no choice.” Livia shook her head. “It was that, or lose the papacy. Lose that and we’d have no weapon against Carlo, no way to take back the Church. It was for the greater good.”
Eirwen stared at her. “The greater good. A boy died on that cathedral floor. Cut down because he was trying to protect his mother. Tell me, and tell me true: can you look that woman in the eyes and tell her that her son’s death was ‘for the greater good’? Can you do that for me, Livia? Because that will surely comfort her in her grief.”
Livia bowed her head.
“No,” she said. “I…I was wrong. And I’m sorry.”
“Sorry? You think sorry can make up for what you’ve done?”
Livia strode toward Eirwen. And sank to her knees on the pebbled walk. She tilted her head back, the queen’s blade inches from her bared throat, and clasped her hands behind her.
“I came here to try and make things right. To find a solution. But if I need to die for the wrongs I’ve committed against you and your family…then take my life. I am begging your forgiveness, Eirwen. If blood is the price for it, then strike swift and deep.”
Eirwen stared down at her in silence, the blade wavering in her trembling hand. Then she sighed. The sword rasped as it slid back into its sheath.
“Get up,” she said, sounding as exhausted as she looked. As Livia rose, she shook her head. “Understand this: you are not forgiven. But your blood won’t heal my family’s wounds. What else do you have to offer?”
“Reparations,” Livia said.
*     *     *
“Of course,” Livia told the conspirators, looking across the feast hall table, “it’s not just the Argalls who are due reparations for injuries done, is it? Each of you has raised your hand against your rightful pope. It’s time we discussed your punishments.”
Byvan rapped his knuckles on the table, eyes bulging, calling out to the Browncloaks. “Any of you—cut her down! Cut her down where she stands and I’ll make you wealthy beyond your dreams. Just kill her!”
“Right,” Livia said, “so we’ll start with you.”
She stalked toward him and put her hands on her hips as she looked the guildmaster up and down. Two of her guards moved to flank her. Another took a furled parchment scroll from under his cloak and passed it to Livia. She looked it over, nodded, and tossed it onto the table.
“Byvan, you’ve just been convicted in absentia by a liturgical court, convened in secret. The charge is blasphemy. While this can be a capital crime, I pled for mercy on your behalf. So the Church has settled on the seizure of your property instead. All of it.”
He stared at the decree, red-faced, his twitching fingers crumbling the parchment at the corners.
“Your estates, your bank coffers, your business interests, your horses.” Livia ticked each item off on her fingers. “Everything. As of this moment, all you own are the clothes on your back. Oh, and it’s been made known to your former friends and colleagues that if they try to lend you aid, they’ll suffer the same punishment. You are penniless, and you are very much alone.”
“You—” he stammered, “you can’t do this to me.”
“You made your fortune on the backs of the poor and the downtrodden. Now, you’re one of them. I find myself wondering if you’ll learn anything from the experience. I do hope you ate well at lunch, signore, as it may be the last meal you have for quite some time.” She nodded to her guards. “Take him. Throw him into the street.”
Byvan was still stammering, protesting, as two Browncloaks dragged him out of the feast hall. The door slammed in their wake.
The other conspirators held their breaths as she surveyed them. Choosing the next target. Her gaze fell upon Cardinal Yates.
“Yates. You fought me from day one. And while you’re as corrupt as the next man, you had a more ideological reason, didn’t you?”
He raised his chin and hardened his eyes. “The teachings are clear. Allowing a woman to take authority in the Church is utter blasphemy. You are living proof of that fact.”
“Yes,” she mused. “You love the Church. So much that as I tried to purify it, to stamp out corruption and waste, you fought me at every turn. Worked to undermine me and ensure my reforms fail, no matter how many people they might help. All so you can ‘prove’ that a woman can’t lead by pointing to disasters you’ve caused. Hypocrite.”
“You’re not the only one with the ear of the people, Livia. My pulpit has a long reach. My congregation adores me. Consider that before you do anything rash.”
“Such pride. Then again, that’s your particular sin, isn’t it? Byvan only had eyes for his money, but you want to be heard. And loved. And respected. You want to be seen as the voice of the Gardener himself.”
“What are you getting at?”
Livia smiled. “You’re not much loved inside the College of Cardinals though, are you? While the public story remains that Cardinal Vaughn went rogue, vanishing in the night, more than a few of your colleagues are convinced you poisoned him to take his seat.”
“That was his doing!” Yates said, pointing at the king. “Him and that bastard Uccello! I had no choice but to go along with it.”
“They remain unconvinced. So it was rather easy, in exchange for promising to roll back a few of my more radical reforms, to earn their assistance. You see, Cardinal, in one hour, a number of bright young men—well-regarded, good families, strong in faith—are going to present themselves before a magistrate. To reveal what you did to them behind closed doors.”
Yates’s mouth gaped. “But that’s not true! I didn’t do anything, I’m innocent!”
“The truth didn’t matter when you were smearing me, did it?” Livia said. “You will be remembered by all of Itresca as a priest who abused his office and tarnished the Church he claimed to love. Remembered, and hated by one and all. Oh, and if you’re caught, you’ll likely be hung. You might want to start running now. Fifty-nine minutes before the city guard goes hunting for you.”
“You—you can’t. Livia, please—”
“Fifty-eight minutes.”
He rose, slowly, clinging to his last scraps of dignity. His bottom lip quivering as he made his exit.
“So,” Livia said. “That’s greed and pride down. Now you, Merrion. You’re a hard one to figure out. What’s your sin?”
“I don’t believe in the concept,” he replied.
“No. Good and evil are notions for lesser men than you, I imagine. You’re in it for the thrill of the game. It’s funny, even without bags of gold or a cardinal’s commission, you’re easily the most dangerous man in this room. You have spies, assassins…resources I can barely begin to trace. It was difficult to decide how to punish you in a way that would stop you from coming back for revenge later.”
Merrion locked eyes with her. “And what did you decide?”
“This,” she said with a nod to Kailani.
Kailani strode up behind him, yanked his head back, and slashed his throat open from ear to ear.
Sister Columba screamed as Merrion collapsed against the table, blood spilling out across the rich, dark wood, pooling around his wine goblet. He twitched, gurgling, feet thumping as they thrashed against the legs of his chair. Then he fell still.
Amadeo looked on, a statue carved from pale marble.
Rhys sat unmoved. He lifted his goblet, sipped his wine, and eyed Livia dourly. “Ran out of irony, did you?”
“The spymaster and manipulator, fallen to the most simple of means,” Livia replied. “Is that not ironic enough for your tastes? No, where I ran out of cleverness—where my heart broke—was with you, Sister Columba.”
Columba shrank in her chair. The blood on the table flowed toward her in slow, long rivulets.
“You were my father’s caretaker, his maidservant, his friend. You’ve served my family since before I was even born. And now, in our hour of greatest need, with enemies all around us, you betrayed me and parroted my brother’s lies.”
“I know what I saw,” Columba said, her voice a soft whisper. “I know what you are.”
Livia lifted her open palms. “I know what you’ve been telling people. That I’m a witch. Well, if I’m a witch, Sister, where is my magic? Have I cast a hex to make my problems go away? Bewitched these conspirators with an enchanted potion? Would have made my life so much easier, wouldn’t it?”
“I…I know what I saw,” she said again, though her voice had begun to waver.
“Despite what you’ve done, despite what you tried to do to me, I can’t bring myself to hurt you, Columba.” Livia shook her head. Her anger fading, voice gentle. “I’ll always be thankful for the years we had together. I’ll always remember the good days. Right now, though? I just want you gone. If you favor my brother’s lies, then go to him. I’m sure you’ll be welcome in his home.”
She nodded to two of the Browncloaks. “Take her—gently—and put her on the next boat to Verinia. I never want to see her again.”
Columba didn’t speak, eyes downcast, as they gripped her shoulders and marched her out of the feast hall.
“And one remains,” Livia said, turning her gaze upon Rhys.
“It’s to be regicide then, is it?”
“No. Destabilizing the Itrescan government, when we’re on the verge of healing this schism in the Church, would be disastrous. The simple fact is I need you in power, to back my authority.”
Rhys gave her a smug smile. “I’m so glad you realize that.”
“Just as I hope you realize that a blade now hangs over your head. I have Browncloaks on your staff, King Jernigan. Cooking your meals. Folding your bed linens. And watching you like hawks. The moment you think about repeating this folly, you’ll pay for it with your life. Oh, and you’re not getting away without your own punishment. Your wife, incidentally, sends her regards.”
He narrowed his eyes. “Say what you’re going to say.”
“Reparations. I’ve already canceled the order of inquisition and ordered the release of the Argall prisoners. You will pay a blood price for the boy who died on my coronation day: his weight in gold. And you will return all of their confiscated lands, plus expand their borders by one acre.”
He swirled the wine in his goblet. “Just…one acre?”
“Yes,” Livia replied. “They’re already calling it ‘The Fool’s Acre,’ and that’s how it’ll be marked on the maps. A visible token of the great King Jernigan’s submission to House Argall. And a permanent reminder of the day he challenged them—and was utterly defeated.”
His lips tightened into a bloodless line. He clenched the wine goblet with white-knuckled fingers.
“That thorn you’re feeling in your side right now,” Livia said, “is your pride. And I believe it will continue to sting for a long, long time. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have work to do. Something tells me there won’t be quite so many obstacles in my way from here on out.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
Days passed and the cold turned bitter as the supplies in Mari and Nessa’s wagon dwindled to crumbs. Low on rations, low on horse feed, and they didn’t have the time or the energy to scavenge for more. They just kept moving, relentless, staying ahead of the Imperial forces and the hunters they knew were somewhere behind them.
The nights, though, were warm. Some nights Nessa continued her lessons between the furs, Mari proving to be an eager and enthusiastic student, and sometimes they’d just embrace and sleep in blissful peace.
Mari didn’t wake up screaming anymore. The nightmares had fled. Or perhaps Nessa had banished them. Either way, the shadow of the witch’s murdered apprentice had finally left them in peace.
“There!” Mari said, pointing as the wagon maneuvered down the snowbound logging road.
Nessa jolted from a doze, her head resting on Mari’s shoulder. “Hmm?”
The stockade wall of Winter’s Reach rose up in the distance, mighty and unbroken, at the end of an open road lined by crucified corpses.
“Still doing that, I see,” Nessa murmured, appreciating the handiwork as they rolled past a rotting body nailed to a crossbeam. A sign hung around the dead man’s neck, scrawled with the word “Thief.”
“Veruca always did like showy punishments.”
“About that,” Nessa said. “Given that you fled the city on a pirate ship captained by a man she expected you to kill, and the last time I was here my teacher brainwashed her…Veruca might not be happy to see either one of us. We should keep a low profile.”
“Good point. I’m not keen on a reunion, anyway. Do you know where the Misery is?”
Nessa nodded. “See those mountains rising up behind the city? There should be a concealed back gate and an old road leading down to the mouth of the mine. We slip in, I’ll secure the Misery, and we’ll meet up with Vassili and Despina. With luck, we can get out of town before the Imperials arrive.”
“Nessa, we have to warn them about the invasion.”
“Why?”
Mari tilted her head. “Because they’re going to kill a lot of innocent people if we don’t.”
“Cattle, Mari.”
“People, Nessa. They have the right to defend themselves. Besides, think about what the Empire did to Belle Terre. To our people. Are you really all right with letting that happen here, too? If nothing else, let’s help Winter’s Reach give the Imperials a black eye.”
Nessa crossed her arms, frowning.
“I suppose you’re right. Fine, we can warn them. But that’s as far as it goes. I want us all out of harm’s way before the siege begins. Once we rendezvous with the others, we’ll use my Cutting Knife to get back home the easy way.”
“And then?”
Nessa sat back on the perch, a tiny smile playing on her lips.
“And then,” she said, “the four of us go on a hunting expedition. Trust me, it’ll be fun.”
As their wagon approached, a watchman in a guard tower shouted down and the tall gate groaned wide, bound and sturdy logs shoving back the piled snow.
“We’re free merchants,” Nessa said quickly, “looking to get in on the lumber trade. That should get us past the guards.”
There wasn’t any need for a cover story, though. Not when a squad of Coffin Boys rushed out, casket shields clattering on their backs, and surrounded the wagon.
“Which one of you is Mari Renault?” one demanded.
Nessa and Mari shared a glance. Mari shrugged and held up a hand. “Me.”
“We need your help,” he said, “right now. Come with us.”
“You need more than that,” Mari replied. “The Imperials are coming. Two companies of infantry, and an assault by water too. They mean to retake the Reach.”
He tugged at his hair, wincing. “Now? This is the worst possible…damn it all! Look, Bear’s gone mad. He’s holding Mayor Barrett hostage in the Hall of Justice, and he’s demanding to talk to you. He said you’d be coming.”
“Can’t you go in and get him?”
He shook his head. “We’ve been trying for days. There’s some kind of hex over the building. Anyone who nears it gets so nauseous they can barely move. One of my men pushed it and puked up his own guts. Bear says he’ll only let you in. You, alone.”
“I’m sure Veruca’s fine,” Mari said. “For the moment, at least. This is more important. You’ve got to warn the city, rally the troops and get them ready for the invasion.”
“They won’t listen to anyone but her. The mayor runs this city with an iron glove, which is fine until she’s not here to give the orders.”
“Ah, the joys of dictatorships,” Nessa muttered. “Mari, I must reclaim the Misery, right now. If the Dire arrives before I have it…”
“I know.” Mari took a deep breath. “Which means I have to go and rescue Veruca alone, so she can get a defense plan underway. Do you…do you think I can beat him?”
“Bear?” Nessa arched an eyebrow. “Mari, you are my knight. I believe in you.”
Then she took Mari by the collar and yanked her close, her voice dropping to a throaty growl.
“And that man has given me great offense. I crave his death. Will you deliver it?”
Mari’s eyes narrowed. She took a slow, deep breath.
“Yes, my liege.”
“Good.” Nessa drew her into a fervent kiss, a few scant seconds of passion in the cold. Then she pulled away. “Never forget who you are or who you serve. Now go, and tear that traitor to pieces. I’ll meet you at the mine when your work is done.”
Mari jumped down from the wagon and twirled her hand in the air, rallying the Coffin Boys at her back.
“Fall in,” Mari snapped, her voice as hard as her eyes. “We’ve got a witch to kill.”
*     *     *
The Hall of Justice loomed silent under a fresh blanket of snow, the wooden longhouse cold and dark. All of the windows shuttered, no angle for a bowman to snipe at the traitorous witch inside. Mari felt the hex as she approached the great front doors. It started as a prickling on her flesh, colder than the frost, then a twisting, knotting sensation in her guts. She took a step back and the sensation receded.
The guardsmen fanned out behind her, keeping a safe distance.
“Bear!” Mari bellowed. “You wanted me? I’m here. Let me in.”
She felt the enchantment fade.
“Don’t try to follow me inside,” she said, glancing over her shoulder at the Coffin Boys.
“Don’t worry,” one said, “we…really weren’t planning on it.”
She took the stairs, boots crunching on hard snow, and pushed open the double doors alone.
Empty stands. An empty throne. And down in the fighting pit, where Mari had battled to save Felix’s life, Bear waited for her. His bone mask hung on his belt by a frayed twist of hemp. He’d wanted her to see his face, she reasoned. His sneering smile and dirty blond stubble, eyes gleeful as if he’d already defeated her.
In the far corner of the pit, wrists and ankles bound with heavy coils of rope, sat Veruca Barrett. The mayor looked up, spotted her, and grinned.
“Well, look who came home! I told you you’d be back. Nice outfit, too. Black leather is definitely your thing. Did you dress up just for me?”
Mari didn’t respond. She leaped down into the pit, squaring off against Bear on the opposite side. Her twin sickles tore free from her belt.
“Stay your hand, Renault,” Bear said. “I formally challenge you to a duel of honor.”
She strode toward him, eyes fixed dead ahead, her grip tightening.
“You will not,” Bear said, “of course, refuse the terms and risk sullying your good name. Now then, I’ll allow you the choice of weapons—”
She kept coming.
“—which, by right, allows me to pick the ground where we—”
He was still talking when she whipped her arms up, crossed them at the elbows, and scythed her blades down in one swift, lethal X.
Bear’s severed head thumped to the arena floor, rolling to a stop at Veruca’s feet. His body, blood spewing from the stump of his neck and spattering Mari’s face and hair like a baptism, slumped to its knees before falling flat at her feet.
“No duel,” Mari said. “You didn’t deserve one.”
“How about me?” asked a voice at her back.
Shadows boiled in the far corner of the arena pit. And out of the darkness walked Viper, flashing an open smile, running her tongue over her sharp, chiseled teeth. Her robes billowed through the air, fluttering to the ground at her feet, and she plucked two needle-thin daggers from the sleeves of her hunting leathers.
“Do I get a duel? I promise, I’ll play by all the rules. Just like I did when I paid a visit to Bull on my way here. Tell Nessa she’s one follower down. Oh, wait. I’ll have to tell her myself. Because you’ll be dead, too.”
Mari flicked her wrists. Blood flew from the edges of her sickles, ruby droplets flying in a glittering arc to stain the wood between them.
Then she squared her footing and prepared for battle.
*     *     *
Cold wind whistled through the abandoned mine. Tunnels sprawled like some ancient beast’s hollowed-out bones, rough and dark. Nessa knew where to go, though. Memories from her childhood spurred her footsteps. Left, then down, then down again, to the steel door at the end. Corroded now, taken by rust and winter, and the lock broke under one sharp tug. The door screamed on its hinges as she pulled it wide, and a fetid smell—like a corpse pile rotting in summer heat—washed out from the darkness.
It’s such a tiny thing, she thought as she beheld the Misery.
The black stone glittered like fool’s gold, resting on the floor at the heart of a great ritual circle. Runes and sigils chalked in white, faded ghostly over the years, but she could still feel their rumbling power as her shoes trod upon them.
“Well,” Muskrat said, standing at her side, “there it is.”
“You’re certain this will work?”
“Do you want me to lie?”
Nessa glared at her.
“It should work,” Muskrat said. “If we combine our energies, and I take the brunt of the Misery’s poison, you’ll be able to carry it and harness its power…briefly, at least. For as long as my spirit holds out.”
“Mother.” Nessa paused, a hitch in her voice. “You’ll be destroyed.”
“Is that a note of sentiment I detect?”
Nessa stared down at the stone, silent.
“Well, don’t get soft on me now,” Muskrat added. “And don’t say ‘I love you,’ because I’m not going to say it back, and then you’ll feel very foolish indeed.”
Nessa looked her way. “Can I say…I’ll miss you?”
Muskrat nodded. Then she sighed.
“I suspect, my dear, that I’ll be back one way or another. And so, say my visions, will you. Though you won’t remember it.”
“Visions and riddles again.”
“That girl. You made a good choice with her. I just wish I could have given you both a happy ending.”
“Don’t worry,” Nessa said. “We’ll make our own.”
Muskrat’s eyes flicked upward. “Gertie’s coming. I can feel her. Give that old monster my regards. So, it’s now or never. Are you ready?”
“No.” A tiny smile quirked at the corner of Nessa’s mouth. “Let’s do it anyway.”
She took her mother’s hand. And then she reached for the stone.



CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
By night, standing on the deck of the Iona’s Sunset, Felix could almost imagine his city was at peace. There were no hunters, no one seeking his head for a prize or sizing him up for a hangman’s noose, just the gentle lap of the water against the barque’s hull and the far-off tolling of ships’ bells in the dark.
“I have to go out,” he told Anakoni. “Meeting with a friend who might be able to help us.”
“I can come. Or I can send some of our men to watch your back.”
Felix shook his head and smiled. “Trust me, this is the safest thing I’ve had to do in days. I’ll be back in a couple of hours and we can plan our strategy for tomorrow.”
Ghosting through the city streets, he almost had to laugh at his destination. The Guildsman’s Seat was a lodging house catering to Mirenze’s aristocracy, and it rented rooms by the hour. Half the regulars were there to share information, and the other half were there to share their bodies—not, as a rule, with their spouses. There was an unspoken agreement that all patrons went collectively deaf and blind when roaming the jasmine-scented corridors, and masks—even outside the season of Saint Lucien’s Night—were not an uncommon sight.
He’d come here to meet with Aita, back before her father’s murder. Back when he believed he was her partner, not her puppet. Now, he had a new conspiracy and a new set of allies. He made his way to room twelve, rapped on the cherrywood door, and waited.
The door opened a crack, and Sofia Marchetti peered out. She waved him inside quickly and locked the door at his back.
“I’m glad you’re alive,” she said, leading the way to a table and chairs, sculpted in flowing Benegali style. Sandalwood curves and delicate grace.
“As am I,” he replied, pulling back his hood and taking a seat. “Aita’s taken note of the thorn in her side. Instead of pursuing me directly, she targeted an innocent man and had him beaten half to death in the street. I can’t go after her operations again, not at that price.”
Sofia sighed. “And I’ve heard about the bounty on your head. At least we can’t say she’s not taking you seriously anymore.”
“How about you? Any luck prying into your son’s plans?”
“Lodovico has been receiving…unsavory guests at all hours,” she said, “and I don’t just mean Aita.”
“Let me guess. Murgardt. Soldier types, but no uniforms.”
“That’s right.”
Felix nodded. “Some kind of mercenaries, I think. They’re the ones bolstering Aita’s ranks. Be very careful, signora. They’re not shy about hurting people.”
“Then there’s”—Sofia glanced over her shoulder, casting a nervous look at the curtained window—“the women.”
“Women?”
“Robes and veils and gloves, not worn in modesty or mourning, I don’t think. Their…fingers, Felix. Their fingers are too long for their bodies.”
“Where did you see them?”
She lowered her voice to a whisper. “In my home. Coming out of Lodovico’s office once. And one night, emerging from his bedroom door. I asked him who they were. He said ‘consultants’ and refused to discuss it further.”
She fell silent, the faintest tremor in her shoulders.
“The more avenues of attack Aita bars to me,” Felix mused, “the more I realize there’s only one way to get at her. A direct strike. Tomorrow is Saint Lucien’s. Do you think—”
“No.” Sofia said. “I dined with the governor last night. Once I told him I’d be wearing my family emeralds to the ball, he fell all over himself telling me about the security measures they’re undertaking. There’s no way for you to get in. It would be suicide.”
He leaned back in his chair. “Tell me anyway.”
“Guards at the front gate, checking invitations. And the invitations are personalized this year. I can’t just give you mine, unless you’ve recently become a master of disguise. More than that, all guests must unmask as they enter. They’ll be looking for you, Felix. Trust me. Aita expected you might think of this, and she’s expressed her fears to the governor.”
Felix frowned, furrowing his brow. “And inside?”
“A second invitation check at the front door. More security inside, and not just in uniform. Some of the waiters at the ball will be the Mirenze watch in disguise, sniffing for intruders and hiding concealed weapons under their aprons. Their job is to keep the party under guard at all times and constantly move about. No way to slip past them, not for long.”
“Damn,” Felix said. “The one night of the year I can don a mask and move freely through the city, and Aita and Lodovico will be in the only place I can’t get at them.”
Sofia shook her head. “We’ll find another way. Don’t be reckless, Felix. You’re my only ally in this fight. I can’t lose you.”
*     *     *
Walking back through the misty streets and feeling the chill seep damp fingers through his woolen cloak, Felix didn’t hear the bells at first. His thoughts were a maze. No, a hallway lined with doors, each one a way to stop Aita and Lodovico, and every rattling doorknob locked tight. He had a dozen ideas and a dozen answers as to why each one would end in failure or worse.
Then he did hear the bells, ringing out loud and urgent up ahead, and the pounding of panicked feet. He ran, too, rounding a bend by the harbor lane and squinting at sudden bright light.
The Iona’s Sunset was burning.
Townsfolk, constables, and half the drunks at the Hen and Caber had poured out onto the street, watching the roaring flames devour the sinking barque. Timbers snapped as its mainmast collapsed, canvas sails billowing down to feed the raging fire. Even from a block away, Felix could feel the heat washing over his face. And smell the burnt-pork stench of roasting human flesh.
Maybe they got away, maybe at least Anakoni— he told himself, thoughts racing, grasping at fragile hope. But then his thoughts fell silent, shoulders slumped as he accepted the inevitable truth. Staring at the funeral pyre as it sank, inch by tortured inch, into the icy black waters of the harbor.
Anakoni was dead. He’d stumbled back into Felix’s life, extended the hand of friendship, dared so much…and this was his repayment. Just like all the others in Felix’s life. His father. His brother and her wife. His household staff, people who had practically raised him from childhood.
And now Anakoni and his crew. More lives stolen by his enemies. Murdered for the crime of being Felix Rossini’s friend.
The darkness swirled inside him. Eager and hungry and painting his vision as red as the crackling flames.
Running footsteps. Searchers in the streets. He turned as a lean Murgardt in patchy leathers looked his way and shouted, “It’s Rossini! He’s over here!”
The Murgardt drew a long-bladed knife from his belt and charged. Felix didn’t run. He spread his open hands, an invitation to the dance, and bared his teeth.
Then he lashed out, slamming the flat of his hand against the Murgardt’s throat hard enough to knock him to the cobblestones. Felix dropped down, driving his knee into the man’s wheezing stomach with all his weight, and grabbed his knife wrist. He twisted until he heard bones crack. The knife fell free and he swept it up as bootfalls pounded to his left, a second mercenary running up on him from the side.
Felix launched to his feet, swinging the knife up in a brutal arc, and drove it hilt-deep between the Murgardt’s legs.
He yanked it free, blood spilling to the cobblestones, and silenced the man’s shrill shriek by punching the blade through his throat. As his body dropped, Felix heard more footfalls in the dark. More hunters coming.
He whirled, leaving the wounded and the dead at his back, and fled into the shadows.
*     *     *
Leggieri woke from fitful dreams. The Artist of Mirenze lived alone, a lifelong bachelor by choice, and was accustomed to solitude.
Seeing the shadow at the foot of his bed, then, was most unexpected.
“Signore,” Felix said softly, “I fear I require a bit more of your assistance.”
Leggieri led the way across the silent gardens and through the locked trapdoor, only kindling the lamp in his hand once they’d reached the steps to his private workroom. The soft orange light washed over the tools of his secret trade, his strange arsenal.
“They’ll kill you,” he said to Felix. “You must know this. Tomorrow night the governor’s manse will be the most secure place in all of Mirenze.”
“I know the governor’s guards will be well armed,” Felix said. He lifted his chin as he took in the wall of knives. “Just as I know his guests will not be. My wife and my rival have laid their last blow upon me. Torn out the last chunk of my beating heart. Once I’m inside the ball, their lives will be mine for the taking.”
“Surely there’s another way—”
Felix spun to face him, enraged.
“There is no other way,” he shouted. “Everyone who crosses my path, everyone who extends their hand, pays for their kindness with their lives. My allies are dead. My reputation destroyed. My resources, my home, my family business, gone. I have nothing left. Nothing but Renata. And so long as Aita and Lodovico draw breath, she will never be safe. I’m nothing now, Leggieri, nothing but a cornered rat.”
He leaned close, looming over the artist with fire in his eyes. His voice dropped to a graveyard whisper.
“But a cornered rat can still bite.”
Leggieri took a halting step back. A beadlet of sweat glistened above one bushy eyebrow.
“So be it,” he said. “If you are determined to meet your death, at least I can ensure you don’t meet it alone. Let’s get you properly armed.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE
Viper pushed her shoulders back and sucked a deep breath through her jagged, chiseled teeth.
“Can you feel that, Mari? The air is different here. They say Winter’s Reach is cursed, that it changes everyone it touches for the worse. You and I both know the reason, though.”
“The Misery,” Mari said flatly, standing her ground at the opposite end of the fighting pit.
“Leaking. All these years, spreading its tendrils out, brushing hearts and minds. It doesn’t turn you into anything, though. It just…brings out the darkness that was already hiding deep down inside. What did it bring out of you, I wonder?”
Mari beckoned with the bloody tip of a sickle.
“Come and find out.”
Viper charged, then jumped. Flipping head over feet, launching herself from a handstand, she tumbled across the arena floor with blinding speed. Mari barely had time to react before Viper landed on her hands, twirled, and drove a brtual kick into Mari’s stomach that sent her staggering. Viper somersaulted, landing on her feet in a low crouch, and spun into another kick that swept Mari’s leg out from under her. She fell to the bloody floorboards, thumping hard on her back.
Mari rolled to her left just as two daggers went flying, chunking into the wood. She scrambled to her feet. Viper drew two more knives from her sleeves and lunged. Mari caught her steel in the curves of her sickle blades, twisted her wrists, broke Viper’s grip, and sent the knives scattering. Before Viper could recover, Mari slammed her forehead down into her nose, feeling cartilage crack against her skull.
Viper darted back, flashing a lunatic grin, and wiped a drizzle of blood from her upper lip. Bright scarlet smeared across one cheek like war paint.
“Well, look at that. You’re actually going to make me break a sweat. Playtime’s over. Let’s really fight.”
She crossed her arms, whipping another pair of daggers from her sleeves and moving in for the kill. Mari raised her sickles, preparing herself, and then—Viper wasn’t there anymore. The witch jumped to the right and vanished, her form boiling away like a heat mirage. Mari felt a tug in the air, a sudden draft, as if it were rushing in to fill the void in Viper’s absence.
Mari blinked. Turned around, searching the arena floor.
“Renault,” Veruca shouted, “behind you!”
She spun just in time to see Viper cartwheeling toward her. Her boot slammed into Mari’s chin, clouding her vision in an explosion of pain. Then Viper flipped back onto her feet and lashed out with a blade. The knife slashed across Mari’s arm, tearing linen and flesh. Mari winced, the cut biting like a hot brand against her skin, and before she could recover, Viper side-stepped into a patch of rippling shadow.
Mari gritted her teeth. Clutched her weapons tight as sweat trickled down from her brow and burned her eyes. Her blood spattered onto the arena floor.
The next thing she felt was searing agony as Viper plunged a needle-thin blade through the back of her brigantine vest and into her shoulder blade. She turned, quick, and sliced empty air where the witch had stood just a heartbeat ago.
Mari dropped one sickle and reached back, yanking the dagger free and letting it tumble from her trembling fingers. Viper’s soft laughter echoed through the air, spilling from every shadow.
“Coward,” Mari grunted. “Come out and face me.”
“As you wish,” said the voice at her back as a rustling pop of air washed over her. Mari spun to see a whirling boot, Viper launching into a high spinning kick that crashed against the side of her skull. Mari hit the floor on her belly, groaning, the room twirling around her in a stomach-churning spin.
Viper strolled around her, giggling as she shook her head.
“Coven knight,” she said. “Really. As if you could ever be good enough.”
Mari pushed herself up on her forearms. Viper ran in, laughing as she drove her boot into her belly. Mari’s body clenched into a fetal ball, wheezing for breath.
“Stay down,” Viper said. “Haven’t decided how I want to finish you off yet.”
Veruca shouted from the corner. “Renault, get up. You can beat her!”
“Shut it, cattle.” Viper glared. “See, Mari, this is the problem. Let one of the cattle put on airs, and they all think they can start talking back to their betters. I can’t believe you thought our coven would want the likes of you. As if anyone would ever want you.”
Her breath gone, her strength gone, her stomach twisted and her head aching so badly she could barely see, Mari was back in Belle Terre. Down in the mud and beaten by the knights she had thought were her heroes.
“Nobody wants you, and nobody ever will,” the knight had told her. Crushing her dream under his plated boot.
“But Nessa wants me,” Mari whispered to herself.
And smiled. Her shoulder was a wreck, her body near broken, her face and arm cut and bleeding…but she smiled.
“What was that?” Viper frowned. “You have something to say, cattle?”
Mari pushed herself up on shaky arms, fighting past the exhaustion and the pain as she rose to her feet. Her sickle firm in her grip.
“Yes,” she replied. “What I said was, give up now. You’re outnumbered.”
Viper blinked at her. “How hard did I kick you in the head? The mayor’s a little too tied up to help you right now. You’re all alone, Mari. You’re just a beaten-down little nothing who tried to rise above her station and failed. Miserably.”
“No,” Mari said. Her free hand reached up and touched the brooch at her opposite shoulder, tracing the contours of the stylized owl engraving. “On this day, you face a knight. I don’t fight for myself. I fight for my liege, and she is always with me.”
A feral gleam shone in Mari’s eyes as she raised her weapon.
“This battle is two against one.”
Then she charged, faster than Viper was ready for, faster than she should have been able to move. She feinted with the sickle, ducked low, and drove a balled-up fist into Viper’s gut. She forced her backward, step by halting step, swinging the sickle in a fury as Viper struggled to parry her blows. All the while, her mind locked in the calculus of war. Angles. Speeds. Technique. Learning from Viper’s moves and anticipating her next attack.
She drove a knuckle punch into Viper’s throat, sending her reeling and thumping to the floor. The witch growled, scampering out of the way as Mari swooped in for the kill, and vanished into the shadows again.
Mari closed her eyes. Listening. Feeling the blood trickling down her cheek and arm and shoulder blade, the sting of her wounds, the sheen of sweat on her skin and the ache in her muscles.
Feeling for movement in the air.
“Delusional bitch,” Viper’s voice seethed from the shadows. “Fine, I don’t have time to play with you anyway. And once you’re dead, my next stop is your precious ‘liege.’ Think I’ll mount both your heads over my hearth. This battle is over, Mari, so—”
Mari spun on her heel and swung.
The tip of her sickle tore through Viper’s jaw, hooking up through the roof of her mouth and driving three inches of cold steel into her brain.
Viper shuddered, eyes wide with shock. Blood poured down Mari’s hand in a guttering torrent and spattered onto her boots.
“Goodbye,” Mari said and wrenched the blade free.
Viper collapsed to the arena floor, eyes glassy and dead.
Mari wasted no time. She scooped up her fallen sickle, strode to the corner, and parted Veruca’s bonds with two quick slices. She hooked her blades back onto her belt and hauled Veruca to her feet.
“Are you all right?”
Veruca rubbed at her red, chafed wrists, but she flashed a wild grin.
“Am I all right? That was better than sex. Well, not really, but close. Did you come all this way just to rescue me?”
“No,” Mari said, “and you need to rally your people, now. The Imperials are coming.”
The grin vanished. Veruca fell into step alongside her as they climbed out of the pit and headed for the doors, all business now.
“Knew they’d try again eventually. Numbers?”
“Maybe a thousand men. Infantry and archers. Coming by water, too. They plan to siege the walls and hit the harbor at the same time.”
“Follow me. I want you at my side the entire time.”
“Can’t.” Mari shook her head. “My liege is in danger. More witches are coming, her old coven.”
Veruca paused at the threshold, her hand on the door.
“My dream. Bear. The Misery. That’s what you’re here for, isn’t it? That thing in the mine.”
“That’s what everyone is here for. Veruca, you know me. You know I don’t lie. There are only three outcomes here: The Imperials take it, and destroy this city to punish your rebellion. My liege’s old coven takes it, and probably destroys this city just for fun. Or you let us have it. And we leave in peace.”
Veruca’s lip twisted as she thought it over.
“Plus,” Mari said, “assuming we all live to see tomorrow, you get an alum mine.”
Veruca pushed the door wide and led the way, out into the snow.
“Don’t you dare leave without seeing me,” Veruca said. “I want to meet this ‘liege’ of yours.”
The line of Coffin Boys outside, keeping a respectful distance from the steps, rushed up as they emerged.
“Mayor,” one said, breathless, “we have trouble.”
“Tell me about it. Imperials been sighted yet?”
“No.” He gestured back over his shoulder. “The guards at the gate are dead. Eviscerated. Someone—something—tore them apart.”
Veruca glanced sidelong at Mari. “Friends of yours?”
“I know where they’re going. You worry about the Imperials. Leave the rest to me.”
Mari glanced over her shoulder, then rushed back inside the longhouse. She needed something.
*     *     *
Beyond a gate none of the locals could perceive, their eyes merely drifting over it. Down a rocky defile, barren even for the Reach, steep and treacherous. There, at a wall of rock, loomed a jagged gash in the mountain. A tunnel of yawning darkness reinforced with iron-banded timbers.
“I’m not going in there,” growled the man in the wolf mask. “Are you crazy?”
Toad stuck his tongue out through the slit in his mask. “Coward. We should start calling you pup or whelp.”
“No, he’s right,” said an austere woman, looking out from behind the bone wings of a butterfly. “She controls the ground in there. If she somehow survives touching the Misery, we can confront her right here in the open when she emerges.”
There were six of them. Masked, buried in furs, some bristling with blades and others making the air around them crackle with static electricity as they argued and shook fists at one another. Each trying to egg somebody else, anybody else, to go into the mine and take a look.
“We need to stop her before she tries,” insisted Zebra. She folded her arms across her chest, the striped pelt on her shoulders rippling in a gust of freezing wind. “If she somehow manages to harness the Misery, we’re all doomed.”
“You’re doomed anyway,” said Mari, striding down to face them.
The witches spun, torn from their argument, and Mari swung her arms.
Her prizes from the Hall of Justice, Bear’s and Viper’s severed heads, thumped against the stony ground.
“My name is Mari Renault, servant of the Owl. I have killed two witches today, and my blades are still thirsty.”
She whipped her sickles free from her belt, the steel caked with dried blood. Like the blood spattering her face and wild hair, and the blood splashed across her armor and boots. A specter of violent death, a dark knight standing in the drifting snow. She raised one of her sickles, beckoning.
“Shall we?”



