

CHAPTER ONE

Idon’t see why I have to get married now,” complained Conor Darash Aurelian, Crown Prince of Castellane, Duke of Marakand (an honorary title he had inherited from his mother), and Potentate of Sarema (a small, deserted island near Taprobana that had been claimed by Castellane some decades ago when a merchant ship planted the lion flag upon its few feet of shoreline; as far as anyone knew, the flag was still there, leaving Castellane’s claim to the rocky protuberance uncontested).

Kel just smiled. Conor was looking dramatically aggrieved, which did not actually mean he was feeling dramatically aggrieved. Kel knew Conor’s expressions better than he knew his own. Conor might be annoyed about the pressure to get married, or he might be annoyed about the speech the Queen had ordered him to give in Valerian Square today (the reason he and Conor were currently jammed into a carriage with blacked-out windows, boiling hot and squashed between velvet cushions, with Jolivet and Mayesh glaring at them from the opposite seats). Or he might not be annoyed at all, and simply be indulging his flair for the dramatic.

Either way, it wasn’t Kel’s problem. He wasn’t the one trying to talk Conor into a politically advantageous match. In fact, he was against the whole idea. He was quite comfortable with the way things were, and Conor marrying would upset the balance.

“Then don’t get married,” growled Jolivet. He was dour as ever despite being decked out in full uniform—miles of gold braid, scarlet tunic and trousers, and a helmet so profoundly ceremonial that while he was currently carrying it in his lap, the plumes brushed his chin. Mayesh Bensimon, beside him, looked like a ragged gray crow by comparison: He wore his plain Counselor’s robes, his curling white hair spilling over the collar. But then, as an Ashkar, he was only permitted to wear blue or gray in public, which vastly limited any potential sartorial splendor. “That cousin of yours in Detmarch can be King of Castellane, and you can take yourself off to head up the army. Give General Archambault a rest on the border.”

Kel held in a laugh. It was true that when a Castellani royal family had more than one heir, the second was usually trained up to become the leader of the army. If Conor had had a sibling, he could have swapped places with them, though Kel could not imagine Conor doing any such thing, even in theory. He hated insects and dirt, and the army, as far as Kel understood, involved a great deal of both. Besides, he was young—only twenty-three—and had years to get married and produce an heir. Mayesh and Jolivet were just being anxious, like clucking old hens.

Conor raised an eyebrow. “Nonsense,” he said. “I am far too good looking to risk spoiling my looks in battle.”

“Scars can be charming,” Kel noted. “Look at Montfaucon. Always surrounded by adoring courtiers.”

“If only one could be assured one would go off to fight and return only with a dashing cut on the cheek,” said Conor. “The more likely outcome—a pike to the face—is less attractive. Anyway, it’s not as if there’s a war going on now.” Conor always moved his hands expressively when he spoke—a habit Kel had spent years learning and copying. The little bit of light in the carriage glinted off Conor’s rings as he gestured. He was richly dressed, as befitted a prince about to address his people. Third-best crown—a gold circlet etched with wings—fine wool trousers, and tooled-leather jerkin, the leather cut out in small diamond shapes to show the silk and metallic thread of the shirt beneath. It was horrendously hot, which Kel knew since he was wearing the same thing.

“There is no war currently,” said Mayesh. “And consolidating alliances with other countries via marital connection is one way of making sure it stays that way.” He opened the leather notebook on his lap. Inside were dozens of portraits and sketches done on various kinds of paper, all sent from hopeful courts and holdings across Dannemore and beyond. “Princess Aimada d’Eon of Sarthe. Twenty years old, speaks six languages, mother was a famous beauty, docile—”

“Docile means dull,” said Conor. He had pulled off one of his rings and was tossing it from hand to hand. It sparked in the dimness of the carriage as it flew, like a colorful firefly. “And what do I care what her mother looks like?”

“Perhaps they are offering two for the price of one,” suggested Kel, and saw Conor smile. There were various aspects to the job of being Sword Catcher that went beyond Kel simply putting himself between the Crown Prince and possible harm. Conor was usually surrounded by people telling him what to do in a fearfully serious manner; Kel felt himself tasked with providing some balance.

Mayesh was not amused. “I believe,” he said, “the suggestion is that the daughter, like her mother the Queen, will one day also be a great beauty.”

“Is she not one now?” Conor took the paper from Mayesh. “Red hair,” he said. “I loathe red hair. Besides. Sarthe.”

