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            To Captain Debbie Adewale,

            I look forward to watching you accomplish great things.

            And to Mike Calder of Transreal Fiction in Edinburgh, 

            because even from a distance you’re a man of great wit and rare kindness. 

            Also, plummeting ducklings.
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            Dusk

         
         The raven was a dark blot against the evening sky. He laughed as he dived, surprising a flock of starlings from their roost
            on the branches of an old sycamore. The starlings scolded even as they fled, but Jacob was undeterred by their threats. He
            chased the small flock until they were forced to scatter for safety in the low grass. Only after they’d gone to earth did
            he cease the game, coming to rest on the highest branch of the sycamore the starlings had abandoned.
         

         
         He folded his black wings, ruffled his glossy feathers, and began to preen between the toes of one foot.

         
         “That bird is a nuisance.” The soldier with her back propped against the sycamore’s broad trunk peered up at the raven through
            a tapestry of green leaves. Jacob cocked his head and stared back. “He’s stealing from the merchants at the Fair, thieving
            away gewgaws, and ribbons, and sweet treats from the stalls. Why, just last week he started a mad stampede when he tried to
            pluck a locket of oud from where it was pinned on Lady Jane’s sleeve. Milady screamed ‘thief’ and soon enough half the Fair was screaming ‘fire’
            and ‘murder’.”
         

         
         Jacob, who had in fact been trying for a lock of Lady Jane’s dark hair and not the container of vile perfume around her neck,
            blinked one shining eye, pretending ignorance.
         

         
         “He doesn’t like the city,” Avani said. She sat cross-legged in the short grass not far from the soldier. She had a pile of
            fresh-plucked dandelion stems on her lap and was plaiting them two at a time into bunches of twelve. The yellow flowers had
            long ago gone to seed; a few pieces of white fluff still clung to the green stems.
         

         
         “Oh, he likes parts of it just fine.” The soldier snorted. “His Majesty’s throne room, for example. He prefers to pace the
            hearth, cackling insults at all who dare approach. No one can figure how he gets in—it’s not through the doors, or the windows—but
            he’s driving Brother Orat mad, what with all the feathers and bird shit everywhere.”
         

         
         “Close the flue,” Avani suggested mildly. Jacob on his branch hopped once in indignation, sending a duo of spiny pods onto
            the ground below.
         

         
         “Aye, and wasn’t that the first thing we tried?” the soldier scoffed. “Once Brother Orat even tried kindling the hearth, a
            great raging conflagration, and I swear it was on the hottest day of the year. I thought for sure His Majesty would have an
            apoplexy, he flushed so red. And still, there was your bird, not an hour later, pacing the hearth like his tail feathers weren’t
            in danger of catching fire.”
         

         
         Avani paused in her plaiting to quirk a dark brow in the raven’s direction. He busied himself with an itch on his breast.

         
         “Not to mention he’s been hanging ’round the old wing where Renault’s quartered Baldebert’s people. Making mischief, stealing
            bits of decoration off the envoy’s fancy gold armor, and setting the man’s poor housemaid regularly to weeping out of fear
            she’ll be caned for misplacing the admiral’s jewels.”
         

         
         “Renault wouldn’t allow any of his people caned,” Avani said mildly.

         
         “Of course not!” It was the soldier’s turn for indignation. “But what of Roue? What do we know of their customs other than
            they’ve a taste for kidnapping and a penchant of war? A violent sort of people, if you take recent history into account. Likely
            not averse to beating a maid for imagined insult. They brought Lord Malachi back to us shackled and mad, both!”
         

         
         Avani set aside her herbs.

         
         “Is your quarrel with Jacob, or with Roue?” she asked quietly.

         
         “Neither!” The soldier jumped to her feet. She scrubbed one hand through her curls as she paced away from the sycamore then
            back again. “Both! I don’t know, not exactly! But so many foreigners in the palace make me uneasy. And I’m not the only one.
            For diplomacy’s sake His Majesty may need to pretend Baldebert and his royal sister didn’t intend to cripple Wilhaiim’s greatest
            asset, but I assure you in the barracks we prefer to say it like it is. We’ve a serpent’s nest in our midst.”
         

         
         “Russel—” Avani rose. She brushed soil from the knees of her salwar before retrieving the braided dandelion stems from the grass “—Mal is not crippled.”
         