CHAPTER FORTY
The six witches spread out. Masks tilting from one another to Mari to the severed heads at their feet. One stepped forward.
“There are six of us, little one,” Wolf growled. “You can’t defeat us all.”
“I don’t have to,” Mari replied. “I just have to keep you occupied until my liege emerges with the Misery.”
She hoped she could. Under her bluster, she was a mass of aches and pulled muscles, ears still ringing and stomach lurching from her battle with Viper. Her wounded shoulder burned, and every swing of her left arm was a jolt of raw agony.
Still, she had to try.
Hurry, Nessa, she thought as Wolf took another shambling step toward her. He smelled like raw meat and dirt.
“The Owl is probably already dead in there,” he snapped.
“And if she is,” Mari replied, “I will die with my service fulfilled. I’m not afraid to die. Are you?”
“I smell the blood on you, meat. Your blood. You’re hiding it, but I know you’re wounded. Take on six of us? What do you think your odds are against me alone?”
The air sizzled, the sound of grease in an iron skillet, and a bolt of shadow streaked through the air. It drilled through Wolf’s temple and blasted out the back of his skull, sending him crashing to the ground in a spray of powdered bone. Gray ooze bubbled from the hole in his skull, like spoiled cottage cheese.
“I think—” Vassili said.
“—that her odds are excellent,” Despina said.
Mari looked back over her shoulder. The two witches stood higher up in the defile, arm in arm. Black smoke hissed from the tip of Vassili’s finger.
“Sister,” Despina said to Mari, “we are vexed with you.”
“Indeed,” Vassili added, though they were both smiling. “Starting the slaughter without us? Rude.”
Mari let out a sigh of relief. She turned, gritting her teeth against a fresh burst of pain in her shoulder, and offered them a formal bow at the waist.
“I can only ask your forgiveness,” she said.
Despina shook her head at Vassili. “I just can’t stay mad at her.”
Their arms parted as they fixed their gazes upon the surviving five.
Thunder pealed, loud as a storm cloud hovering two feet above Mari’s head, a sound that nearly knocked her flat. Hornets of living shadow rippled through the air in all directions, echoed by screams and shimmers of black lightning. She steeled herself and strode into the fray, sickles slashing, cutting robes and tearing flesh while Vassili draped her in crackling electric wards and Despina unleashed her fury on the rest.
In the thick of the fight, as they cut down the last of their old coven mates, no one noticed the wagon rumbling down from the city heights and drawing up to a stop just outside the mouth of the mine. Not until a wave of power washed over them with the force of a monsoon.
Mari dropped to her knees on the frosty rock, stomach heaving. Vassili and Despina crumpled at her sides. It was poison—a psychic poison, a toxin brewed from malice and spite. She barely had the strength to turn her head and see what was coming for them.
The wagon flap slithered aside, and the Dire emerged.
The ancient, lipless thing that floated before them, yellow-nailed toes dangling an inch above the snowy ground, extended arms far too long for her desiccated body. Her gangrenous flesh was mottled green-gray, stretched so tight across her birdlike bones Mari could see the organs pulsing underneath.
Her black, bottomless eyes locked upon Mari’s, and Mari collapsed to her belly. Pinned like a bug as she choked on her own bile.
Fox hopped down from the wagon’s perch, Hedy in tow, both untouched by the Dire’s power.
“Well, well,” Fox said. “Worm, Shrike, and…look at this. The Owl’s ‘knight.’ Three people I’ve very much been wanting to kill. Dire Mother, may I have the honor?”
The Dire’s skeletal mouth opened a crack. Something fat and orange, bristling with a thousand legs, squirmed behind her yellowed teeth.
“Slay them,” she whispered, the words reverberating inside Mari’s mind.
Fox drew a dagger, sleek and elegant, and stood over Mari’s prone body.
“Master,” Hedy said softly, “shouldn’t we—”
Fox gritted his teeth. “For the last time, you worthless brat, shut up. Speak only when spoken to.”
He crouched down on one knee and grabbed a fistful of Mari’s hair, yanking her head back and baring her throat. Dazed, overwhelmed by the Dire’s magic, her head lolled in his grip.
“Your mistress is already dead and rotting in that mine,” he murmured in her ear, savoring the moment. “Time for you to join her.”
Then came the voice.
“There was a wise Owl, who lived in an oak.”
The voice emanated from everywhere and nowhere. Burbling up from the stone beneath them and carried on a gust of frosty wind.
Fox froze.
“The more she heard, the less she spoke.”
“N-Nessa?” Fox kept his grip on Mari’s hair as he looked around him. The Dire wavered, her skeleton face pinched in odd confusion.
“The less she spoke, the more she heard.”
“I—I have your people, Nessa. I’ll kill them! Show yourself!”
Nessa strode from the mouth of the mine, head high, an amused smile on her lips.
Upon her left hand, she wore Muskrat’s skull like a gauntlet.
And underneath, visible through the skull’s eye sockets, the Misery glittered in her palm. Her gaze fell upon Fox.
“Why couldn’t you have been like that wise bird?” She turned toward the Dire. “Hello, Gertie. Time to die. By the way, my mother always hated you.”
Desperate, panicked, Fox hauled back on Mari’s hair and swung the knife around, intent on slitting her throat. Then Hedy landed on his shoulders, ninety pounds of sudden animal fury clinging to him, one hand clawing at his eyes while the other grappled his wrist, his hand losing its grip on the blade.
“Hedy,” he spat, “what do you think you’re—”
She let go, just for a second. Then the garrote slipped over his head and yanked taut around his neck.
“What I should have done,” the girl said, “a long, long time ago.”
Before the Dire could react, Nessa raised her hand high and unleashed the Misery.
A tsunami of violet light roared from the skull’s eye sockets. It blasted the Dire, consuming her in a ceaseless torrent of concentrated hatred and suffering and fear. In the light, Mari saw the Dire tremble—and then burn.
Her skull burst into flames, a living jack-o’-lantern, as the Dire let out an unholy screech. Her clawed hands convulsed at her sides, her legs kicking, flailing in the air, as the fire spread and turned midnight black.
Fox thrashed on his knees, trying to throw Hedy, struggling to get his fingers around the wire that chewed into his neck. The razor-sharp coil sliced tender flesh, spilling blood, as Hedy pulled on the garrote’s handles with every ounce of strength she had.
“The master of assassins,” Hedy hissed in his ear, “slain by a tiny…quiet…harmless…mouse.”
The light from the Misery died.
The Dire’s corpse plummeted to the snow, smoking and charred black. Tiny flames still rippled along her body, consuming torn muscle and shattered bone.
Fox fell a heartbeat after her, the razor wire buried halfway into his throat. Hedy knelt atop his body, panting for breath, and did the only thing she could.
She laughed.
Mari, Vassili, and Despina lay prone, still flattened by the aftermath of the Dire’s attack. One by one they stirred, groaning, struggling to sit. Hedy looked over to the mouth of the mine.
Nessa was down.
Hedy jumped up and raced over, stumbling in the snow. The others weren’t far behind. Mari shouted Nessa’s name, collapsing to her knees at the woman’s side. Nessa lay slumped against the cold gray stone, surrounded by fragments of skull and broken shards of the Misery.
“Please be all right,” Mari stammered, clutching her shoulder. “Please, please be all right—”
Nessa stirred. She tilted her head against the rock, squinting as she stared down at her left hand.
The Misery had left it a ruin. Her hand was a withered husk, fish-belly white and emaciated as the Dire’s, oozing blood in spots where the taut flesh had torn. She let out a pained wheeze, trying to move it, fingers trembling as they slowly curled.
“Hurts,” Nessa said, taking a deep breath. “But I’ll live. No strength. Not able to cut us a door out of here just yet. Worm? Shrike?”
Vassili and Despina leaned against each other, both of them pale and shaking. Despina shook her head.
“Just need a little rest first,” she said. “Still…feel her, in our bones.”
“We have to get out of the cold.” Nessa glanced at Mari. “Bear?”
“Dead.” She pointed at the other severed head, abandoned between bloody and spell-charred corpses in the snow. “Got Viper, too.”
Nessa gave her a tiny smile. Proud. Mari helped her to her feet.
The five of them hobbled forward, leaning on one another, holding close. Nessa paused. She glanced down at Fox’s corpse and the look of surprise on his pallid face.
“Your work, Hedy?”
Hedy nodded, her lips pursed.
“Looks like you’re going to need a new teacher,” Nessa said.
Hedy looked up at her, eyes bright with hope.
“I won’t go easy on you,” Nessa warned.
“I don’t want you to,” Hedy said. “I just want to learn.”
“We’re all cold and exhausted,” Nessa said, “but this needs to be done and needs doing now. It’s an honor overdue. Hedy, kneel down.”
Hedy sank to her knees in the snow. Nessa reached out with her good hand and took her by the wrist. She washed Hedy’s fingers and palm in the blood from Fox’s ravaged throat and held her hand high.
“Blood for blood,” Nessa said. “Mark this day, and mark this hand. The Mouse has killed for our coven. She has killed for you.”
Despina laid her hand on Hedy’s shoulder.
“I am Shrike, and I declare this woman my niece by blood. Anyone who denies this truth will earn my wrath.”
As Hedy’s smile grew, her breath quickened. Vassili took her other shoulder.
“I am Worm, and I declare the same.”
Their eyes fell upon Mari, expectant. She wasn’t sure why. Blinking, she looked to Nessa.
“Mari,” Nessa said softly, “you’re a part of this family, too.”
Then she understood. Her eyes locked with Hedy’s, both of them smiling as she rested her fingertips upon the girl’s brow.
“I am Mari,” she said, “and I declare the same.”
“Then we are united.” Nessa glanced up the rocky defile to the waiting city above. “Let’s find a warm fire and linens for our wounds. As soon as we’re rested up enough to cut a door, we’re leaving. Our real work has only just begun.”