Jolivet snorted. Before Castellane had gained its independence, it had been the port city of Magna Callatis, a vast Empire now split into the three separate kingdoms of Sarthe, Valderan, and Castellane. Valderan had been its verdant south, and even now contained most of the farms from which Castellane sourced its food. Castellane had been its shipyard and harbor. And Sarthe had been its capital, containing the once Imperial city of Aquila. It was common knowledge that Sarthe yearned to build the old Empire up again. They longed especially for Castellane’s harbor, for they were land-locked, forced to pay steep fees to Valderan for access to the coast.

“He has a point,” said Jolivet. “Why give Sarthe a foothold here?”

“Why, indeed?” Mayesh drew out another sheet of paper. “Here we have Princess Elsabet Belmany, of Malgasi.”

“Malgasi,” Jolivet said, thoughtfully. “A useful ally. Especially since your father fostered at their Court.”

“They trade richly in spices, fur, and silks, with reserves of arable land that would mean we were no longer dependent on trade with Valderan for crops,” Mayesh noted, though there was a curious lack of enthusiasm in his voice.

“Arable land,” said Conor. “Never have more romantic words been spoken. So many ballads written about beautiful women with vast tracts of arable land.”

“If that’s what they’re calling it now,” said Kel, and Conor grinned before taking the sheet of parchment from Mayesh.

“You needn’t talk about land as if it’s nothing,” grumbled Jolivet. “In trade we are indeed a great power. But in land, we are only a few square miles of city and marsh.”

“But what square miles they are,” said Kel, peaceably, and Mayesh smiled. Conor held up the piece of parchment he’d snatched to show Kel the portrait of an intense-looking young woman with pale skin and black hair, her forehead bound with a gold circlet surmounted by a ruby phoenix. Elsabet Belmany.

Kel frowned. “I feel as if I’ve heard her name recently—”

Conor snapped his fingers. “Yes. Some sort of scandal. House Belmany is highly disliked by the folk of Malgasi; it seems an unpleasant situation to involve oneself in.”

Jolivet made an exasperated noise. “There are anti-monarchists in Castellane as well, Conor—”

Kel scratched at a bit of the black paint on the carriage window as Conor and Mayesh argued about whether House Aurelian was or was not universally beloved. Through the clear spot of glass, Kel could see that they were on the Ruta Magna. The last section of the Great Southwestern Road that ran from Shenzhou to Castellane, the Ruta Magna cut through the mountains from the Narrow Pass, crossed the city, and ended at the harbor. Kel often wondered what the other end of the Great Road looked like. He knew it dead-ended in Shenzhou’s capital, but did it become the main thoroughfare of that city, as it had in Castellane, or did it simply fade into a scatter of streets, like a river bleeding into a floodplain?

Conor always told him he was odd for wondering about such things. But Kel dreamed often of the far-flung corners of the world. From their window in Marivent, he could see the harbor and the great ships returning from Sayan and Taprobana, from Kutani and Nyenschantz. Someday, he told himself. Someday, he would find himself aboard one of those tallships, sailing across the raveled blue silk of the ocean. Hopefully with Conor beside him, though until now Conor’s promise that they would one day travel the world had yet to materialize. Not through any fault of Conor’s, Kel knew; House Aurelian had kept its Prince unusually close.

“Oh, very well,” Mayesh snapped. He showed annoyance rarely; Kel turned with mild surprise to see that the Counselor had taken out a new sheet. “If Malgasi displeases, here we have Prince Floris of Gelstaadt. Young, handsome, will one day control the largest banking empire in the world.”

Conor’s general preference was for women, but it was by no means a rule. If Conor married another man, a woman of good breeding would be chosen to be the Lady Mother who would bear Conor’s child, nurse it, and give it over to the two kings to raise. It had been the situation with Conor’s grandparents—a Prince of Castellane and a Lord of Hanse—and was generally not uncommon in Dannemore. Marriages between two queens were rarer but not unheard of, either.

“Banking empire?” Conor stuck his hand out. “Let me see.”

Kel looked over the Prince’s shoulder as he perused the sketch. The boy in it, depicted leaning against an alder tree, was good looking, with flax-colored hair and the blue eyes common to Gelstaadt—a tiny country whose liberal banking laws had made it one of the richest in Dannemore.

Conor glanced up. “What do you think, Kel?”