         
         Russel flushed. She clasped her hands behind her back, spine straight. She wore the red and silver with visible pride. Her
            boots were polished black as Jacob’s feathers. The buckles on her belt and scabbard shone silver even in the shade beneath
            the sycamore.
         

         
         “I don’t mind repeating, my lady,” she declared, “what the rest of us are thinking. You may be all the magus Wilhaiim has
            left. And I’m sure you’ll forgive me when I say that although you’ve been a boon to the city in many ways, you’re not yet
            the honed blade Malachi Doyle was.”
         

         
         “Thank the Goddess for that,” Avani retorted. “Poor man, carrying the weight of this kingdom’s expectations on his shoulders.”
            Then she sighed. “Ai, come along, Russel. We’re expected; we’re already late.”
         

         
         The soldier grunted. She cast a dour glance the raven’s way.

         
         “What about your irksome bird?”

         
         “Oh,” Avani replied, grim, “he’ll not resist good entertainment. Jacob! Come along!”

         
         The raven cackled. Then he spread his wings, taking again to the sky.

         
          

         From high in the air Wilhaiim was reduced to insignificance. The white walls were but paltry scars on the flesh of the wider
            world. The King’s Highway was reduced to a meandering fissure between green pasture, the scarlet woods a bloody stain against
            the teeth of the eastern mountains. If the raven banked west, leaving the miniature castle behind, he knew he would soon smell
            the sea.
         

         
         Instead Jacob circled east, riding sluggish summertime breezes. The spring winds were long gone. He was glad of it. There
            was no joy found in battling an angry tempest; he’d learned that chasing The Cutlass Wind over turbulent seas. There was no joy found trapped inside four walls, either, grounded until the howling winds and spring
            rains gave way to safer weather.
         

         
         Jacob tolerated summer. The heat of the sun eased his old bones and recalled to mind the brighter seasons of his youth. He
            had no concept of regret or nostalgia—he was still too much a bird for man’s wistful indulgences—but he wasn’t beyond basking
            briefly in remembered pleasures.
         

         
         He spiraled back toward the city then dived low, skirting treetops as he arrowed along the main approach toward Wilhaiim’s
            wide gates. There were people on the road: merchants, and travelers, and soldiers all going about their business with great
            hue and cry. They paid him no mind as he bolted over their heads. The Kingsmen set to guard the gates startled at his appearance,
            but forebear to draw arrow. They knew him by now, by his size and by his hubris. There were no other ravens near Wilhaiim;
            he’d chased them all away.
         

         
         Once inside the city he flapped his wings, rising toward the highest pinnacle. His effort kicked up a private wind. It rushed
            past his ears, drowning out the sounds of city life in the bailey below. It did nothing to muffle the tug of Avani’s summons
            in his head, but he saw no advantage in haste. It would do the human king good to wait.
         

         
         Mal kept a window cracked open day and night for Jacob’s convenience. The raven took the open pane as the kindness it was
            meant. There were myriad of other ways into the castle but none led to rooms as interesting as Mal’s.
         

         
         He landed lightly on the window ledge, folded his pinions. He thrust his head into the chamber, muttering hopefully. It was
            near suppertime, which meant there would be wine, and cheese, and bread set out to tempt the magus’s unreliable appetite.
            Jacob expected an equal share of the repast.
         

         
         “You’ve fine timing as usual,” Mal murmured from the great leather chair he kept behind his desk. “Sanders just dropped off
            half a treacle tart, can you believe it?”
         

         
         Jacob bobbed his black head rapidly up and down because he could believe it indeed. Sanders was Mal’s new page and thought
            his master needed feeding up. Jacob tolerated Sanders but he missed Liam, and not only because Liam understood that the hunger
            leeching the hard-won flesh from the magus’s bones had nothing to do with food.
         

         
         “Well?” Mal prompted. “Come and have it. It’s sweeter than I like but delicious all the same.”

         
         Jacob fluttered beneath the lintel. He landed on the back of Mal’s chair, scarring the old leather with his claws, then walked
            down Mal’s arm and across the top of the desk. The tart was still warm. Mal had scraped much of the clotted cream off the
            top with a spoon, but left the rest of the pastry almost untouched. The spoon lay abandoned next to the tart, silver bowl
            licked clean.
         