CHAPTER FORTY-ONE
General Baum sat at his desk in stony silence. Dispatches from Belle Terre on his left. Dispatches from the crusade on his right.
And in the middle, the prize captured from a sortie against the rebel tide, delivered by fast courier.
The Terrai were waging a lightning war, guided by a keen military mind. The who was no mystery: Judicael Leclerc had been a terror during the war when he led the Autumn Lance. No question he was running the entire show now, after the Terrai king and his entire bloodline had been drawn and quartered. The rapid advance, the precise knowledge of Imperial weak points, the charisma that drew more and more rebels to his banner by the hour—this revolution had Leclerc’s fingerprints all over it.
The one mystery, the only thing Baum couldn’t understand, was how the uprising had begun in the first place. At this point the rebels had no shortage of weapons and armor; they’d sacked enough Imperial garrisons and forts to equip themselves with the same gear Baum’s soldiers used. The spark that ignited the fire, though—the weapons they’d used to capture Fort Blackwood, when the Empire had done everything possible to disarm the Terrai of anything more dangerous than a soup ladle—that was the mystery.
A recent skirmish had actually turned the Imperials’ way, and per his standing order, the victorious squad had rushed the dead men and their kit back to the capital for inspection.
The prize on General Baum’s desk was the business end of a spear, snapped off in the heat of battle. The head was flawless, gleaming and sharp, baptized in Imperial blood. What caught Baum’s eye, though, was the broken haft just below it. And the tiny triangular mark seared into the wood.
The seal of a master Mirenzei blacksmith.
“Still haven’t received weapons shipment,” read the dispatch on the right side of his desk, sent by a commander halfway to the Caliphate. “Peasant levies worse than useless. Morale floundering. Please advise.”
“Lodovico Marchetti,” Baum whispered. “You treasonous bastard.”
The pope’s banker had armed the Terrai with the crusade’s weapons. Simultaneously sparking war in the west while destroying the emperor’s dreams of conquest in the east. Spurring a rebellion while half the Empire’s armies were scattered from the homeland to Carcanna on a doomed mission.
A knock sounded at the door. Baum looked up from the spearhead.
“Enter.”
A footman opened the door, standing aside for his green-robed guest.
“General Baum,” Marcello said with a smile. “Cardinal Accorsi. Pleasure to make your acquaintance. I think we have a lot to talk about.”
*     *     *
The outer promenade of Rhothmere Keep was a sweeping balcony wide enough to walk a pair of elephants side by side. Polished pink granite floors, cut with scalloping grooves, led to a raised and rounded banister. The walk overlooked a sharp embankment, the tangled streets of the capital city far below in the mist, and distant green mountains whose peaks stood drenched in white, ragged clouds.
Baum’s broad shoulders shivered against the chill. The morning cold didn’t seem to bother the cardinal, though.
“It’s true,” Marcello said. “Lodovico was behind the push to put Carlo on the throne in the first place. I don’t think Carlo knows anything about his true intentions. He’s just a useful puppet.”
“We were all useful puppets,” Baum grumbled. “Worst part? Even this won’t deter that madman. Theodosius only sees what he wants to see. And all he wants to see is his name above his father’s in the history books.”
“It seems you have two problems, then. The emperor’s reluctance to see reason, and Carlo’s support of his crusade.”
Baum walked to the edge of the promenade. He pressed his hands against the dewdrop-spattered railing, leaning forward and looking down over the city.
“One’s fixable. It chafes me, but if I can convince the emperor’s council to support Livia Serafini’s bid for the papacy, I’m sure she can be convinced to invalidate the crusade and send the peasant levies home. We’ll pay out the nose—in treasure and pride—but that’s one disaster down.”
“What if I had a better way? One that ends both threats, brings your boys home in time to deal with your little rebellion problem in the west, and saves you from having to bend your knee to Itresca?”
Baum turned to face him. His eyes narrowed.
“I’m listening.”
Marcello took a step closer. Glancing left and right, making sure they were alone on the granite walk.
“And if I told you that this solution would not be for the weak of heart or backbone? That it might require certain steps that a feebler man might find…a challenge to his conscience?”
“Cardinal, as we speak, my men in Belle Terre are dying. They’re dying because I can’t send reinforcements, because my armies are tied up in a crusade dreamed up by a lunatic and spurred on by a mad banker and his puppet pope. I will do whatever it takes to save my troops and save this empire.”
“And what if,” Marcello said, his voice whisper soft, “it meant a tiny act of treason?”
Baum loomed over him, his face carved from stone.
“Understand this, Cardinal, and understand it well: I am a patriot. That means I owe my loyalty to the armies I swore to lead and the citizens I swore to protect. I am loyal to the crown and what it means. Not to the fool wearing it.”
“Come take a ride in my coach,” Marcello said, his smile growing. “There’s something I’d like you to see. I think we’re going to be good friends, you and I.”
*     *     *
Later that afternoon, under a waning sun, an Imperial convoy rattled through the city streets. Coaches in the emperor’s livery, pulled by chargers and flanked by carts laden with soldiers.
“I don’t understand what this is all about,” Minister Wruck complained. “Why couldn’t we just discuss your news in the council chamber? Where it’s warm?”
The members of the emperor’s council followed Baum—and the silent Cardinal Accorsi—to the loading door of a warehouse on the desperate side of town. Baum’s soldiers pressed in from behind, looming sentinels.
“Because,” Baum said, “this is something that needs to be seen firsthand.”
He hauled on the loading door, its wooden slats clanking and ratcheting upward.
And beyond, the treasures of the heathen east. Gold and incense and woven tapestries, piled high and gleaming.
“What…” Minister Zellweger said, leading the pack as they slowly stepped inside and peered about. “What is this?”
Baum spread his hands. “This, gentlemen, is a warehouse owned by our beloved emperor. You see, once the trade routes to the east were cut off by war, he still wanted access to his imported pleasures.”
Wruck snorted. “Disgusting. But…not surprising. He was always waiting for the Caliphate to attack. Anticipating it. I think he prayed for it, to be honest. Anything for the excuse to call a crusade and outshine his father. He’s probably had this little treasure trove for years. What’s the point, General? We don’t respect the man any more than you do. This is hardly going to make us like him any less.”
“But this might. If you’ll follow me, please?”
The council edged deeper into the warehouse. No one—no one but Marcello—noticing how the soldiers had spread out to cover every exit.
Baum put his hands on an open crate and gave it a heave. It thumped down, spilling out its contents onto the clean-swept floor: a suit of Oerran outrider armor packed in wood shavings.
“An interesting set of armor,” he said, flourishing a sheaf of parchment, “with a most interesting history. You see, according to this letter—sent by an artisan in Mirenze to our beloved emperor—it’s a prototype for his approval. A perfect counterfeit.”
Baum lowered the sheaf, fixing the council in his gaze.
“A prototype, according to the follow-up letter, that the emperor approved. He placed an order for twenty more suits. Twenty suits to be shipped to the Caliphate border…just before the attack on al-Tali.”
A murmur spread across the warehouse, heads leaning in, whispers flying. Wruck frowned as he put it together.
“You can’t mean what I think you mean. You can’t.”
“I can. And here’s something interesting. In this letter, the artisan sets his price for the lot. And the very next day, we have…a treasury authorization slip for a cash withdrawal in that exact same amount.” He held up the page. “Signed and stamped by our own Minister Zellweger.”
Zellweger had already been pale and shaky, keeping to the back of the gathering. As he gazed upon his own seal, he shook his head wildly and backpedaled.
“N-no, no, you don’t understand—”
He turned to run, and two soldiers clamped their hands down on his arms. As he dug in his heels and shouted his innocence, thrashing in their grip, they dragged him toward the mouth of the warehouse.
“There was no Caliphate attack,” Baum declared. “Emperor Theodosius wanted one so badly he invented it, with Zellweger’s help. The entire crusade is a disaster born of a lie. Now, because of what he’s done, our entire Empire stands on the precipice of ruin. And that precipice is crumbling. One question remains: what are we going to do about it?”
Marcello took a step back, folded his arms, and smiled. Lodovico Marchetti had prepared his masterstroke to perfection: a plan to frame Emperor Theodosius for the crimes Lodovico had committed. One last stake to drive into the Empire’s heart and throw suspicion off his own deeds, held in reserve in case he needed it.
He just hadn’t expected someone else to find his secret weapon. Much less to put it to good use.
The debate didn’t last long. The ministers shuffled, grim-faced, back to their coaches. As Baum and Marcello walked past Zellweger, he cried out.
“Listen to me! Lodovico Marchetti was blackmailing me. I had no choice. That withdrawal—he never told me what it was for. I didn’t know what I was helping him to do!”
Baum smiled and leaned in, his lips to Zellweger’s ears, speaking for him alone.
“I know. But this fits the narrative better. See, you’re going to give a full confession about how you and the emperor came up with this little scheme. Right before we hang you.”
He stepped back and nodded to the soldiers holding Zellweger’s arms.
“Take him to Lowgate. Maximum security. No visitors.”
Zellweger was still screaming as they dragged him away.
*     *     *
Emperor Theodosius’s bathtub was the size of a small pool, carved from imported Carcannan marble and lined with gold. He lay back in the lukewarm water, a golden wine goblet at his side, a contented smile on his lips.
Then the doors thundered open and Baum strode in, leading a platoon of soldiers in full battle gear.
The emperor shot bolt upright, water splashing, as they converged upon him. “Baum, what in the Gardener’s name are you—”
Hands clamped on his wrists, hauling him out of the tub as Baum unfurled a scroll adorned by every seal of the emperor’s council.
“Due to your malfeasance, incompetence, and evidence of the willful perversion of your sworn duties,” he read aloud, “you are hereby relieved of power and will be brought before a tribunal to determine your ultimate fate. In the meantime, the Empire will stand under military authority until such time as a proper order of succession can be arranged, however long that may take.”
The soldiers dragged the emperor past him, naked and sputtering, leaving puddles of water on the marble tile in his wake.
“This is—this is a coup!”
“Yes,” Baum said, rolling up the scroll. “It certainly is.”
The night flew by in a flurry of orders and dispatches, messengers racing to the farthest-flung corners of the Empire.
“Let me be clear,” Baum said to his staff. They stalked the halls of Rhothmere Keep in a pack, with Marcello in tow. “The crusade is over. I want an immediate pullback, with eighty percent of our troops—the best and most seasoned—regrouping on the Terrai border. Time to stop this insurgency before it gets out of control.”
“And the rest?” one asked, scribbling furiously with a charcoal stick as they walked.
“Verinia. Specifically, the Holy City and Mirenze. We have a pope to pacify and a traitor to capture. I want Lodovico Marchetti returned to the capital in chains to answer for his crimes. I want him alive.” He glanced sidelong at Marcello. “Are you ready to do your part?”
“Ready and eager,” the cardinal said.
“Right. Pull a company of mounted cavalry from the capital guard: they’re to accompany Cardinal Accorsi back to the Holy City. Make sure they understand that number one, this is a covert military operation, and number two, Cardinal Accorsi is in complete command.”
The general leaned closer to Marcello, his voice low and hard.
“I trust you won’t disappoint us…Holy Father.”



CHAPTER FORTY-TWO
Bells clanged in every watchtower in Winter’s Reach, an endless peal like hammers falling upon a mighty anvil. In the streets, heads lifted, eyes turned. Voices dropped in worried whispers as a flood of people made their way to the heart of the city. Every citizen of the Reach knew what that tolling meant. They’d been trained for it, warned of it, expected it since the day they were born.
They streamed to the square outside the Hall of Justice. Faces upturned to see Veruca Barrett perched atop the building’s arch like a brass-buttoned crow. She stood tall and spread her arms as if to embrace them all.
The crowd fell silent.
“The Empire is coming,” she called out. “By land and by sea. They’re coming and, make no mistake, they’re coming to tear down our walls, tear down our flag, and tear down our entire way of life. Did you bring your family? Did you? Look to them, right now. Look at your husband, your wife, your children.”
Heads turned, a murmur of soft acknowledgment. Down in the crowd, fingers brushed and hands squeezed.
“Now look at them,” Veruca said, “and imagine iron collars around their throats and shackles on their wrists. Because come sunrise, if we don’t win this fight, that’s exactly what you’ll see.”
A louder murmur now. Angrier.
“The Empire doesn’t talk. It doesn’t negotiate. And these men will not be satisfied with anything less than seeing every last one of us dead or enslaved. Now, our founders, the rebels who won the Reach for us with their blood and their fury, they knew this day would come around. And so did we.”
She swept out her hand, seizing the sky with her gloved fingers.
“The Empire thinks they can cow us with their shiny armor and their fancy regalia. Their lockstep marching and their ‘discipline.’ Well, I’ve got news for them! Know what I have, right here in front of me? I’ve got a city teeming with hard-bitten bastards who pick their teeth with Imperial bones!”
The crowd exploded. Some waved frost-slicked blades above their heads, others their clenched fists, every throat roaring defiance. Veruca stood above them, a grim and humorless smile on her face, and raised her arms high.
“I’m not asking you to die for the Reach. I’m telling you to kill for it! We’re going to wade hip-deep through Imperial blood and turn every last one of their wives into widows, before they can do it to us! You’ve trained for this. You know what you have to do. So get to it.”
She pointed down at the crowd, her eyes burning with the challenge.
“Either we stand victorious tonight, or our city dies and your families die with it. Your children are counting on you. The Reach is counting on you. I am counting on you. Don’t let me down.”
The preparations began. Block captains rallied their neighbors, assigning them to bucket brigades and barricade squads, while infants and the elderly were dispatched to shelter on the farthest side of town from the gates. Every single citizen following an emergency plan they’d spent years practicing but hoped they’d never have to carry out.
Veruca opened a hatch in the roof, clambered down a ladder into the hall, and found her commanders waiting before her basalt throne. Four of them, in the armor of Coffin Boys but with twists of scarlet cord at their right shoulders. One stepped forward, clearing his throat.
“Mayor. Our scouts have movement. Everything Renault said has been confirmed. We expect them to reach our gates by sunset.”
“Then we have just enough time to prepare. I want harassers on the forest road, anything to slow them down and test their nerve. How does the harbor look?”
Another commander sighed. “It’s vulnerable, Mayor. If they’re bringing ships with any kind of long-range bombardment capabilities, we could lose our port.”
“We cannot lose that port,” Veruca said. “Lose that and we might as well abandon the city.”
“I…might have an idea,” Mari said. Veruca turned her head and blinked. The knight stood, with her small entourage, off to the side of the throne.
Veruca walked up to them, casting a dubious eye over the ragged, exhausted-looking group. Her gaze drifted from Nessa’s withered hand to Mari’s blood-spattered face.
“You,” she mused, “look like you just got your asses kicked out there.”
“You should see the other side,” Hedy told her.
Veruca nodded. “Fair enough. I’m all ears. What’s the plan?”
“You won’t like it, but I think it’s the only way.” Mari took a deep breath. “We need Captain Zhou.”
“That pirate? The one, I remind you, that you were supposed to kill for me.”
“I told you I wasn’t going to—”
“Not even the point,” Veruca snapped. “Absolutely not. I refuse to deal with that vermin.”
“Veruca, he has the fastest ship in Winter’s Reach. That’s what we need right now. Trust me. Swallow your pride, just a little, and send for him.”
It didn’t take long to find him. Soon Zhou and a gaggle of his sailors, a rough crew with hard, hungry eyes, joined them in the hall. The swarthy captain listened attentively, stroking the twin drooping braids of his mustache, as Mari outlined her plan.
“I like it. Of course, it’s risky. Can’t expect me to work for free. I’ll need some incentive—”
His eyes went wide as Mari put her forearm against his chest and slammed him up against the wall.
“Your incentive,” she said, “is the survival of the city you use as a haven from the law. You think Mirenze would put up with you? Go and find out.”
They locked eyes, glaring at one another in a brutal silence. Then Zhou barked a laugh.
“Spirit! All right, we’re in. Besides,” he said, casting a leering glance at Veruca, “it’ll be enough that everyone knows I saved the Reach from certain doom.”
*     *     *
A wolf pack of ships, five in all, cut across the frozen sea. Fat chunks of ice bobbed and spun in the wake of their iron-banded hulls. The Mongoose took the lead, a sleek galleon built for pirate hunting. Which is essentially what we’re doing right now, Captain Gagliardi reasoned, keeping a firm hand on the ship’s wheel. Not our typical waters, but I’m not about to turn down an Imperial commission.
“See those outcroppings of rock, poking up from the waterline?” he said to his first mate, nodding to the waves. “They call that the Jailer’s Teeth. Don’t be fooled: even close to shore, this water’s fathoms deeper than you might think. Lose a ship out here, you’ll never find it again.”
The first mate squinted through his spyglass, scouting up ahead. “What in the…”
“What? You have something?”
“Movement. One ship. Just the one. A stripped-down three-master, closing fast.” He passed his spyglass to Gagliardi. The captain raised it high, one hand on the wheel, and frowned.
“I know that flag. That’s the Cruel Jest.”
“What’s she doing?”
Gagliardi flashed a feral grin. “Bet you a pay purse that Zhou found out about the attack. He’s fleeing to save his own hide. Didn’t expect we’d be coming along. Hah! Look, I was right.”
The first mate took back the glass. The Cruel Jest tacked hard to starboard, turning fast to head back the way it came.
“She’s running, Captain!”
“Sure, sure, right back to the Reach. Just in time for us to pound it flat, too. Let’s hope we can fish Zhou’s body out of the drink. There’s a fine bounty riding on that head.”
“Now she’s—that’s odd.”
“What is?”
“Well, she just dropped all four of her ship’s boats. She’s leaving ’em there, just bobbing empty in the water.”
The captain shrugged. “Probably trying to lose any extra weight they can, for speed. It won’t help.”
Ahead of the Imperial convoy, a bubble of air rose to the surface.
A bubble ten feet across.
It popped with a wet glurp, and Gagliardi narrowed his eyes. “Now what in the Barren Fields—”
Distant shouting. One of the ships, a merchantman hastily repurposed for the fight, suddenly broke formation and veered dangerously close to its neighbor. Signal flags flashed, colors waving wildly in an Enoli sailor’s hands.
“What is that idiot doing?” Gagliardi snapped. “He’s going to cause a wreck.”
The first mate peered through the spyglass, focused on the signalman. “He’s spelling out…E…L…D…huh. ‘Elder’? What does that mean?”
The merchantman tacked too hard, too fast, and a sudden gust of winter wind set it straight into a war barque’s path. Hulls scraped and crunched, masts teetering wildly. Gagliardi barely noticed the disaster in the making; his eyes were locked on the water dead ahead.
The sea boiled. And then came the sound, a bassoon call from the depths, impossibly loud, impossibly vast.
Impossibly deep. But streaking for the surface.
In a sudden panic, and one side of the ship blocked by the slow-motion collision happening a hundred feet away, the captain hauled the wheel to port. The Mongoose’s nose turned toward the shoreline, turning slow, too slow to make it.
“Captain,” the first mate shouted, pointing, “the Teeth! We don’t have room to turn!”
A brutal jolt threw them to the deck as rock pylons just below the water’s surface tore gouges in the pirate hunter’s hull. Sailors shouted, running for their stations, repair and bailing crews pounding down belowdecks. But as he rose back to his feet, Captain Gagliardi froze. He couldn’t move, couldn’t speak, petrified by the rising groan from the depths.
And then the sea exploded as a barnacle-encrusted beak, fifty feet across and open wide, burst up beneath the merchantman and slammed its maw shut, crunching the ship’s hull like a chunk of dry tinder. Tentacles uncoiled from the water, dozens of them, some whip-fine and some thicker than oak trees, snatching at masts and men.
“Sir,” the first mate shouted, “your orders, sir? Sir! We need your orders!”
It’s not that far away, Gagliardi thought, staring at the rocky shoreline. A man can swim that far.
“Sir, please! We need you to take command!”
The captain ran for the railing and leaped, plunging into the freezing water. The shock of the cold drove the breath from his lungs, but as the ships of the Imperial expedition died at his back, one by one, he paddled toward the shore.
He made it fifteen feet before a tentacle snaked around his ankle and hauled him down into the black.