The atmosphere inside the carriage changed subtly. Kel, who had spent the past decade attuning himself to nuances of social interaction, felt it. He was the Sword Catcher, the Prince’s servant. It was not his place to give an opinion, at least not in Jolivet and Mayesh’s view. (It was, perhaps, one of the few things they agreed on.)

Kel was not sure why he should care. All who worked in the Palace were loyal to the Blood Royal, but he was loyal above all other things to Conor. It was the choice he had made long ago, as a small, grubby boy in borrowed clothes, facing the Prince of Castellane. Who had offered him an extraordinary life, and had given him that and more—an extraordinary friendship to go along with it.

“I think,” Kel said, “that either someone has drawn that tree very small, or Floris of Gelstaadt is a giant.”

“Good point,” said Conor. “I hardly want to marry someone who looms over me. How tall is he, Mayesh?”

Mayesh sighed. “Seven feet.”

Conor shuddered. “Mayesh, are you trying to torment me? An unpopular Princess, a giant, and a redhead? Is this your idea of an amusing jest? It is taking years off my life. This may be treason.”

Mayesh held up a new sheet of parchment. “Princess Anjelica of Kutani.”

Conor sat up, finally interested. Kel couldn’t blame him. The painting was of a dark-skinned girl with a cloud of black hair and luminous amber eyes. A cap of golden mesh set with star-shaped diamonds was her crown, and more gold glimmered at her wrists. She was luminously beautiful.

“Kutani?” said Jolivet, sounding dubious. “Would Castellane be able to afford such a dowry as they would certainly demand?”

Kutani was an island kingdom, a center of the spice trade—cardamom, pepper, saffron, ginger, and cloves: All grew or were traded there, making the kingdom spectacularly rich. According to Joss Falconet, whose House was granted the spice Charter, the island air was scented with cardamom, and the trade winds blew across beaches soft as powder.

“So true,” said Mayesh, setting the paper aside. “Probably not.”

Conor’s eyes flashed. “We are rich enough,” he said. “Give me that back.”

They had turned off the Ruta Magna onto a narrow lane behind the city’s central square, where a plaza was formed by four of the oldest buildings in the city. All were clad in white marble, veined with quartz that glittered in the sun; all boasted broad steps, columns, and arched porticoes in the style of the bygone Callatian Empire.

Valerian Square had once been the Cuadra Magna, the central hub of the Imperial port city. At each cardinal point stood a massive structure dating from the time of the Empire. To the north, the Tully; its steps were guarded by marble lions, their mouths wide open as if to catch criminals in their jaws. To the west was the Convocat; to the south, the Justicia. To the east, the Porta Aurea, the triumphal arch erected by Valerian, the first King of Castellane; citizens fondly called it the Gate to Nowhere.

Castellane had something of a confusing relationship with its past. Today marked the yearly anniversary of Castellane’s independence from Magna Callatis. The Castellani had fierce pride in their city-state, feeling it to be the most superior place in Dannemore. Yet they also prided themselves on their descent from Callatians, and on what they had kept from the time of the Empire: everything from the hypocausts that heated the public baths to the courts and the Council of Twelve. Independent but also tied to the glories of a domain long past; sometimes Kel thought he was the only one who observed the contradiction.

Kel and the others drew up behind the Convocat, where a hidden entrance would allow them to pass into the building without being seen. The lane had been closed off to all but royal traffic at both ends. As Kel swung down from the carriage, he saw a group of small children peer out from the shadows, wide-eyed. They were ragged—barefoot and scrubby, freckled by the sun. He thought of two small boys under a powderbark tree, playing at pirate battles, and flipped a copper coin in their direction. “Present my greetings to the Ragpicker King!” he called.

The smallest of the boys gave a frightened gasp. “They say he’s here today,” he said. “Somewhere in the crowd.”

“As if you’d know what he looked like,” scoffed a girl in a tattered pinafore. “You ain’t never seen him.”

The smaller boy puffed up angrily. “I does know,” he protested. “He goes round all in black, like Gentleman Death come to take your soul, and his carriage wheels are stained with blood.”

Rolling her eyes, the older girl pulled the boy’s ear decidedly. The boy yelped, and the children vanished back into the shadows, giggling.