         
         Jacob rattled his feathers before setting to. He watched the magus while he ate. There were shadows under the man’s green
            eyes and new hollows in his cheeks, making his prominent nose sharp. His dark hair had grown ragged during their ocean voyage.
            He’d yet to cut it into some semblance of order, although he had scraped the beard from his cheeks. He wore soft, dark robes
            cinched about his waist with a twist of tasseled black rope. His fingers wandered restlessly along the surface of the desk.
            The yellow gem set in the ring on his finger caught the afternoon light. There was a book open in front of him, and a stylus
            dipped in ink, but it was apparent his mind was not on his work, nor had it been since they’d returned from Roue.
         

         
         “You smell of sunshine,” Mal said. His mouth curved in secret amusement. “And deep roots in damp earth. Avani’s been out hunting
            herbs again, has she?”
         

         
         Poised with one foot in the tart, Jacob stilled. He could see the tendrils of Mal’s curiosity as clearly as he did the multicolored
            lanterns sitting cold throughout the chamber, the velvet curtains pulled tight around the bed, and the bits of colorful treasure
            he kept hidden amongst the oranges in the magus’s fruit bowl. The magic wreathed in the air between them, ropes of pale green
            smoke questing gently from man to bird.
         

         
         Jacob cocked his head. Mal smiled fondly in his direction, fingers tapping a discordant rhythm on wood. If the magus was aware
            of the net he cast, he certainly couldn’t see it, not as Jacob did: magic gone unwieldy, dangerous as a spring gale. More
            perilous by far because the man was blind to the spill of his power.
         

         
         Jacob split his beak. He hissed. Mal flinched, eyes widening. His brow furrowed, and the cunning tendrils disintegrated, gone
            to small green sparks in the air.
         

         
         “You’re in a mood.” The magus scowled. His long fingers rested quiet on the surface of his desk. “Tart disagree with you?
            I warned you it was sweet.”
         

         
         Jacob croaked derision. He left the tabletop for the hearth, busying himself with sorting pieces of his treasure from fruit
            bowl to mantel. Mal leaned back in his chair, watching without comment. The heat of the day drifted through the open window
            and it slowly lulled him into a listless doze.
         

         
         Jacob was admiring a large emerald earring he’d found abandoned in the Royal Gardens when a relentless pounding on the chamber
            door woke the magus with a start.
         

         
         “Come!” Mal called, straightening in his seat. He covered a yawn with the back of his hand, ignoring Jacob’s piercing stare.

         
         “And there you both are.” Avani swept into the chamber. Her mouth was pressed into a flat line, her cheeks flushed with exertion.
            “I should have guessed. You’re worse than children, you two, hiding away up here.”
         

         
         “Not hiding,” Mal retorted, dry as old bone. “Only enacting provisional retreat. Baldebert and Renault together in the same
            room are exhausting.”
         

         
         “Impossible, you mean. They’ve been snapping like two hounds scrabbling over a single bone all morning. Peter’s near to losing
            his patience. The theists are threatening excommunication. They’re asking for you, all of them. Even the Masterhealer.” Her
            dark eyes glinted with secret amusement. “I never thought I’d see the day that one lowers himself to begging.”
         

         
         Mal lifted one shoulder in a half shrug. “He doesn’t really want to anathematize the king. Even the most devout would have
            trouble swallowing a schism of that nature. But he’s drawn a line in the sand and can’t see a way of backing down and saving
            face both.”
         

         
         “He needs you to fix it.” Avani wrinkled her nose in disgust. Then her gaze fell on the decimated tart. She smiled. “You’ve
            eaten.”
         

         
         Up on the mantel Jacob admired a golden badge shaped like the sun. The badge was his prize of the moment, for all that it
            was heavy and difficult to hide. It shone bright as a mirror, flashing when he struck it with his beak.
         

         
         “Ai, you menace!” Forgetting the treacle, Avani was across the room in two strides. She plucked the raven’s treasure from beneath
            his foot. “How many times must I tell you? Roue gold is off-limits!”
         

         
         Mal chuckled as he stood. He ran a palm over his hair, neatening it away from his forehead, then smoothed his robes. “Tell
            him it’s not allowed and he’ll only want it more.”
         