CHAPTER FORTY-THREE
Once they hit the forests, the Imperial forces broke ranks. The logging road was too narrow for their standard box formations, so signal flags flashed and sent the orders for a new approach. The body of the main force marched in tight procession down the road, packed shoulder to shoulder, and an advance guard to the front spread out like ragged wings, picking through the dead trees and ankle-deep snow one grueling mile at a time.
Hannes Jund had pulled advance-guard duty, stationed about a hundred yards east of the main column. It wasn’t an honor. His calves ached and his feet had gone numb two hours ago, and he dedicated most of his thoughts to reassuring himself that it wasn’t frostbite. Gardener, he thought, I don’t ask for much. Just let me come home with all my toes still attached.
“Stay sharp,” murmured his sergeant, standing to the right and scanning the tree line. “Unless they’re blind, by now they have to know we’re coming. Reckon we’re just two hours shy of the city gate.”
Finally, Hannes thought. After all this damn marching, a good, straight-up fight.
A bowstring snapped, an arrow whined, and his sergeant fell dead.
Hannes dropped to his belly in the snow. Shouts ripped through the air, archers taking a knee, nocking arrows and searching for a target. Gray shadows flitted among the trees, running fast, native sons of the forest.
Hannes bit down on his panic and tried to spot their attacker. Another arrow, whining just over his head. He’d been trained for this. He’d felt so confident in training, but—
“Bagged him!” shouted someone on the far side of the logging road.
Soldiers pushed themselves back to their feet and dusted the snow from their greaves. He did the same, shaky. And the march resumed as if nothing had happened.
They were attacked four more times before the stockade walls of Winter’s Reach loomed into sight. Three soldiers he knew, men he’d called friends for years, died from arrows they never saw coming. Murdered by phantoms in the snow.
Hannes made it, though. They’d always said he was lucky.
*     *     *
Sending out the harassers had been Veruca’s opening gambit. The Imperial retort, as the column emerged from the wood and the companies scrambled to reform their ranks in sight of the city walls, came on the tips of pitch-dipped arrows.
The first volley scattered against the towering stockade walls, and the glow of crackling flame pushed back the long shadows of sunset.
The second volley went higher, hit its mark, and landed in the city streets.
Burning arrows peppered thatch rooftops and rough-hewn walls, fire spreading wild and consuming all it touched. The winter wind, howling down the narrow and cluttered streets, spurred the blaze into a cyclone of flame. Bucket brigades scrambled, forming lines, scooping up snow in pots and pans and battling the fires with everything they had. Even as the walls of black smoke and flesh-searing heat pushed them back, one desperate step at a time.
*     *     *
Veruca buckled the last strap on her boiled leather armor, ink-black with a gold braid at one shoulder, and scowled up at the murky blue sky as the fire arrows flew. A casket-lid shield, just like her men carried, rattled on her back.
“We shut this down now,” she roared and pointed up to the watchtower. “Open that fucking gate! Vanguard, on me. Flank squads, stay behind our cover until the archers are down. Let’s kill these bastards!”
She unslung her shield and led the charge, screaming a battle cry as the log gate groaned wide. The Coffin Boys followed her, fanning out, rushing with their shields held before them. A tidal wave of death. The Imperial archers let loose a desperate volley that punched into the tall shields, piercing more wood than flesh.
Then the lines collided, archers going down under the press of the shields, and the army at their backs spread out to encircle the Imperial flanks.
*     *     *
Hannes crouched safe behind the firing line with a bronze shield strapped to his left wrist and a stout gladius clutched in his other hand. As ready as he could ever be, he thought. Then the gate opened wide and the wall of coffin lids came screaming toward them, not breaking under the next volley of arrows, not even hesitating.
Wood and steel clashed and archers went down screaming, bowled over by the towering shields as their wielders drew stout steel maces and started swinging. Behind them, the rabble of Winter’s Reach. Men, women, youths, anyone with the arm to swing a blade. And while they wore no common uniform, every last one of them was armed to the teeth.
“W-why are the civilians fighting us?” stammered the soldier at Hannes’s side. “They didn’t say the civilians would be fighting us!”
Hannes felt the surge at his back, the nervous energy and press of bodies pushing him toward the fight. He swallowed hard and took a deep breath, then waded into the fray.
One of the Coffin Boys came at him, swinging his mace in a skull-shattering sweep, and Hannes leaned back as it whistled past the tip of his nose. Then he lunged in, his body moving on instinct, and punched the tip of his short sword through the man’s belly.
Someone was screaming orders, but no one was listening. Ranks broke like waves on the beach, their careful parade formations dissolving into raw chaos. Hannes didn’t think, didn’t listen, consumed by the mechanical slaughter. He cut down a woman with a two-handed sword, slashing her open from throat to hip, then slammed his shield into a graying man’s face and stabbed him dead where he fell. Bodies littered the cherry-red snow in all directions, the sun down now, the smoky battlefield lit by the glow of the burning stockade wall.
Hannes thought of his wife back home. Their child, growing in her womb. I’m coming back to you, Greta, he thought. We’re going to win and I’m going to come home to you. The thought spurred him on, kept him fighting even as his legs went numb and his aching muscles screamed for relief. The stench of raw meat, blood, and excrement choked the air.
Movement in his peripheral vision. A man hurtling toward him, shrieking and covered in blood, waving a gore-streaked meat cleaver over his head. No, not a man, Hannes barely had time to register. A boy. Couldn’t be more than twelve years old.
An arrow screamed past, punched through the boy’s face, and knocked him to the bloody snow. Hannes gave a shaky nod of thanks to the archer, standing on the far side of a sea of corpses, and charged back into the fray.
How many people can they throw at us? he asked himself, parrying a clumsy sword blow from a man in a butcher’s apron and cutting him down with a swift, brutal stroke. How long can this last before they surrender?

Doesn’t matter. Just keep fighting. Keep fighting until it’s all over.

He was thinking of Greta—the smooth touch of her cheek, the scent of her fresh-baked bread—when a boot slammed into the small of his back and sent him sprawling to the crimson snow. He rolled onto his back as a cutlass came whistling down, cleaving his breastplate and chopping his belly open. The pain was like nothing he’d ever known, like someone had dropped a squirming, hungry rat into his guts to chew and tear. He convulsed on the ground, eyes tearing up, unable to draw a breath deep enough for a scream.
Veruca Barrett flicked the blood from her blade and stepped over him without a second glance, not even bothering to finish him off.
He heard her voice as she strode away, distant, as if underwater. “Left flank, close it up, damn it! Tighter! Spearhead, don’t chase the stragglers. Let ’em run—”
Sound faded away, swallowed by the pounding of blood in his ears and his own strangled, wheezing breath. All he could see now were the stockade-wall fires, a blot of shimmering orange in his blurred vision, and the pain gave way to the numbing cold of winter. He faded by inches, forgotten in the snow, one more dead man amid countless others just like him.
*     *     *
Dawn came to Winter’s Reach. The sunlight washed over flame-ravaged city streets and the charred, pitted ruin of the stockade wall. It lit up the scarlet field of war, where ravens flocked to pick at the bodies of the dead.
And it fell upon the city’s flag. Flying atop every watchtower that still stood.
Veruca sagged into her basalt throne. It was the first time she’d stopped moving since the call to battle. Her armor was torn, her skin streaked with a dozen clotted cuts, but she barely noticed. Just more scars. She never minded more scars. She listened, half numb, as her commanders—the two who’d survived the long and dreadful night—read off the tallies of the missing and the dead.
“We will rebuild,” she said softly. With all they’d lost—countless dead by Imperial blades or the merciless fires, homes gutted, businesses destroyed—it would take a long time. But they hadn’t lost it all. She’d bounced back from worse. Started from less than nothing and made herself a queen. She imagined her city could do it too.
“Once their nerve finally broke,” one of the commanders said, “handfuls of infantry scattered into the woods. Scouts have spotted a few pockets of men hiding out there. Probably trying to decide their next move. Should we let them run, let the cold and the snow take them?”
Veruca sat forward on her throne, her eyes cold as death.
“No. Round them up. I want every able-bodied Imperial brought back in irons. The city needs to heal after all this. I think we can arrange some suitable entertainment to boost the people’s morale.”
“And the injured?”
She flicked a glance toward the door.
“The logging road,” she said. “Crucify them.”
They moved out, ready to dispatch her orders, and she sank back onto the hard, stone chair. She spoke aloud, her voice soft but still carrying across the empty hall. Touched by sorrow, but unbowed.
“We will rebuild.”



CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR
The Cutter Blue was a sleek, small ship, built for ferrying light cargo. Part of the cargo, on this run, was a woman.
Sister Columba stood alone on the deck, on a narrow walkway between the forecastle and the sea-slick rail, and looked out over the water. Another day and they’d be in sight of the Verinian coast. And then?
She didn’t know. She couldn’t believe Livia thought she’d run back to Carlo. After seeing Carlo’s schemes firsthand, witnessing how he’d tried to imprison his sister and murder Amadeo, the idea was obscene.
Amadeo, she thought, who helped Livia. Who sat there, still as a stone, while her servant slashed Merrion’s throat at the feast table.
Another person to betray her faith. Carlo, Livia, Amadeo…these sick games of power perverted everyone they touched. At least she’d escaped with her life. She could just walk away from it all now. Go to some small village, take work as a seamstress or a maid. Maybe one day she could forget that she ever met Pope Benignus or fell into the nightmare of his poisonous family.
But she didn’t want to forget Benignus.
“You were so…good,” she whispered to the waves as a salty breeze ruffled her white hair. “Why did you have to die? Why did you have to leave us?”
“Everyone has their time,” Kailani said, standing behind her. The hood of her brown cloak drooped low over her bangs.
Columba turned, eyes wide, stumbling. Her back thumped against the ship’s rail.
“I’m supposed to make sure you make it safely to Verinia,” she said. “Our mistress was very concerned that nothing happens to you.”
“Well…fine,” Columba snapped, smoothing her skirts. “I suppose she’s very proud of herself, extending charity to an old woman.”
“Extending mercy, I think you mean.”
“I did nothing wrong. I followed my conscience. I followed the teachings of the Church.”
“Livia is our pope,” Kailani said gently. “The teachings of the Church are whatever she says they are.”
Columba pointed a trembling finger to the cloudy sky. “No one is above the Gardener’s judgment. Not even the pope. She used to believe that, too.”
“She still does. But she’s learning.”
Columba tilted her head. “What do you mean?”
“She will come to accept her true nature. To accept the mantle of a living saint. And on that day, she will rain justice upon the entire world. She will be transformed and transform us all. Until that time, though, she needs the Browncloaks’ guidance, far more than she realizes. That is our purpose. To protect her, and to nurture her, and to prepare her for glory.”
“You’re talking nonsense,” Columba said. “She’s just a woman.”
Kailani chuckled. “That’s what Livia says too. She’ll learn, though. For now, we simply have to accept that we know what’s best for her. Like, when faced with a criminal who tried to smear her good name, brand her as a witch, and even make an attempt on her life, Livia saw fit to forgive you. Showing the kindness in her soul, though it meant letting a poisonous serpent wriggle free.”
Columba saw the knife gleam in Kailani’s hand a split second before she lunged and drove it into her heart. Kailani clutched the old woman tightly, whispering in her ear.
“But we know what’s best for her. And you are not forgiven.”
Sister Columba’s body tumbled over the railing, landed with a heavy splash, and vanished. Swallowed by the sea.



CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE
It was a cold clear morning on the Itrescan coast the day Livia went to war. She stood atop a windswept hill in her greens, Amadeo at her right hand and Dante at her left, and gazed down at the armada as the preparations for departure got underway.
Rhys had followed through on his original promises, delivering the resources they’d need to take the Holy City and then, to satisfy his end of the bargain, to place Dante on the governor’s throne in Mirenze. Quick, clean, and if they were lucky, almost bloodless.
“We can expect resistance from the Dustmen,” Amadeo said, brow furrowed in thought, “but there can’t be more than a hundred of them. The real concern is how the populace reacts. We don’t know what they’ve been told about you, or if they’ve been told anything at all.”
Livia watched as regiments of men, clad in rough leather breastplates and swirling tartans in half a dozen different patterns, ranked up on the shore near the dock. Waiting in stony silence as porters rushed crates and barrels of rations onto the waiting ships. The king had granted them three in all—the Sabre, the Spear, and the Rhiannon’s Kiss. Four-masted war galleons fit for the journey and the fight to come.
And then there were her Browncloaks, their formation loose but their blades sharp. They kept their distance from the soldiers, speaking quietly. Some clasping hands, some standing in circles with their heads bowed in prayer.
Not counting the members who’d volunteered to stay behind in secrecy, maintaining the invisible sword over King Jernigan’s head, they numbered nearly eighty in all.
Eighty? Livia thought. When did I get that many?
“I’m not so worried about the teeming masses,” Dante said, taking in the view from the hilltop. “If Iago and the other spies have done their jobs, the entire city’s been littered with copies of my father’s letters for weeks now. Doesn’t mean they’ll be ready to toss Carlo off his throne, but they’ll likely want answers. And when we confront the College of Cardinals, those letters will be one more piece of bargaining power on our side.”
“It’s a simple enough offer,” Livia said. “Swear fealty to me, join the Itrescan arm of the Church and repudiate Carlo, and they can keep their commission. Or refuse and get nothing, not even table scraps. They won’t refuse. If you ask me, I think we’ll be welcomed as liberators.”
“And then my part of the deal,” Dante said.
Livia sighed.
“And then your part,” she said. “Unlike our good king, my word is my bond, which you know perfectly well. Everything is under control.”
The three of them strolled down the hillside. A pair of Browncloaks, a woman and a man, rushed up to greet them. They bowed deeply.
“Preparations are nearly complete, my lady,” the man said. “We should be ready to embark in an hour, maybe less.”
Livia nodded. “Excellent. Is Kailani here? I don’t see her.”
The Browncloaks shared a glance. A momentary pause.
“She…went with the Cutter Blue, to keep watch over Sister Columba,” the woman said.
“To ensure her safe arrival, just as you wished,” the man quickly added. “She’ll meet up with us before the march on the Holy City.”
“Columba’s in good hands, then,” Livia said. “Well done. Thank you.”
The Browncloaks shared another silent glance, bowed, and returned to the group. Approaching from the left, Rhys gave a tired wave. Pikemen flanked him, their tabards emblazoned with the Itrescan griffin—just like the flags and pennants that rippled on each of the three galleons.
“I hope this is all to your liking,” he said, his smile not reaching his eyes.
“Very much so,” Livia said. “Thank you for holding up your end of the agreement.”
“Of course I did. I’m the king, aren’t I? A good king always keeps his word.”
“Of course,” she echoed.
He turned to regard Dante.
“Remember, Uccello, these troops are a loan, not a gift. And you’ll pay the blood price for any you lose. Once you’re the top man in Mirenze, we can discuss trade opportunities.”
“Looking forward to it,” Dante replied.
The king’s gaze fell upon Amadeo. His smile vanished. He didn’t say anything at first. Then he stepped closer, lowering his voice as the two men locked eyes.
“Don’t ever come back here again.”
“I don’t plan to,” Amadeo replied.
Rhys answered with a curt nod, stepping back.
“Well, then, nothing left to say. Go forth and spread the flag of the Itrescan Church”—Rhys gave a mocking flutter of his hand—“or whatever it is you’re planning to do.”
“To heal the schism,” Livia said. “This is a mission of mercy.”
“Just so long as ‘mercy’ also means ‘money.’ Send a courier as soon as you have some good news to share. Don’t keep me waiting.”
With that he turned his back and walked away, back toward the towering walls of Lychwold, his pikemen falling in lockstep behind him.
“Can we trust him?” Amadeo asked softly, then nodded to the ships and the waiting soldiers. “I mean, about this?”
Dante watched the king go and put his hands on his hips.
“Absolutely. His gambit failed. Now the only wise move is to do as he first promised: help us, then see what he can earn from Imperial concessions and Mirenzei trade. Between carrying a grudge and turning a profit, he’ll take the profit.” Dante smiled. “He is a good king. Well. Shall we?”
They ascended the gangplank of the Sabre, with the Browncloaks following in silent procession.
As they stepped out onto the open deck, Livia winced. She pinched the skin above her nose and squeezed her eyes shut, wavering on her feet. Amadeo put a protective hand on her shoulder.
“Are you all right?”
She waved him off, nodding. “Fine, fine, just…need to take my tonic.”
“Tonic?” Dante arched a thin eyebrow.
“It’s…a medicinal formula,” Livia told him, “for my headaches.”
“Good, good. I’m glad you’re doing something for that. We need you in top form for your triumphant return to the Holy City.”
“Quite. If you’ll excuse me.”
Livia left them, descending belowdecks. Dante threw an arm around Amadeo’s shoulder.
“So. Once we run Carlo out on a rail, our girl’s about to become queen of the world. You must be proud of her.”
Amadeo looked out across the deck, a swirling mass of brown as Livia’s self-appointed guardians marched aboard. In his mind’s eye, he was back at Rhys’s feast table. Watching Kailani slash Merrion’s throat. Murdering the man in cold blood on Livia’s orders.
And the calculated, almost satisfied look on Livia’s face when she did it.
“Very proud,” Amadeo said, his voice soft.
“I had my doubts, but she was the right horse to wager on. Little worried about her health, though. This ‘tonic’ she’s taking, it’s the real thing, not some quack medicine?”
Amadeo nodded, his eyes on the distant horizon. “It seems to be helping her. If you’ll excuse me, I’m…not feeling well myself. Going to lie down until my stomach settles.”
*     *     *
Amadeo took his leave and Dante strolled, alone, to the prow of the ship. He tasted the cold, salty air, letting the wind ruffle his hair as he stood at the rail’s edge. Some faint memory of a sea shanty came to mind, something he’d heard in a dockside tavern, and he tried whistling the part he remembered.
One of the Browncloaks sidled up next to him. An Itrescan woman in her twenties, wearing her rust-red hair in an elaborate braid.
“Signore Uccello,” she said, “a moment?”
He stopped whistling and gave her a winning smile.
“Signorina. How may I be of service?”
“We just have a question for you.”
“We?” he asked. Then he looked behind him.
At least a dozen Browncloaks stood at his back. Clustered tight, a silent human wall. Every eye staring straight at him. Dante chuckled and turned away, looking out over the water.
“What would you like to know?”
“Are you acting, at all times, in the best interest of our Holy Mother?” She put one hand on the ship’s rail and the other, gently, on the small of his back. “Are you faithful to her and her greater calling?”
The smile froze on her face. The breath froze in Dante’s throat. Her fingertips pressed, feather-soft, against his back.
“That is…a most complicated question, signorina.”
“We don’t think that it is.”
Tell them what they want to hear? he thought. No. They’ll smell the lie. Time to take a calculated risk.
He turned, shrugged off her hand, and addressed the gathered throng.
“Then you truly are a pack of imbeciles, and you’ll do more harm than good.”
Confusion. Side-glances. The woman’s mouth dropped open.
“Let me explain something,” Dante said, spreading his hands. “I’m not a very nice man. I wouldn’t go so far as to call myself a scoundrel, though certain angry fathers in certain small Verinian towns—and their deflowered daughters—might claim otherwise. I am an unrepentant liar, a manipulator by trade, and I have been known to cheat at cards. I have no more belief in ‘Pope Livia’s’ divine calling than I do in the imaginary god she serves. And I am, without question, Livia’s best and most faithful friend in the world.”
The woman frowned. “You contradict yourself, and you blaspheme.”
“Not at all. I blaspheme honestly and without contradiction. Understand that my sole drive is to claim the city of Mirenze for my own. The only way I can make that happen—the only way—is for Livia’s ambitions to succeed. And so I pledge to you: I will manipulate, scheme, and use every last dirty trick in my arsenal to make sure that happens. I will likely sin quite a bit. I’m good at sinning. And you will, if you have one brain between the lot of you, thank me for it.”
He turned his back on them, gazing out across the sea.
“So. If you’re going to shove me overboard—and lose the best weapon you’ve got—do it and stop boring me already.”
The woman edged away from the rail.
“We’ll be watching you, Uccello.”
“That,” he replied, “is the first sensible thing you’ve said.”
*     *     *
They’d prepared a tiny cabin for Amadeo, with a narrow cot and a porthole window that looked out over the endless blue. He found Freda fixing his linens, the hem of the girl’s oversized cloak draping around her patchwork shoes. She looked up and gave a cheerful smile.
“All set for the trip, Father. If you need anything at all, just ask any of us. We’re here to help.”
He almost held his silence as she turned to leave. Almost.
“Freda?”
She turned back, beaming at him. “Yes, Father?”
“When we arrive in Lerautia, if the Dustmen don’t surrender…I don’t want you in the fight. Promise me you’ll stay back.”
“Kailani says—”
“I know what Kailani says, Freda. But Kailani isn’t…” He waved a frustrated hand. “I don’t know what she is.”
“First apostle.”
Amadeo inclined his head. “What?”
“First apostle. That’s her title. Father, you really should join us. Won’t you please think about it?”
He paused. Glancing to his cot and the perfectly folded linens.
“Freda…it wasn’t a coincidence that you happened to be in here when I arrived, was it? You were waiting for me. To talk to me, alone.”
Her smile faded, just a bit. She moved a little closer and lowered her voice.
“It’s okay, Father. I’ve vouched for you. Even without the oaths, we know you’re loyal to Livia. But everyone would feel better if you were one of us.” She stared into his eyes, hopeful. “Would you please…say you’ll think about it?”
“So that if they ask you,” he replied slowly, putting it together, “when they ask you, you can truthfully tell them I said so.”
Her response was a tiny nod.
He sighed. “All right, Freda. I will consider it.”
Her smile lit up again. She leaned in, rising up on her toes to give him a peck on the cheek, and darted out of the cabin.
Amadeo shut the door and hooked the latch.
The Browncloaks were out of control. And meanwhile, Livia was downing a concoction to stave off the deadly infection in her veins—but not the slow corruption that came with it. That she’d have to fight on her own. Every step of the way.
Is she strong enough? he asked himself. That had been the question all along, he supposed. Was she strong enough to tame her self-appointed protectors, defeat Carlo, unite the Church, win the Empire’s devotion, and do it all without losing her soul in the balance?
If it isn’t already lost.
Amadeo put his back to the door and slid downward, sitting on the cabin floor with his knees to his chest and his head bowed. He closed his eyes and tried not to think of what-ifs and what-could-have-beens.
The die was cast. He’d made his choice. All he could do now was all he’d ever done.
Stand by her.
*     *     *
In her own cabin, Livia gazed out the porthole as the Sabre slid away from the dock, leaving Itresca behind. And ahead: the greatest fight of her life, about to begin.
She wasn’t afraid, though. With Amadeo at her side, with Kailani—even, she hated to admit, with Dante—she couldn’t fail.
“Father,” she whispered, “I’ll make things right. I promise. I’ll rebuild the Church, better and stronger than it’s ever been. I’ll make you proud of me.”
Her jumbled luggage included a small trunk with heavy brass hasps. She flipped the latches, hinges whistling as she raised the lid. Inside, slender spun-glass vials nestled in neat rows. Her supply of the Owl’s formula for the trip.
She took up a vial in her hand and tugged its cork free, smelling the elixir’s rich, clean aroma. It made her think of dew-damp grass and tart apples. She tossed it back, swallowing it all down in a single gulp, and frowned.
Ashes.
It tasted like ashes.



CHAPTER FORTY-SIX
It snowed soot in Winter’s Reach.
The wind brushed the charred stockade wall and ran its fingers along burned-out storefronts and hovels, kicking clouds of black dust into the air and sending it swirling through the city streets. Veruca strode with a platoon of Coffin Boys at her back, touring her dominion, assessing the damage. Here and there, offering a touch of her hand or a kindly word. Brushing a finger of ash from a child’s upturned face.
The one thing she wanted to do, the one thing she couldn’t do until she was back in her mansion and safe behind locked doors, was let out the grief that was tearing her heart to pieces. No, that wouldn’t do at all. She was the mayor. First among equals. The captain of their ship. They needed her to be as hard and cold as winter itself.
Have to give the people what they want, she thought, hiding her sorrow behind a tight and steely-eyed smile.
“Mayor.” Another of her boys ran up, pointing. “We found them.”
She followed his finger. Mari, and her…friends, lined up on the street. Veruca raised her chin and sauntered over to them, making a beeline for Mari.
“On one hand, you warned us about the invasion and saved me from that maniac Bear. Without your help, the city would have been lost.”
She swung her gaze toward Mari’s companions. The closest, the one with the soot-spotted glasses and withered hand, met her hard eyes with a look of defiance.
“On the other,” Veruca said, “if you people hadn’t used my town for a dumping ground, would the Imperials have come in the first place?”
“Eventually,” Nessa said.
“But not last night.”
“No.” She shook her head. “Not last night.”
Veruca glared at Nessa.
“Her ‘liege,’ I take it.”
Nessa’s only response was to put a possessive hand on Mari’s shoulder, fingers curling tight.
“You get a pass,” Veruca said. “I want the one who stole my memories. The woman in the muskrat mask.”
“You’re half a day too late.” Nessa pointed back toward the mountains. “If you want the Muskrat, check by the mouth of your shiny new alum mine. There’s nothing left but bits of shattered skull.”
Veruca’s eyes narrowed. She looked to Mari.
“Is she telling the truth?”
“Every word,” Mari said.
“Suppose that score’s settled then. Not the way I wanted it, but…none of this is.” Veruca rubbed her chin, thinking. “You. Glasses. Follow me.”
Nessa arched an eyebrow, but she followed in the mayor’s wake as they stepped just out of earshot.
“I’m not going to thank you,” Veruca said, “considering you helped to ‘fix’ a problem your own people created. That said, you did help. Listen, Bear’s dead, and I need capable hands. If you and your…coven want to stay on, I could find work for you. Good-paying work.”
“A flattering offer, but we have places to go and an appointment to keep.”
“Where are you going?”
“Paradise,” Nessa replied.
“No such thing.”
“Then we’ll just have to create one.”
Veruca fell silent. Her gaze kept flicking back to the witches in the snow. And Mari.
“It must be exhausting,” Nessa said.
Veruca frowned. “What?”
“You and I aren’t so different,” Nessa said. “Except sometimes, I can take my mask off.”
“You want to see me without my mask? Really?”
Veruca moved in, standing almost nose-to-nose with her. Her voice dropped to a low growl.
“Mari was mine first. I taught her. I trained her. She was the best soldier I ever had. And if I can’t have her back, then understand one thing: if you hurt her, I will hunt you. I will find you. And I will fucking kill you.”
“She belonged to the war first, Veruca, and the war taught her. Everything since then has been nothing but higher education. But if it sets your mind at ease…no.” She wore a small, lopsided smile as she glanced over at Mari. “Hurting her is the last thing in the world I want to do right now. And that’s me, with my mask off. Satisfied?”
Veruca stared into Nessa’s eyes, as if searching for the truth. She nodded.
“I believe you,” she said.
Then she turned and strode away, her men falling into step behind her. She didn’t say goodbye. Half a city yet to tour, more damage to witness, more of her people’s sorrow to soothe, more bodies to cart off to the bonfires, more tears to be bottled up in the iron cage of her heart.
*     *     *
“What was that about?” Mari asked Nessa as the mayor and her troops marched off.
“Job offer. I declined. How’s your shoulder?”
Mari winced as she wriggled it, still feeling the aftermath of Viper’s knife. “It should heal. How’s…um…your hand?”
Nessa glanced down at her withered hand, the gray and dead skin gathering soot-flecked snowflakes. She curled fingers that looked more like bony talons in the morning light.
“The pain is excruciating. Unlike anything I’ve ever felt, really. Wouldn’t recommend the experience to anyone. That’s all right, though. It gives me a reason to focus. Everyone, gather around. We have work to do.”
Vassili, Despina, and Hedy clustered close, the five of them standing in a tight circle. Vassili put his arm around his sister’s shoulder, while she ruffled Hedy’s dirty hair.
“In Lerautia,” Nessa said, “there is a great library. And beneath that library, there is a vault kept under the strictest guard. The Black Archives. It’s a depository for books and scrolls the Church finds…troubling to their sensitive dispositions. I suspect it’s where our dear Pope Livia found Squirrel’s spellbook in the first place. Some of the materials held there, if the legends are true, are ancient. Older than our coven. Older than the Empire. Needless to say, my predecessor forbade anyone from investigating the place. She couldn’t risk us finding anything that might threaten her power.”
“Old magic?” Hedy asked, perking up.
“Old scholarship. If there are any clues to the location of Wisdom’s Grave, that’s where we’ll find them. And, yes, perhaps a lost spell or two.”
Vassili and Despina shared a glance.
“Don’t suppose we might have time for a bit of fun while we’re there?” Despina asked.
Nessa grinned. “It’s the Holy City. I think we can certainly make some mischief before we leave. Introduce ourselves to the locals, perhaps leave them with some lasting memories. Vassili, why don’t you use your Cutting Knife and get us back to Verinia the fast way?”
Vassili brandished his white-handled blade. “I’m so glad you asked. Had enough snow for a lifetime.”
“Wait,” Hedy said, “we’re forgetting something.”
All eyes looked her way. She took a deep breath, smiling brightly, and turned to Nessa.
“Dire Mother, I ask for us all: will you lead us to Wisdom’s Grave?”
“I will,” Nessa replied. The fingers of her good hand entwined with Mari’s. “So hold on tight.”



CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN
The papal manse rested silent under the starry sky, most of the Dustmen called back to Lodovico’s side in Mirenze. Those who remained, a skeleton crew still clad in their counterfeit armor and the raiment of holy knights, kept an uneventful watch over the pope and his staff.
Nothing to it, Kappel thought, studying the greasy playing cards in his hand. Pope Carlo’s a harmless drunk, and we already put the fear of the Barren Fields into everyone else around here. Easiest job I’ve ever had.
“You gonna play or not?” demanded the mercenary sitting across from him. Kappel flashed a lazy smile and flipped down a pair of cards, drawing groans from around the table.
“Don’t ask questions you don’t want answered. Think I’m done taking your money for the night. You boys play nice while I’m—”
The door to the guardroom swung open. One of his men leaned against the doorframe, breathless.
“Sir, I think something’s wrong.”
Kappel shot to his feet. “What is it?”
“It looks like the rest of our men are coming back, but I didn’t get any word from the boss.”
“Coming back?” Kappel frowned. “There’s no reason to. Show me.”
The Dustmen filed out, striding though the empty corridors and onto the front veranda. In the distance, a procession by torchlight. Imperial knights on horseback, an entire company strong, with a man in a cardinal’s robes taking the lead.
“Those…aren’t our men.” The blood drained from Kappel’s face. “Those are real knights.”
“What do we do?”
Kappel swallowed hard and glanced back over his shoulder. He’d been told to keep the manse under control at all costs, and he knew the price for failure. Weiss was not a forgiving man.
He also knew what would happen if they were caught by the Imperials and exposed as impostors. Neither fate was appealing, but one was far more immediate.
“Let’s go. Spread the word: we’re getting out of here while we still can.”
“But…but our orders.”
Kappel grabbed the man by his collar and yanked him close.
“You want to take on a whole company of Imperial cavalry by yourself, have fun committing suicide. The rest of us are leaving.”
The last of the Dustmen fled ahead of the advancing column, disappearing into the night.
*     *     *
Home again, Marcello thought with a smile, strolling the marble halls with a brace of Imperial knights at his back. Their polished armor rattled as they walked, checking doorways and securing every exit.
They found Carlo sound asleep and alone in his darkened hall. Slumped in his throne, snoring, an empty goblet on his lap and his robes splashed with spilled wine. He barely stirred as as the two knights hoisted him to his feet, dragging him to the door. He snorted, hiccupped, and blinked.
“Hey, wait—what?”
“You’ve had a long night,” Marcello said, walking alongside them. “We’re putting you to bed.”
Realizing he didn’t recognize the men grappling his arms, Carlo started to struggle.
“You can’t touch me like that. Hey—hey, Kappel! Kappel!”
The knights, stone-faced and silent, marched him to his bedchamber door. Marcello opened it for them, and they threw him inside. Carlo went tumbling to the marble floor, grunting as he landed hard on his shoulder, a disheveled mess in ermine finery.
“Wait outside,” Marcello told the knights. “I’ll just be a minute.”
They closed the door behind him.
Marcello waited patiently as Carlo clambered to his feet, still bleary-eyed but fierce now.
“Marcello? What—what do you think you’re doing? I’m the pope, you can’t—”
Marcello hauled off and slapped him, his palm snapping like a bullwhip against Carlo’s face. Carlo fell silent, eyes wide, reaching up with trembling fingers to touch his reddened cheek.
“You…hit me.”
“And if your father had done that once in a while, you little shit, you might have grown up to become a man. It’s over, Carlo. Right now, Imperial troops are on their way to arrest Lodovico Marchetti for high treason. We know. We know everything.”
Carlo’s voice dropped into a stammer.
“V-vico? What’s…what’s he done?”
The cardinal looked deep into Carlo’s eyes. Studied his face. His lips rose in a small, satisfied smile.
“Until this moment,” he said, “I wasn’t sure. I knew you were the banker’s puppet, but I wasn’t sure just how deeply involved you were. You were in on it, weren’t you? The impostor troops and the massacre in al-Tali.”
Carlo’s gaze dropped to the floor.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Marcello chuckled. He put his hands on his hips and took in the papal bedchamber. Lush. Marble and gold and imported furs. Might do some redecorating, he thought.
“Good news and bad news, Carlo. Emperor Theodosius is taking the blame for the massacre. Nobody will ever connect you to it. Your hands are clean.”
The naive look of relief on Carlo’s face was almost adorable. Almost too sweet to crush. Almost.
“Bad news is, that means we can’t have you running off at the mouth and telling anybody the truth, now can we?”
He staggered back a step, hands up, defensive.
“What are you going to do?”
“Relax, son. Nobody’s going to hurt you, if that’s what you’re thinking. We can’t afford a vacancy in the chair, not until your sister’s been dealt with. But I did like how you handled her. Letting her escape, not so much, but the first part—locking her in her room. It was the perfect way to keep her safe and quiet.”
“That was your idea.”
“Hmm.” Marcello nodded. “I suppose it was. Here’s the situation, Carlo. You’re ill. Gravely, desperately ill. Much too ill for visitors or public appearances. But don’t worry: as your trusted right hand and very best friend, I’ll be carrying your words of wisdom to the outside world. Don’t tell anyone, but I’ve grown fairly skilled at copying your signature.”
Carlo shook his head, wearing his desperation on his face. “You can’t do that!”
Marcello’s eyes went cold. He studied Carlo like a viper eyeing a particularly plump mouse.
“And yet,” he replied, “here I am. Doing it. You should just thank your lucky stars that you’re worth more to me alive than dead. I’m not sparing your life for sentimental reasons.”
And once I secure the popular support I need to guarantee I’m next in line for the throne, he thought, I won’t be sparing it at all.
Marcello turned to leave. As his hand closed upon the brass doorknob, a panicky burst of laughter sounded at his back. He glanced over his shoulder and arched an eyebrow.
“You find something amusing about all this?”
Carlo dropped onto the edge of his bed. His eyes wide.
“I was wrong,” he said.
“About?”
“My sister. She wasn’t plotting against me. It was you all along, wasn’t it? You used me, Lodovico used me…Livia was trying to help me. She was the only one trying to help me.”
Marcello shrugged. “You believed what you wanted to believe. And you’ve never been anything, to anyone, but a tool of convenience. Some men are players; some are pawns. If you honestly believed yourself the former rather than the latter, I’m sorry to disillusion you.”
“Livia,” Carlo said. “She’s no pawn.”
“Of course she is. Don’t fool yourself, son. Just like you, Livia could never be anything but someone else’s puppet. She was born to play the part.”
“You’re wrong.” Carlo looked at him, shaking his head, firm now. “You’re as wrong about her as I was. And she’s going to prove you wrong.”
“Do tell. Exactly how will she manage that?”
“She’s coming back to Lerautia. Livia is coming, you know she is. And when she does, she’s going to save me. She’s going to save us all.”
A tiny smile rose to Marcello’s lips, unbidden, as he thought back to his long conference with General Baum. Even now, Imperial troops would be changing course. Fortifying the Verinian beaches, rolling out the siege engines, and waiting like a cat outside a mousehole.
Carlo was right. To legitimize her rule, Livia had to come home and capture the Holy City. But the most resistance she’d be expecting was a brawl with Lodovico Marchetti’s mercenaries. What would she think, he wondered, when she found the might of the Empire itself waiting to crush her under its iron fist?
“Good,” Marcello said. “Let her come.”



CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT
Saint Lucien’s Night. The streets of Mirenze were awash in the gaily painted dead, a phantasmagoria of bright finery and ghoulish masks, colorful as a peacock’s tail. The wealthy adorned their masks in silver and gold gilt, their carriages inching up the teeming boulevard on the way to the governor’s manse.
One man walked alone. A figure in crimson silk, clad in a wide-brimmed hat and the mask of a devil. His cloak billowed out behind him as he broke from the crowd and strode down a desolate alley, looking for a rough outcropping in the wall. With a grunt he hoisted himself upward, taking to the rooftops.
Felix ran, his boots rustling against crumbling salmon tiles, and leaped across a gap between buildings. He landed in a practiced crouch. After all the practice he’d gotten with Anakoni, navigating Mirenze from above felt almost as natural as taking the streets below. Faster in some places, much slower in others, but he never took his eyes from his goal: the fortified manor perched on the city’s tallest hill. The party was in full swing by the time he closed in, strains of song and chandelier glow seeping out into the night from every polished window.
Sofia was right. He’d never make it through the front gates. As he jumped down to the dew-damp lawn and circled the far side of the estate, seeking an opportunity, he found a better way in: a wrought-iron balcony and an open veranda door.
He weighed the grappling hook in his gloved hands, judged the distance, and gave it a throw.
*     *     *
When it came to parties, Aita wasn’t sold on the concept. They felt much like idle relaxation in general, a dangerous waste of time that could be better spent earning money or mastering her violin. Still, she had to admit, the Governor’s Ball was a fine place to make contacts for the visible, legal side of her family business.
Besides, she thought, catching a glimpse of her reflection in the mirrored wall at the back of the ballroom, I do look amazing in this dress.
She smiled behind her mask, wearing the golden face of a cherub.
“Now that angel could only be Aita Rossini,” Lodovico said. He wore robes of gray ermine, and his mask suggested the snout of a wolf. She chuckled, letting him take her by the hand and twirl on the edge of the dance floor.
“You cheated. You saw my dress before the party.”
“And Weiss did a fine job of picking it out. He’s over by the punchbowl, by the way. I took the liberty of bringing in a little extra security, just in case. Not keen on your dear husband running loose on Saint Lucien’s Night.”
“Please,” Aita said. “His little ‘gang’ is dead, his only safe harbor is sitting at the bottom of the harbor, and if he tries to recruit more men, there’s no rogue in this city who wouldn’t betray him for the reward money. Felix is broken, Lodovico. It’s only a matter of time before he’s found and snuffed out.”
Governor Baumbach approached with arms spread wide, the chubby Murgardt the only one in the bustling ballroom not wearing a mask. His bulbous nose, blossoming with a spiderweb of red veins, crinkled as he beamed.
“Ah, what radiant beauty has the Gardener graced us with on this fine, fine eve?”
Aita allowed him to take her hand, his puffy lips brushing the backs of her fingertips. “Governor. A lovely party. Thank you so very much for the invitation.”
“It wouldn’t be a celebration without you, shining upon us like the sun. And…I’m guessing this fine fellow is Lodovico Marchetti.”
Lodovico bowed his head, chuckling behind his mask. “What gave me away?”
The governor cupped one hand to the side of his mouth. “The guards at the front door told me what the most important guests are wearing. I’ve been pretending it’s my amazing deductive prowess, but I knew I couldn’t pull that one over on you.”
A young man in footman’s livery waded through the crowd, his face on the verge of outright panic. He tugged at the governor’s sleeve.
“Sir, message for you. You need to see this at once, it’s vital.”
“Hmph. Well, it looks like my duties are never done. Please, both of you, enjoy! The night is still young.”
Baumbach waddled away, following in his footman’s wake. Lodovico snickered as soon as he was out of earshot. “New delivery of Murgardt sausages to sign for, I imagine. I’m going to go sample some of that punch, in the hopes that it’s been liberally spiked. Bring you a cup?”
“I don’t drink. And for now…” She paused as the string quartet struck up a jaunty tune. “I think I may dance a bit.”
“Save the last one for me,” he said and left her on the marbled floor.
Aita let herself slide into the whirl of bodies. A man in red and white, donning a skeleton mask, took her hand and led the way. She laughed, spinning into the hands of another partner, then another—
—and then a man in scarlet, his eyes burning behind the mask of a devil with a cruel-lipped smile, took her by the hands and yanked her close.
“If it isn’t my beloved wife,” Felix whispered. “May I have this dance?”
*     *     *
They danced.
Always with one of Felix’s hands on one of her own, firm but not crushing, keeping her from escape. They fell into perfect step together, turning, crossing the floor arm in arm to the flow of the music.
“Felix,” Aita said, “this place is filled with the governor’s men and mine. If you harm me, you can’t possibly think you’ll get out of here alive.”
“Such was your mistake. You and Lodovico took everything from me. My family, my fortune, my home, my friends.” They dipped, Aita leaning back against his arm. “What makes you think I intend to get out of here alive?”
They rose up as one. She spun, trying to slip away. He gripped her hand, tight, and pulled her back into his arms. His free hand cradled the small of her back, and they sidestepped together, cheek to cheek.
“Not everything,” she murmured. “What of Renata?”
“Renata will only be safe once the two of you are dead. If I must die to secure her freedom, then so be it. She’s worth that much to me. She’s the one thing you won’t take away.”
They twirled, and she lifted her free arm. Cupping her fingers and beckoning. As she lowered her arm they changed direction, slipping between another pair of dancers and waltzing along the polished marble floor.
A lone man, wearing a featureless black mask filigreed with gold trim along the edges, stepped onto the dance floor. So did three more in identical masks, Felix noted as he and Aita spun together.
“The Dustmen are coming, Felix. Which means you need to make a very difficult decision.”
“I’ve already made my decision.” He gritted his teeth, keeping to the tempo, watching as the four men slowly closed in.
“No, you haven’t. The decision is, which one of us do you kill?”
“Meaning?”
They turned and strutted with clasped hands outstretched. Aita pointed their bodies, directing their dance toward the punchbowls. And Lodovico, idly sipping from a crystal glass.
“You’ll only have time to murder one of us before the Dustmen or the governor’s guards take you down. Lodovico sent Simon after you. Planted the bomb at the Ducal Arch that killed your family. I framed you for my father’s murder, true enough, but who scored the more grievous wound?”
“I was saving him for last.”
He led the dance as they whirled, moving in the opposite direction now.
“This is the last. And consider this: I’m not a vindictive woman. The only reason I’ve sent hunters after Renata is to draw you out of hiding. Once you’re dead, I’ve no reason to waste another bent copper pursuing her.”
They drew close, inches between them, eye to eye behind their masks, and the string quartet fell silent.
“Kill Lodovico and spare me,” she whispered. “And die knowing that your lover is safe. Look into your heart, Felix. You know I’m right.”
“My heart,” Felix echoed. “I’m afraid, signora, that I can’t do that tonight. You cut it out of my chest.”
Bells chimed, filling the air, reverberating deep in Felix’s bones. Up on the balcony that rounded three-quarters of the room, a man leaned against the railing with his arms held high.
“It’s the midnight hour,” he cried. “Unmask! Unmask!”
Aita took a step back. The four Dustmen inched closer, ten feet away on every side.
“Yes, my dear husband,” Aita said. “Unmask.”
They reached up as one. Aita’s golden cherub lowering to her side, revealing her delicate, porcelain face, and Felix tugging away his devil mask to expose the ordinary man beneath.
The ballroom doors thundered open. The governor charged into the room, a dozen militiamen at his back. He raised an accusing finger, face contorted with rage.
“Arrest that man,” he bellowed.
“Ha,” Aita said with a smug-looking smile that vanished when she realized where the guards were going.
The crystal glass tumbled from Lodovico’s hand and shattered as they seized him by the arms, hauling him across the ballroom floor.
“Lodovico Marchetti,” the governor announced, “you stand accused of high treason against the Murgardt Empire. You will be returned to the capital in chains to face trial and punishment for your heinous crimes. May the Gardener have mercy on your contemptuous soul.”
The room broke into confused murmurs, the partygoers milling about, watching as Lodovico was dragged from the ballroom.
Felix looked to Aita.
He flexed his left wrist, and the dagger Leggieri had given him—nestled in a leather sheath on his forearm with a quick-release catch—dropped free. He caught it by the corded hilt.
A glint of steel caught his eye as Aita lunged at him—a stiletto blade in her delicate fist, drawn from concealed folds in her gown. He leaned right, twisting, dodging her attack by inches, and lashed out with his dagger.
The tip of the blade sliced along her pale cheek. Gleaming droplets of blood flew like scattered rubies, spattering onto the ballroom floor.
Aita cried out, staggering back, clutching her face. Felix turned as one of the Dustmen charged, and he met him with his dagger, ramming it into the man’s heart once, twice, then letting his body drop to the polished marble. Screams split the air, the crowd stampeding, and Felix almost didn’t hear the whisper of a short sword hissing from its sheath. He turned and ducked as two feet of steel chopped the air just above his head, snipping a few wild strands of hair. He grabbed the Dustman by his scalp, yanked him close, and rammed the dagger’s blade between his teeth.
The hilt jutted from his mouth as he let out a gurgling scream. Felix let go of his blade, ripped the sword from the Dustman’s grip, and kicked him away. The mercenary fell, still screaming, thrashing on the bloody marble as he tugged at the dagger and spat shattered teeth.
The two remaining Dustmen danced around him, blades in their hands, trying to get an angle of attack. And more coming: the governor and a pack of his guards, drawn by the sounds of panic. Too many to fight. Felix saw his chance and ran, dodging as the guards tried to pen him in, his avenues of escape shrinking by the second.
His back thumped against the wall. They closed in on him like hunters facing a cornered lion, slow and cautious.
“Felix,” the governor said, “surrender at once! You have to pay for what you’ve done.”
“What I’ve done?” He broke into a feral grin. “I assure you, signore, my work has not yet begun. And Aita?”
She glared at him, her hand pressed to her cheek. Scarlet rivulets dribbled out between her fingers and ran down her wrist to stain her silken gown.
“Tonight, I claimed a few drops of the blood you owe me,” Felix told her. “Soon, I promise you, I will return for the rest.”
Then he reached to his side, his free hand gripping the stout rope anchoring the chandelier above the dance floor. Three quick chops of the sword and the rope frayed, then snapped. The iron chandelier came soaring down, shattering marble as it crashed to the floor at the guards’ backs, and the rope hauled Felix off his feet. He launched upward, kicked out his legs, and flung himself free, hitting the second-floor balcony in a tumbling roll.
Then he ran for the open veranda door, clambering over the balcony rail and grabbing the waiting rope, sliding down to the manicured lawns below. Shouts echoed all around him, the pounding of boots and the strobe of distant lanterns, but he couldn’t lose his wild grin as he raced through the shadows.
Whatever crime had finally put an Imperial noose around his rival’s neck, Lodovico was out of the fight. And Felix had proved tonight, with his own blade, that the untouchable Aita could bleed just like anyone else. He’d find a way. Finish the job, without sacrificing himself in the bargain, and make his way back to Renata just as he’d promised. In that moment he felt more alive than he had in a lifetime, his cold fury turning to elation, to raw and burning hope, and he vowed to never let that feeling slip from his grasp again.