Kel chuckled. As a child, he’d thought of the Ragpicker King as the trickster God of pickpockets. Later, he began to understand that the Ragpicker King was a practical, not a mythological figure, however mysterious. He ran smuggling operations of elegance and size, owned gambling hells deep in the Warren, and had his fingers in trade from the harbor to the Great Road. The Palace could do nothing to rid the city of his presence. He was too powerful, and besides, Mayesh said, it was better not to create a vacuum of power at the top of any organization. Unlawful order was, after all, an improvement on lawful chaos.

Jolivet snapped his fingers. “Come along, Kellian,” he said, and the group of four crossed the deserted street and entered the Convocat. It was dark and cool inside, the marble acting to shield the interior from the heat. Kel found himself walking beside Mayesh as Jolivet strode beside Conor, speaking to him intently.

“That was cleverly done, in the carriage,” admitted Kel. “Show him three candidates he won’t want to marry, then show him one he will and tell him he cannot have her.”

“It is both your task and mine,” Mayesh said, “to know the Prince better than he knows himself.”

“Only you have other tasks, and I have merely the one. You must also know the King and Queen.”

Mayesh made a gesture that seemed to indicate agreement without commitment. “I only offer them counsel. So it has always been.”

This was manifestly untrue, but Kel didn’t feel like arguing. It was better not to delve too deeply into any discussion of the King and Queen, especially when it came to the King. Conor was giving the yearly Speech of Independence today because the Queen would not appear—she loathed public speaking—and the King could not.

Markus Aurelian, the great scholar, the philosopher-king. His wisdom was a point of pride in Castellane. He did not appear often in public, it was said, because he was busy with his learning, his great discoveries in the fields of astronomy and philosophy. Kel knew this was not true, but it was only one among many secrets he kept for House Aurelian.

They had reached the central chamber of the Convocat, where broad marble pillars upheld an arched roof. The mosaic floor, which depicted a map of Dannemore before the breakup of the Empire, had once been colorful. Now it was worn down to a faint shadow by the passage of time and countless feet.

Once, there had been seats here; once, the King had sat in session with the Charter Families, discussing Law and trade and policy. Kel could dimly recall when this had still been the case, before the King had retreated to the North Tower with his telescopes and astrolabes, his maps of stars, his sextants and spheres. Before the King had turned his attention to the skies and forgotten the world below them.

But there was no point thinking about that now. Several of the Arrow Squadron were approaching. They gleamed in red and gold, like Jolivet, though they sported considerably fewer tassels and less fringe. The leader, a gray-haired man named Benaset, said grimly, “Legate. Sir. There’s been an incident.”

Benaset explained: A dockworker, found in the crowd with a crossbow strapped to his back. Probably nothing, of course; there was every possibility he was unaware of the Law that forbade going armed to an appearance of one of the Royal Blood. The Tully would uncover the truth, certainly. In the meantime—

“We will need the Sword Catcher,” said Benaset. “Is he prepared?”

Kel nodded. Tension had spread through his shoulders, tightening his muscles. Stepping in for Conor was not a rare occurrence. It was always a flip of the coin, as the guards were more than cautious. It was not even the danger he minded, he thought, as he drew his talisman from his pocket and looped it around his neck. (It lay cold against his throat; for reasons he could not guess, the metal never warmed from contact with his skin.) But he had relaxed today. They were nearly at the square; he could hear the crowd. He had let himself assume he would not be needed.

He had been wrong. As quickly as he could, he began to run down the words of the speech in his mind. I greet you, my people of Castellane, in the name of the Gods. Today—

Kel frowned. Today something. Today Castellane was born. No. That wasn’t it.

“I don’t think it’s necessary,” Conor said, interrupting Kel’s reverie. “One drunken idiot wandering around with a weapon hardly means an assassination attempt—”

“It is necessary, Monseigneur.” Kel knew that flatness in Jolivet’s voice, and knew what it meant. The Legate had the power to restrain the Prince physically, vested in him by the King, if such action was required. “This is why you have a Sword Catcher.”

Conor threw up his hands in disgust as Kel came over to him. They locked eyes; Kel shrugged minutely, as if to say: It doesn’t matter. With a sigh, Conor slipped the crown from his head and held it out to Kel. “Try to look handsome,” he advised. “Don’t disappoint the people.”

“I’ll do my best.” Kel settled the crown on his head. His rings were paste jewels, but the crown—that was real. That belonged to House Aurelian. It seemed to carry a weight beyond the physical heft of bullion. He looked up, blinking: The Arrow Squadron had thrown the doors open wide, flooding the interior of the Convocat with bright sunlight.