         
         Avani swatted at Jacob as he pecked at her fingers. She pinned the many-rayed sun on the front of her salwar, next to the barrow key and vocent’s ring she wore on a chain around her neck.
         

         
         “You know better,” she scolded the raven. “What, are you trying to make things worse?”

         
         “Baldebert will hardly miss a little gold,” said Mal. He indicated the true gold hoops he wore in both ears. “The metal’s
            easy to come by in Roue. It’s as plentiful there as red leaves in the king’s wood. Besides, it’s unlikely even Jacob can make
            things worse than they already are.”
         

         
         He clucked his tongue imperatively. Jacob weighed his options, then flapped to Mal’s shoulder. He hunched there, glaring at
            the bit of shine on Avani’s breast. He had no desire to join the human king’s council table, but Baldebert would be there
            and Mal was right: gold was common as grass in Roue, and the admiral was careless with his treasures.
         

         
          

         Renault sat his throne as if it was made of thorny bramble, spine rigid, fists clenched on his thighs. Fifteen narrow steps
            below the royal chair, the supreme commander of Roue’s small navy stood alongside Wilhaiim’s most revered theist. Baldebert
            had traded his captain’s togs for simple linen. He’d drawn his blond curls up into a sailor’s knot atop his head and tied
            a colorful kerchief around his brow. He sipped from a flagon of chilled wine as he waited. He looked bored and, despite the
            cool drink in his hand, uncomfortably warm.
         

         
         The Masterhealer was sweating profusely. His tonsured head was damp with perspiration, his robes soaked through around the
            throat and in swathes beneath his arms. His whole body shook with tiny, angry tremors. His yellow eyes were hooded, his expression
            stony. Some kind soul had placed a chair to his left but it was apparent he had made no use of it and didn’t plan to.
         

         
         Two red-liveried Kingsmen closed and barred the great portals behind Mal and Avani. Six more stood ranged about the edges
            of the large stone chamber. Every pane in the floor-to-ceiling oriel behind the throne was cranked open to offset the heat.
            Lethargic breezes ruffled the edges of a scroll laid out on a small table near Renault’s elbow but did nothing to cool the
            room.
         

         
         “What kept you?” Russel murmured. Lingering in the shadows just inside the doors, she grimaced at Mal. “The admiral’s just
            demanded Master Paul meet him at dawn in the Royal Gardens with his choice of a second. I fear His Majesty’s taken a liking
            to the idea.”
         

         
         “I haven’t,” the king corrected from his throne. Of all the people in the chamber, he was the only one who seemed immune to
            the swelter. “It’s an archaic proposal, if an entertaining and admittedly attractive idea. Nevertheless, I know my temple
            scripture—” he raised a hand, forestalling the Masterhealer’s indignant protest “—and don’t expect we’ll have to resort to
            unsanctioned violence over such a paltry issue as my nuptial state.”
         

         
         “Hardly paltry!” growled Master Paul. “The fate of this kingdom hangs upon your decision. I tell you again, and again, and
            yet again: I have seen it!”
         

         
         “Malachi,” King Renault ordered grimly. “You and Baldebert have contrived this betrothal, and while I will not argue it behooves
            us to enlist Roue’s aid against the encroaching desert tribes, and I do not—on the whole—find the Rani’s terms unpalatable,
            I will point out you may not have considered carefully the temple’s objection to a foreign queen on Wilhaiim’s throne. This is your
            mess. Attend to it before I forget I’m overjoyed to have you back by my side and clap this meddling pirate princeling in chains.”
         

         
         Baldebert snorted but otherwise refrained from answer. Jacob felt Mal’s rib cage expand as he sighed. Mal crossed the chamber,
            pausing only to decant a mug of iced wine from the pitcher set alongside cheese and bread on a sideboard. The Masterhealer
            watched Mal narrowly as he poured. The wine, a deep red the color of blood, smelled of cardamom and ginger. It made the raven
            sneeze. Grumbling, he abandoned Mal’s shoulder for a rafter near the open windows. The king turned a wary stare his way as
            he passed.
         

         
         “That bird has been driving my guardsmen to distraction,” he mused. “They’ll swear he spends more time near the throne of
            late than I.”
         