CHAPTER FORTY-NINE
Lodovico sat in sullen silence. His wrists, clamped in cold iron, weighed heavy on his lap.
Across from him, sitting on the opposite bench of the coach, two of the city militiamen glared daggers at him.
“They say you sabotaged the crusade,” one demanded. “That true?”
“No,” Lodovico said softly, “apparently it’s my crusade that’s been sabotaged.”
The other frowned. “What do you mean by that?”
He didn’t answer. He felt like he was drowning on dry land. The soil closing over his head and the darkness tugging him down.
What had given him away? Who had? Carlo, he thought. That half-wit bastard was too unstable, too given to drunken ramblings, to be trusted for long. Lodovico should have had him killed the second he endorsed the crusade.
He should have done a lot of things.
If they know about the weapons, he thought, it’s only a matter of time before they figure out the attack on al-Tali was a fraud. It’s all over. The Empire will regroup. It won’t wage war against the Caliphate. It will push back against the Terrai, and it will bounce back stronger than ever.

And Mirenze will never be free.


Father, I’m sorry.

He hung his head, the coach swaying as it rumbled through the streets.
“Said they’re sending a cavalry detachment to come collect you,” one of the guards told him. “Don’t know why they’re even bothering with a trial. What do you think they’ll do? Hang you? Drawing and quartering?”
“Too good for this scum,” the other grumbled. “If he did all they say he did, ought to burn him at the stake.”
If, Lodovico thought. He had one tiny sliver of hope left. His insurance policy, the warehouse stuffed with Caliphate riches and “proof” of the counterfeit armor. If he could somehow get word to the Dustmen—have them move the warehouse to the capital and pin all of his crimes on the emperor—he might yet survive this.
No less of a failure, but better a living, breathing failure than a dead one.
He was contemplating his options when the horses drew up short, the coach rumbling to a stop. One of the guards cracked the door and poked his head out.
“What’s going on?”
“Damn drunk passed out in the middle of the road,” called down the driver. “Hold on. I’ll give him a good kick and get him out of the way.”
They waited.
And waited.
“What’s taking so long?” one guard muttered, pushing open the coach door and starting to climb out.
A crossbow bolt streaked from the darkness and hit him right between the eyes. His body fell back, convulsing, skull shattered and brain speared. The other guard launched himself out the opposite door, drawing his sword and crouching low.
“Who’s there?” he shouted. “Show yourself!”
Lodovico went for the dead guard’s belt, snaring his heavy ring of iron keys. Heart pounding, feverishly hunting for the one that would unlock his manacles. Through the open door, he saw the last guard turn, his jaw dropping with a look of abject horror on his face.
“What are you—” the guard breathed. Then came another thunk of the bowstring and another hornet whine. The bolt ruptured the guard’s throat and nailed him to the side of the coach. His body dangled, limp, his legs twitching.
The key turned in Lodovico’s trembling fingers. The manacles fell free, clattering to the floor of the coach.
Slowly, holding his breath, he peered out into the darkness. No movement, just a sleeping street under a cold and full autumn moon.
He stepped down from the coach.
An apparition loomed from the shadows, slinging an unloaded crossbow across his back.
“It’s all right,” rasped Simon Koertig. “I’m here.”
He still wore his dandy clothes, his silk cravat, but the outfit and the voice were the only things Lodovico recognized. Simon’s body was a charred horror, melted lips pulled back in a rictus, mad blue eyes bulging from a face that was more lobster-red burn tissue than flesh. He held up one twisted, flame-ravaged hand in greeting.
“I had a little accident,” he said.
How, Lodovico thought, paralyzed at the sight. How is he still alive?
“I knew you would need me,” Simon said, shambling closer. “And I was right. I was here for you, Vico. I’m always here for you.”
Lodovico had sworn to kill him. Sworn to Aita and to himself that he’d put Simon down like a rabid dog if he ever laid eyes on him again. His obsession with Felix Rossini had led to the deaths of three hundred people—Lodovico’s people, the assassin’s zeal striking a cruel blow to the very heart of Mirenze.
The impaled guard’s sword was just a few feet out of reach. Easy enough to snatch it up and run Simon through. Easy enough to take revenge for the innocent dead of the city he’d sworn to save.
A city that still needs salvation, Lodovico thought. And I need help to set Mirenze free, more than ever.
“Vico?” Simon asked, a question in his bulging eyes.
I can’t bring back the three hundred dead, Lodovico thought, but I can still save thousands from tyranny. And their children, and their children’s children.

In the big picture, it’s a tiny sin after all.

He embraced Simon, pulling him close, and kissed his ruined cheeks.
“Welcome home,” Lodovico whispered, and a single gluey tear dribbled from Simon’s eye.
*     *     *
They dumped the bodies and stole the militia coach, racing through the moonlit streets.
“It was an insurance policy,” Lodovico explained, “just in case anyone sniffed my way once the dominoes started to tumble. Forged evidence to pin the attack at al-Tali on the emperor himself. Once I moved the goods to the capital and leaked the news to the right people, it’d be easy enough to duck any fingers pointing my way.”
Simon let out a grunting giggle. “I wondered why you had me buy all those imports then stash them away.”
“Always have a backup plan. All we need to do is plant the evidence, then lay low and watch the wildfire spread. With luck, they’ll forget all about me, at least long enough for us to regroup and find a fresh angle of attack. We can still do this, Simon. The dream isn’t dead yet.”
The bay door rattled up, and he stood on the threshold of an empty warehouse.
“No,” he breathed. Striding inside, looking wildly at empty shelves that were starting to collect dust. “No, no, no!”
“We’ve been robbed?” Simon said, head tilted.
“Of everything,” Lodovico shouted, whirling to face him, throwing his arms in the air. “We have been robbed. Of everything. This was it. This was the last chance to keep the wheels in motion.”
“We could still get lucky—”
“Luck does not topple empires. The plan called for maximum chaos, Simon. Maximum chaos. If the Empire has any chance to rally its forces and rebuild, there goes any hope of setting Mirenze free from its shackles. It’s over. We lost.”
He slumped to the flagstones, shoulders sagging, head in his hands.
“We lost,” he echoed, his voice broken.
He’d fed a war in the west and broken a war in the east. Driven a stake into the heart of the Empire’s ambitions. It should have killed the beast. Instead, once they finished unraveling his schemes and regrouping, it’d be as if nothing he’d done, nothing he’d risked and fought for, had ever happened. All he’d managed to do was destroy his family’s name once and for all. The Marchettis would be remembered as a clan of traitors, if they were remembered at all.
“So,” Simon said. “What do we do now?”
Something sparked in the depths of Lodovico’s heart. The memory of his father’s face.
He lifted his head.
“We do what my father would have done if he hadn’t been murdered by cowards.”
Lodovico rose to his feet, eyes hard as steel.
“We defy them, Simon. We defy them all. It’s funny. They just did me a favor, in a way. So much time I spent on these schemes, and I always had an exit strategy. Always had to be careful, to think as much about my long-term survival as I did about getting the job done.”
He spread his hands and smiled.
“Now they’ve branded me an outlaw and a traitor? So be it. As of tonight, I have nothing left to lose. If this road ends at my tombstone, that’s all right. Freedom is a fine thing to die for.”
“I’m with you,” Simon said.
Lodovico clasped his shoulder. “I know. Let’s be off. I have some deals to make tonight, and then we need to pay a visit to an old friend.”
*     *     *
Governor Baumbach stirred in the still of the night, startled awake from a dream of his motherland. He’d grown accustomed to the life of an expatriate over the years, but it was times like this—alone in his bed, just before dawn—when he remembered how much he’d left behind in the name of serving his emperor. He’d been picturing the rich aroma of his mother’s sausages, sizzling in a black iron skillet.
He wasn’t sure what had woken him. He lay still, floating in the silence, easing back to sleep—then, from below, the sound of breaking glass sent him lurching up. He threw back the furs and set his feet down on cold hardwood, wincing.
Damned bodyguards, he thought, probably got into the leftover wine from the party. He pulled on his slippers and yanked the sash of his robe tight over his gut, determined to punish someone for interrupting his sleep.
He found one of his bodyguards right away. The man was slumped on the floor in the hallway, out cold, propped against the wall with his legs sprawled like a fallen doll.
“Ridiculous,” Baumbach snarled, storming up to him. “This is what I pay you people for? Come on, up with you.”
He reached down, giving the man’s shoulder a rough shake—and the blood turned to ice in his veins as the bodyguard’s head lolled to one side. Revealing his slashed throat.
The governor staggered back, staring down at the blood flecking his fingertips. “S-someone?” he tried to call out, his voice a breathless squeak. “Anyone? Help?”
The only response, echoing up from the first floor, was a slow and rhythmic thumping.
He followed the sound, pressing his back to the wall as he inched his way down the staircase. He bit his bottom lip, swallowing down a scream, when he saw the two corpses at the bottom of the stairs. More of his men—he thought, going by the bloody and torn uniforms—but they looked like they’d been savaged by wild animals.
And from just around the corner: thump. Thump. Thump.
Baumbach rounded the bend and froze. A muscular, bland-faced Murgardt was clutching one of his guards by the face and slamming the back of his head against the wall. From the look of his skull, and the smears on the splintered wood, he’d been at it for a while now.
Weiss turned, dropped the corpse, and gave Baumbach an affable smile. “Hello, there. We wondered when you were going to wake up. Please, won’t you come this way?”
He extended a bloody hand, gesturing to the open door at his side. Soft orange light glowed from the governor’s study, candles lit against the dark of night.
Baumbach’s feet moved on their own. He was too afraid to do anything but obey. As he stepped into his study, Weiss followed him in, drawing the doors closed at their backs and standing at his shoulder.
Lodovico Marchetti sat back in the governor’s armchair, legs crossed, a glass of sherry nestled in the cradle of his hand. To his left stood a horribly burned man, a walking corpse dressed in gentleman’s finery. To his right, a pair of women in funeral gray gowns, gloves, and mourning veils. Their fingers, too long for their hands, wriggled bonelessly like sea anemones.
“Governor,” Lodovico said. “Thank you for joining us. I realize it’s an odd time for a meeting, but seeing as you’ve branded me a traitor and sold me—as you’ve helped sell this entire city—to your Imperial brethren, my mobility by daylight is…temporarily hampered.”
Weiss’s hand clamped down on Baumbach’s shoulder. He steered him to a chair and shoved him into it.
“We need to discuss a change in management.” Lodovico sipped his sherry. “You see, the Empire’s services are no longer required. As of tomorrow, Mirenze will become a free city once more.”
“This is a nightmare,” Baumbach stammered to himself. “I’m having a nightmare.”
“Yes,” Lodovico said, thoughtful. “Yes. I’m afraid you are.”



CHAPTER FIFTY
A somber mood hung over the Rusted Plow. The fires in the field were cold and dead, the bodies buried, but the eyes of almost every man and woman in the tavern told the same story: in their minds they were still on the battlefield, still fighting. Feeling every cut and seeing the face of every fallen friend, again and again.
Achille, the young crusader Renata had spared, sat alone and stared at the hearth fire. Nobody spoke a word against him, but nobody would talk to him either. They left him there, invisible.
Renata wearily trudged down to the common room, lugging her heavy pack. The hilt of her rapier and the rolled folds of her mail shirt jutted from the open flap. Gallo, sitting at the bar and nursing a tankard of ale, looked over at her.
“Where are you off to?”
“Back to Mirenze. My man’s in trouble.” She shrugged. “Going to go save him.”
Gallo groaned as he pushed himself to his feet.
“Fine, fine, give me five minutes to get my things together.”
Renata blinked. “Gallo, you don’t have to come.”
“Let me make sure I have this right. You intend to go out there and cross swords with both the governor’s men and Aita’s band of killers, all to rescue your fiancé?”
“That’s right.”
“Then I’d be an evil old bastard if I let you do it all by yourself, wouldn’t I?”
She gave him a tired smile. “I thought you were retiring.”
“A retirement you seem bound and determined to deny me. You’re a curse, Renata. I hope your Felix is aware of what he’s getting into, marrying you. He might be safer with Aita.” Waving a hand, he glanced at the corner table. Sykes and Lydda were playing cards together. “Hey, you lot. You want another job?”
They looked over. Sykes tilted his head. “Doing what?”
“Getting these lovebirds back together.” Gallo gestured at Renata. “Looks like we’re gonna go pick a fight with Mirenze. Not one person in Mirenze. The whole damned city.”
The bounty hunters shared a look. Sykes seemed dubious. Lydda gave him a tiny smile and a nod.
“Fine,” Sykes grunted, pushing his chair back. “But you’re paying us by the day, plus expenses. And if your money runs out, we’re switching sides.”
“Understood,” Gallo replied, not sounding worried.
On their way to the door, Achille approached Renata. Eyes down and silent. She paused, waiting patiently for him to speak.
“Can I come, too?” he asked.
Renata shook her head. “You’re too young, and it’s going to be too dangerous.”
She shouldered past with her pack, reaching for the doorknob.
“Please,” he said. She stared back at him over her shoulder. He met her gaze now, his eyes wide and wet. “You saved my life. I want…I want to do something good with it. I owe you—”
“You don’t owe me anything,” Renata told him.
“I owe…” He shook his head. “I owe my brother. I know he’s watching me, from the Garden. I talked him into signing up with me. I pushed him into it. And now he’s dead.”
His lower lip trembled as he walked closer, staring up into Renata’s eyes.
“Please. Let me do something that’ll make him proud of me, before I have to face him again.”
Renata took a deep breath and let it out as a sigh.
“All right.”
He walked in her shadow, and Gallo, Sykes, and Lydda filed behind. They spread out as they emerged into daylight, taking one last look at the village of Kettle Sands.
Then they headed north, toward gathering storm clouds.
I’m coming, Felix, Renata thought. Her pack jangled on her back, the hilt of the rapier brushing against her shoulder like a metal-gloved hand.
I’m coming, and I’m bringing steel with me.
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