Kel could hear the roar of the crowd, like the rush of the sea.

Conor held out his hand. Kel grasped it, and Conor pulled him close. This part was ritual, muscle memory. Kel had done it countless times, though he still felt a faint shiver up his spine as he looked at Conor. As he felt the weight of the gold circlet on his brow.

“I am the Prince’s shield,” he said. “I am his unbreakable armor. I bleed that he might not bleed. I suffer that he might never suffer. I die that he might live forever.”

“But you will not die,” said Conor, releasing his hand. It was what he always said—not part of the ritual, but habit nonetheless.

“Unless Lady Alleyne gets her hands on me,” said Kel. Lady Alleyne had a wealth of ambitions, most of them focused on her only daughter. “She’s still angling for you to marry Antonetta.”

Jolivet scowled. “Enough,” he said. “Mayesh, you will remain with the Prince.”

It was less an order than a question; Mayesh indicated that he would, and Kel joined Jolivet in the long walk to the doors. The noise of the crowd grew louder and louder still until Kel stepped through the doorway to the covered loggia beyond, all its arches brilliant with white marble. He heard the crowd take an indrawn breath as he moved to stand at the top of the white cascade of steps that led down to the square, as if they all saw him at once, all breathed in at once.

Kel stood at the top of the Grieving Stairs and looked around the square as they chanted Conor’s name. The crowd spanned wealth and class and occupation: from dock laborers in rough cambric, their children perched on their shoulders to get a better view, to shopkeepers and publicans. Rich merchants had driven their shining carriages into the square and gathered in groups, dressed in bright colors. On the steps of the High Temple stood the Hierophant, the high priest of Castellane, carrying a staff topped with a milky Sunderglass orb. Kel eyed the old man sideways—it was unusual to see the Hierophant away from the Temple, save for great occasions such as state funerals or the Marriage to the Sea, when the King or Queen of Castellane would board a boat wreathed in flowers and hurl a golden ring into the ocean, to seal the bond between Aigon and the House of Aurelian.

Closest to the steps sat the Charter Families, atop a dais that had been erected before the lions of the Tully, each family beneath a pennant bearing the sigil of their House: a ship for House Roverge, a wreath for Esteve, a silk moth for Alleyne.

Kel swept one last glance over the crowd, catching sight of a shining black carriage with scarlet wheels. Against it leaned a slender, long-legged figure all in black. He goes round all in black, like Gentleman Death, come to take your soul, and his carriage wheels are stained with blood. Could it be the Ragpicker King, come to see the Prince speak? Kel supposed he could, if he felt like it. As a child, he’d asked Conor why the Palace didn’t simply arrest the Ragpicker King.

“Because,” Conor had said, looking thoughtful, “he has too much money.”

Enough. Kel knew he was letting his nerves direct his imagination. Concentrate, he told himself. You are the Prince of Castellane.

He closed his eyes. Against the darkness, he saw blue sea, a ship with white sails. Heard the sound of waves, and the call of gulls. Here, where the western stars drowned with the turning of the world, he was alone in the quiet, with the horizon beckoning. The ship rocked beneath him, the mast at his back. No one knew this place but him. Not even Conor.

His eyes snapped open. He reached out his hands to the crowd, the thick velvet of his sleeves falling back, the rings gleaming on his fingers. The crown was heavy, a bar of iron across his forehead. He said, “I greet you, my people of Castellane, in the name of the Gods,” his voice amplified by the talisman at his throat. It echoed through the square.

My people . . . Many in the crowd brandished the red-and-gold flag of Castellane—the ship and the lion. The sea and the Gold Roads. There was a rug worked into the shape of the land of Dannemore in the Palace library. Conor walked upon it sometimes in bare feet: now in Hind, now along the Gold Roads, now returning to Castellane. So the world was to a prince.

“Today,” Kel said, and the words rose up in him, unbidden but remembered, “is the day of our freedom, the birth of our city-state. Here, among these streets, did the people of Castellane lay down their lives that they might never again kneel to an Emperor, nor bow down at the feet of a foreign power. Here did we become what we are—a shining beacon to all the world, the greatest city in Dannemore, in all the world—”

The crowd roared. The sound was like thunder, like a storm growing closer and closer until it seemed it would shudder the sky apart. In this moment, it did not matter that Kel was not truly their Prince. The cheering lifted him up as if he walked the sky roads like lightning-struck Elemi.