         
         “Best be chary, then.” Baldebert smiled across the rim of his flagon. “Very bad things happen around that animal.”

         
         “For once we agree,” the Masterhealer declared. “A black-feathered bird is unclean, a flawed thing in the eye of the one god.”

         
         “Demon,” Baldebert suggested, showing white teeth in a grin. “Why, it tried to sink my ship, and my sister the Rani will swear
            it woke Old Man Mountain with its croaking.”
         

         
         “It was your elephant guns that shook the mountain. The bird is just a bird,” Mal retorted. He flicked a quelling glance Avani’s
            way, but she, too, was scowling in Jacob’s direction and didn’t see. The raven fluffed his inky feathers, preening beneath
            her puzzled stare.
         

         
         “Shall we return to the business of matrimony?” Mal continued. Mug of wine in hand, he climbed stone steps until he stood
            equal with the king. It was a pointed reminder to everyone in the chamber that he was well aware of his value to the kingdom.
            “The deal is all but done, Masterhealer. It wants only His Majesty’s seal beside the Rani’s own to make it binding.” He looked
            between the scroll on the table and Renault. “Which I admit I expected to happen this morning while I rested.”
         

         
         “We were interrupted,” Baldebert explained. “In the midst of finalizing a few important codicils.”

         
         “Roue wants to expand her navy from three ships to six,” Renault told Mal. “I want the secret behind a weapon so powerful
            that one can shake a mountain and four can rout an army of desert sell-swords.”
         

         
         “Hardly an army. Without my father to goad them to courage they were naught but cowards in muddy camp,” Baldebert demurred.
            “But your instincts are impeccable. If we’re to war together against the encroaching desert you’ll need every advantage I’m
            willing to sell.”
         

         
         “Encroaching desert.” Renault leaned forward in his seat. “It’s true I have little experience in war but I hardly see how a growing navy will
            help Roue win an overland war.”
         

         
         “Now that we’ve come to agreement,” said Baldebert, “I’ve an eye toward the future. Roue’s been isolated too long. In my grandfather’s
            time she did a bustling sea trade as far south as the Black Coast; in oud, and spices, and true gold. Before Khorit Dard we thrived in the truest sense of the word. Thanks to Wilhaiim we will again.”
         

         
         The Masterhealer gripped the back of his chair with one hand. “I tell you once more: the temple will not stand for it. Your
            Majesty, you sparked God’s ire when you chose Lady Kate to warm your bed. Wilhaiim suffered for it. The Red Worm was but a
            warning. Take a heathen wife from across the sea and the heavens are like to spit blood and fire down upon us all.”
         

         
         “My sister was a proud and pious woman.” The raven had not noticed Peter Shean where he sat weary against the wall near the
            hearth. “I’ll thank you not to dirty her name with your politicking.” Kicking back his stool, Peter rose. “We’ve heard your
            arguments, Masterhealer, over and over throughout the night. His Majesty has given them his consideration and decided there
            is more benefit in allegiance with Roue than there is likelihood the god in the heavens will strike us dead for faithlessness.”
         

         
         “It’s but a marriage of war and convenience.” Renault shifted on his throne, stretching muscles gone stiff with sitting. “In
            name only. The Rani is no more inclined to cross the waters to my bed than I am to hers. You’re worrying yourself over nothing,
            Paul. No issue will come of the bond.”
         

         
         “My sister has heirs aplenty,” Baldebert agreed. “She’s no need for another, and no wish to dilute the line with flatlander
            blood. Begging your pardon, of course, Majesty.”
         

         
         “What of Wilhaiim’s line?” The Masterhealer was quivering again, this time with rage. “That is more than half of the problem.
            You sit the throne with no care at all to the future, Renault! You’re a young man yet, but hardly invulnerable.”
         

         
         “Enough.” Mal spoke softly but every head in the chamber was compelled to turn his way. “Masterhealer, the king has heard
            your complaint and made his decision. You and I shall speak alone in my chamber. The day is not yet over; His Majesty has
            other responsibilities.”
         

         
         The vocent hastened back down the steps. The Masterhealer huffed his distress aloud before he followed Mal across the flagstone,
            pulled haplessly in the smaller man’s wake. The double portals split wide before closing again on their heels with a muffled
            boom. Jacob couldn’t help but cackle amusement.
         

         
         “Be quiet,” Avani snapped. “You’re hardly helping the situation.”

         
         “Is it wise,” Baldebert said at the same time, “allowing the two of them alone together? The Masterhealer hardly seems a temperate
            man, and we all know Mal’s not yet recovered from his trials over deep water.”
         

         
         “Whom have we to blame for that?” Peter inquired. He left the hearth and paced a single circle around Baldebert, suppressed
            fury clear in the line of his jaw. “His Majesty is not wrong. It’s only Mal’s word on your behalf keeping you from the dungeons.
            If it was up to me, I’d have your head on a guardsman’s pike for all to see.”
         

         
         Baldebert was no longer smiling. He stood easy, one palm cupped around his chin as if in idle thought, but his yellow desert
            eyes, so like those of the absent Masterhealer, burned with contempt.
         

         
         “I’d like to see you try,” he said. “Of the two of us, my lord, I suspect I have the advantage. I sharpened my milk teeth
            on war. Have you even set foot upon the field of battle?”
         

         
         “Enough,” Renault said from his throne, echoing Mal’s bored tone precisely. “Come, Baldebert. Let’s see this finished.”

         
         He descended the throne and plucked the royal signet from his thumb as he bent over the scroll on the table. Baldebert joined
            him on the dais, taking the steps two at a time. Roue’s admiral had his own stamp on a small golden cylinder attached to his
            belt. Without fanfare each man dipped and set his seal in crimson wax on the first scroll, and again on the second beneath
            it. Renault nodded, then waved a hand at Peter.
         

         
         “Take them away,” he ordered. “Add the codicil. Have Roue’s copy bound for safe travel. Admiral, we’ll meet again tomorrow
            with my shipmaster at hand.”
         

         
         “As you wish.” Baldebert bowed his head then made his exit without further comment.

         
         After a moment Russel paced after the admiral, hand resting lightly on the hilt of her sword. Both Avani and Renault had worked
            to keep the details of the vocent’s abduction quiet but eventually word had leaked out, and Wilhaiim’s Court had taken an
            immediate dislike to Roue’s small contingent. No one thought Baldebert’s life was in danger but Renault had insisted he take
            on a guard for protection. Russel’s attention was more symbolic than necessary; Baldebert was right in saying he had more
            battle experience than anyone else in the city.
         

         
         “Well.” Renault smiled small in Avani’s direction. “That went better than I could have hoped. Go after them, would you? If
            Mal loses his temper and strangles our dear Masterhealer things will get complicated.”
         

         
         “He’s not dangerous,” Avani insisted, as Jacob knew she had ten times over already. “If I show up at his door he’ll know you’ve
            sent me—again. You used to trust him.”
         

         
         “I love him,” the king corrected sharply. “Trust has nothing to do with it. I won’t see him hurt further, and at the moment
            he is dangerous—if only to himself. While you still wear the black you are as much mine as he is. So get you gone and see him safe.”
         

         
         Avani bristled. Jacob waited for the inevitable eruption but for once it didn’t come. She only shook her head, brow furrowed
            in distress. She bent her knee in grudging respect and left the throne room without further argument. Peter hurried after,
            scrolls tucked neatly under one arm.
         

         
         Once Renault was alone in the chamber but for his guardsmen he groaned and pressed his palms to the small of his back, arching
            until his spine popped. When his gaze caught on Jacob above he pursed his lips in thought.
         

         
         “I find your recent attentions troubling,” he admitted. “And not because I believe black feathers bring ill luck.” Watching
            Jacob, he plucked the silver circlet from his brow. With one hand he massaged his scalp. “Rather, I must ask myself: for whom
            are you spying? For I recognize a snoop in my midst, be it man or beast or bird.”
         

         
         Jacob turned his head sideways and regarded the king with one beady eye. He rocked from foot to foot, clattering his tail
            feathers. A single black pinion shook free, falling in a lazy spiral toward the throne. Renault caught it in his fist and
            held it up, examining the shiny black barbs in the light through the oriel.
         

         
         “Not so large as to make a fine quill.” The king tucked the feather in his shirt. “But I’ll keep it just the same, a token
            of your good faith. Or so I prefer to believe, for the nonce.” He set the circlet of his office once again on his head. “Pay
            attention, now. The day is not yet over; there is plenty still for you to observe.”
         