Their excitement seemed to catch along his bones as if his marrow were filled with black powder. He felt it as a fire rising, becoming a blaze within his blood. It was overwhelming, to be so loved—even if the love was not truly directed at him. Even if it was an illusion.

“Very good,” said Conor, when Kel had come back into the Convocat. The crowd, whipped up into a frenzy—in part by the appearance of the Crown Prince, but also, it had to be admitted, by the free alcohol provided by the Palace—was still roaring outside. Tankards were being given out at booths hung with red-and-gold banners as the noble families packed up their belongings and hurried back to the Hill. Soon enough the patriotic crowd would become a raucous and celebratory mob. “I liked the part about the heart and soul of Castellane being . . . what was it? Ah, yes. The citizens. Extemporaneous?”

“I thought we rehearsed it.” Kel leaned back against a pillar, feeling the cool marble against his back, his neck. He was very hot all over, suddenly, though he had not felt the sun when he’d stood atop the Grieving Stairs. “People like to be complimented.”

“Are you all right?” Conor, who had been sitting with his back against a pillar, scrambled to his feet. Jolivet and Mayesh were deep in conversation; the Arrow Squadron paced up and down the room, silent as guards always were. Conor usually forgot they were there. “You look . . .”

Kel raised his head. He and Conor were of the same height; Kel was sure somehow Mayesh had made sure of that, as he had made sure that Kel’s eyes, over the years, had turned the color of tarnished silver. “Yes?”

“Nothing. Sunstruck, perhaps. It will do you good to get into the dark.” Conor put a hand on Kel’s shoulder. “Today is a day of celebration. So let us celebrate. Go and change your clothes in the carriage, and we will head to the Caravel.”

“Right.” Kel sighed. As he often did after public appearances as Conor, he felt an exhaustion deep in his bones, as if he had been stretched into a peculiar position for hours. He wished for nothing more than to return to the Palace and collapse into bed. “Joss Falconet’s party.”

“Why the reluctance?” The corner of Conor’s mouth curled up. “It has been too long since we visited the Temple District.”

The Temple District was a neighborhood of pleasure houses; it had earned its name because most brothels kept a house shrine to Turan, the God of desire. Kel half wished to ask if they could go some other evening, but it was clear Conor was looking forward to the party—and besides, Kel himself had some business in the Caravel quite apart from the usual, and tonight would be as good a time as any to conduct it.

“Nothing,” Kel said. “Only Falconet’s gatherings can be . . . excessive.”

Conor chucked him lightly under the chin. “Excessively enjoyable. I’ve already asked Benaset to bring the horses around. You can ride Asti.”

Beneath the light tone, Conor sounded anxious. He knew Kel didn’t want to go; the offer of Kel’s favorite horse was a bribe. For a brief moment, Kel wondered what would happen if he refused, said he would return to the Palace with Bensimon and Jolivet. Spent the evening in a dark room with cold blue wine and a map of the western seas.

The answer was: Not much. But Conor would be disappointed, and he would still need someone to accompany him to the Caravel. Conor could not ride out into the world alone, unprotected; he must always be defended. If Kel returned to the Palace, Conor would be assigned a guard from the Arrow Squadron to watch him, and would be accordingly miserable. And if Conor was miserable, Kel would be miserable. Not because Conor would take it out on him; he wouldn’t. But the knowledge that he had let Conor down would eat away at him like caustic.

Kel slipped the crown from his head. He held it out to Conor, the gold circlet dangling from his fingers. “Very well,” he said, “but do not forget your crown, Monseigneur, lest they treat you disrespectfully at the Caravel. Unless,” he added, “being treated disrespectfully is what you’re paying for tonight?”

Conor laughed, the anxiety vanishing from his eyes. “Excellent. We will have a memorable evening, I think.” He turned to wave his crown breezily at Bensimon and Jolivet, who gazed at the two young men with matched expressions of stony disapproval. “We bid you good afternoon, gentlemen,” he said. “Should you wish to find us, we will be in the Temple District, offering the appropriate prayers.”
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There has always been magic.

It is a force of nature, like fire, water, and air. Mankind was not born knowing how to use magic, just as they were not born knowing how to create fire. It is said the secrets of magic are whispered of in the higher air, where those who have the ability learn the incantations that, in the right hands, become spells.

We do not know who codified the first spells or committed them to writing. Such knowledge has been lost. But we do know that every chant or conjuration has always included the One Word, the ineffable name of Power, without which a spell is only empty speech. Without the Word, there is no magic.

—Tales of the Sorcerer-Kings, Laocantus Aurus Iovit III
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CHAPTER TWO

I’m sorry.” Not looking the least bit sorry, Dom Lafont—a nervous little man with black-rimmed spectacles perched on a warty nose—shook his head. “It isn’t possible.”

Lin Caster placed her hand flat on the wooden counter that separated them. The Lafont Bookshop in the Scholars’ Quarter was a dusty little place, the walls festooned with old prints and sketches of Castellane and famous historical figures of days past. Behind the counter, shelves of books stretched away: some bright and new, in fine colored leather jackets, some plain, bound galleys produced by the Academie to aid students in their coursework.

It was one of those—a treatise on hereditary illnesses by Ibn Sena, a teacher of medicine—that Lin itched to get her hands on. She craned her neck, trying to pick out exactly which of the bound manuscripts on the shelves it was, but the shop was too dimly lit.

“Dom Lafont,” Lin said, “I have been a good customer of yours. A frequent customer. Is that not the case?” She turned to her friend Mariam Duhary, who was watching the interaction with worried eyes. “Mariam, tell him. There is no good reason that prevents him from selling me a book.”

“I am aware of that, Domna Caster,” Lafont protested. “But there are rules.” He wiggled his nose like a rabbit’s. “What you are asking for is coursework for the medical students at the Academie. You are not a student at the Academie. If you had a letter from the Justicia, perhaps—”

Lin wanted to slam her hand down on the counter. The man was being ridiculous. The Ashkar, as he knew perfectly well, could not attend the Academie as students, or apply to the Justicia for relief. These were Laws—bad Laws, that made her stomach twist, her blood run sour in her veins. But they had been the way of things since the founding of Castellane. “For students,” she said, making an effort to be calm, “these manuscripts are free. I am offering to pay. Name your price, Dom Lafont.”

Dom Lafont spread his hands wide. “It is not a matter of money. It is a matter of rules.”

“Lin is a physician,” Mariam said. She was a small girl, birdlike in her delicacy, but her gaze was firm and searching. “As you know. She cured your gout last fall, did she not?”

“It still comes back sometimes,” he said sourly. “Every time I eat pheasant.”

Which I told you not to do, Lin thought.

“Lin merely seeks to acquire wisdom that will allow her to heal more of the sick, and relieve their suffering,” said Mariam. “Surely you cannot object to that.”

Lafont grunted. “I know even your own people do not think you should be practicing medicine,” he said to Lin. “I know you have no business pawing through knowledge not meant for your sort.” He leaned across the counter. “I suggest you stick to what you know—your little amulets and magic trinkets. Don’t you have enough wisdom already, you Ashkar?”

In that moment, Lin could see herself in the shopkeeper’s eyes. Someone powerless, someone clearly different, almost foreign. And yes, she wore, as the laws of Castellane required, the traditional colors of the Ashkar: a gray dress, a blue jacket. And around her throat, the traditional symbol of her people: a hollow golden circle on a chain. Lin’s had been her mother’s once.

But more than that marked her out. It was in her blood, in the way she walked and talked, in something invisible that she sometimes felt hovered about her like a fine mist. She was knowably, clearly, Ashkar—alien in a way the sailors who thronged the port of Castellane simply weren’t. Travelers had a clearly delineated role and place. The Ashkar did not.

Don’t you have enough already, you Ashkar? It was what all Castellani felt to some degree. The Sundering had destroyed all magic, erased it from the world. All save the small spells and talismans of gematry, the ancestral magic of the Ashkar. Because of that, Lin’s people were hated and envied in equal measure. Because of that, special Laws applied to them. Because of that, they were not allowed out of the Sault, the walled community in which they were required to live, once the sun had gone down. As if they could not be trusted in the shadows.

Lafont shook his head, turning away. “There is a reason books like this aren’t meant for hands like yours. Come back if you’d like to buy something else. My door will be open.”

The world seemed to darken before Lin’s eyes. She took a deep breath, her small hands knotting into fists—

A moment later she found herself outside the bookstore, being steered down the street by Mariam. “Mariam, what—?”

“You were going to hit him,” Mariam said breathlessly. She had come to a stop between a lodging house for students and a shop selling ink and quills. “And then he would have called the Vigilants, and you’d have been fined, at least. You know they aren’t sympathetic to the Ashkar.”

Mariam, Lin knew, was right. And yet. “It is unbelievable,” she fumed. “That inbred bigot! He didn’t object to my knowledge when he wanted me to treat him for free, did he? And now it’s Keep your filthy hands off our books. As if knowledge belonged to any one type of person—”

“Lin!” Mariam interrupted in a whisper. “People are staring.”

Lin glanced over. Across the street was a tea shop, already crowded with students enjoying a day free of lectures. A group had gathered around a weathered wooden table outside to drink karak—a heavily spiced tea with cream—and play cards; several were looking over at her, seemingly amused. A handsome student with a mass of ginger hair, wearing a paper crown, winked in her direction.
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Artal Gremont, heir to the tea Charter of Castellane, had never much liked the ocean. It was the source of his wealth, of course. The millions of crowns’ worth of tea and coffee that were carried in sleek ships across the seas to the Castellani port had made his family richer than Gods. In theory, he appreciated the convenience of the sea; in actuality, he found it flat, featureless, and dull.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The creak of a board underfoot alerted him to the fact that he was not alone. He turned and for a moment saw nothing; then she appeared, shadow evolving out of shadow. She wore her assassin’s gear: Every bit of her was covered with smooth black fabric. It rendered her faceless, which Gremont found unnerving despite the fact that he knew perfectly well what she looked like beneath the disguise.

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

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

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

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

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

“I suppose you would know.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Lin Caster shook her head. She’d had a brief battle with Magali, Lady Alleyne’s maid, at the front door; Magali had been determined to relieve Lin of her coat and medical satchel so she could carry them upstairs for her, but Lin had refused to part with either. A silent struggle had ensued under the watchful eye of what seemed like two dozen portraits of past Alleynes.

The Alleynes’ manor was stuffed full of things: landscape paintings, massive silver epergnes overflowing with silk flowers, gilt clocks, and marble busts of poets and playwrights past. Every bit of furniture that could be gilded had been, and if it had not been gilded it had been capped with white lace like a virgin bride.

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

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

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

Antonetta was kind, if a little scattered. She seemed to Lin a rabbit among the jackals of the Hill. She required little in the way of medical care, however. Usually, they would spend the hour chatting and drinking one of Lin’s medicinal teas. In Lin’s opinion, Antonetta was paying for the company, not for whatever fortifying properties were in the tea, but she had no objections.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Lin worried, too, about how hopeless Antonetta seemed. The engagement was something her mother had arranged; Antonetta had no say in it. And there was, she insisted, nothing she could do to change her mother’s mind. Her sole comfort seemed pinned on the possibility that Gremont was as unenthused about the marriage as she was and would leave her mostly alone, thus allowing her to lead the life of a wealthy lady of the Hill without too much interference.

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

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

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

Lin thought about the dark hints Kel had dropped about Gremont’s nature, but she said nothing. There was no point worrying Antonetta more than she was already. Instead, she pointed at the book lying open on the bed. “Is that any good? It sounds like a Story-Spinner’s tale.”

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

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

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

“Those titles seem very long,” Lin observed.

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

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

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

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

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

I am the Goddess Returned.

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

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

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

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

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

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

She swallowed hard. “I could tell you—”

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

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

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

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

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

“What sort of unpleasant?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Kel let his sword arm fall, rolling his shoulders back. Conor raked a hand through his sweaty dark hair, frowning.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Perhaps not,” Conor said. “But I am the one with experience of blackmail.” His smile was a blade. “Sarthe does not care about the death of the Princess. They care about the leverage it gives them to make demands. And once a blackmailer gets their hooks in you, it won’t end neatly. They’ll keep coming back, always wanting more, no matter what you give them. Sarthe will not just go away one day the way Prosper Beck did. The only thing that will make them stop is if we show that we are too powerful to bully. If we secure money and warships through this marriage, Sarthe will realize it is too dangerous to try to bleed us dry.” His gray eyes flashed. “That reminds me. Speaking of marriage, Artal Gremont should arrive at any moment. We will all have to prepare for what will surely be an interminable show of triumph as Lady Alleyne prepares to marry her daughter off.”

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

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

Not ambitious. It was what everyone thought of Antonetta; only Kel knew they were wrong.

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

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

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

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

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

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