         
         Renault nodded at the guards, and the great double portal split open, admitting a river of sweating men and women made impatient
            by the wait. They came at the throne in a dignified rush, shepherded into order by grimly determined Kingsmen. Jacob, watching
            the courtiers squabble over pride of place in the king’s line, thought that human desperation was dull indeed.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         When Avani rapped on Mal’s chamber door there was no answer. Unsurprised, she spelled the latch open with a murmured cant
            and slipped into the vocent’s room. She could feel Mal in her head, a subdued storm buzzing always at the base of her skull.
            In his water-madness he’d tried to sever their link. He’d nearly succeeded, but the root of the bond remained. It wasn’t a
            pleasant sensation. When before Avani had found joy in the warp and weave of their connection, now the feel of him made her
            teeth ache. On the rare occasion he—unknowingly—invaded her dreams she suffered his own lurid nightmares and woke feeling
            drained of strength.
         

         
         She’d promised to help him, and she had managed to guide him back from the brink of delirium. Physically he seemed much improved.
            Her salves had healed his sea-chapped skin, her herbs his addled stomach. Two weeks in bed, three more walking amongst the
            living, and at last Mal appeared to be putting meat on his bones. He was less the skeleton Roue had returned to Renault and
            more sinew and muscle.
         

         
         If he seemed a muted version of the man she remembered, less free with a smile, more often withdrawn, Avani knew that was
            to be expected. She’d walked in his dreams; the sea had changed something inside Mal, and not for the better. By all accounts
            the Lord of the Flowers had been quickly routed, but Avani feared her friend was yet battling a far more insidious foe.
         

         
         The vocent’s first hours back home had been hard. Even after Baldebert had taken the ivory cuffs from Mal’s wrists he’d continued
            to rant and strike out at dangers only he could see. Unable to shake him from madness, the Masterhealer had counseled time,
            patience, and a strong sleeping draught.
         

         
         “They say deep water will break a magus,” Renault told Avani as they sat together at Mal’s bedside, keeping watch. “I didn’t
            believe it until now.”
         

         
         “He’s not broken,” Avani declared angrily, even as Mal thrashed in his sleep. She caught his flailing hand, holding it safe
            between her own, afraid he’d damage himself as he fought off his nightmares.
         

         
         But Renault wouldn’t meet her eye. The king looked as diminished as Mal. And Liam, for all his joy at homecoming, had refused
            his old cot on Mal’s floor.
         

         
         “He doesn’t want me here,” the lad insisted, distress turning his cheeks ruddy and making the scars on his face stand out.
            “He told me so himself, many times. I’m to stay away. I gave my word. I’m to sleep in the barracks with the soldiers’ lads.”
         

         
         Neither Avani’s imprecations nor Renault’s quiet reassurances would change his mind.

         
         “He’s not broken, or crippled. He’s not dangerous,” Avani said now to the deserted chamber, a challenge and a promise.

         
         Her gaze alighted on Mal’s desk. His journal was gone from its usual spot on the tabletop. Wherever he’d taken the Masterhealer,
            they’d stopped first to retrieve the vocent’s black book.
         

         
         She frowned thoughtfully at the empty, sunlit leather chair. She’d spent many an hour there in Mal’s absence—fretting, studying.
            Learning how to think like a magus. Doing her reluctant best to fill the space he’d left behind. She’d proved herself useful,
            and also proved a point to herself.
         

         
         Renault may have thrust vocent’s black upon her, but she had no desire to keep the uniform. That office belonged always and
            only to Malachi Doyle. Avani meant to ensure he kept it.
         

         
          

         “You’ve changed your clothes,” Mal said in greeting, looking up from the naked corpse arranged on his slab. A small obsidian
            blade glinted in his hand; his green eyes flashed under lowered brows. “Red suits you better.”
         

         
         “You’ve altered your tune,” retorted Avani. Frost glistened on the narrow cell’s ceiling and walls. Old, forgotten spells
            kept the space cold and prevented dead flesh from rotting. The ceiling shed soft white light, illuminating the workspace below.
            “Only last winter you wanted me for your student.”
         

         
         Mal smiled. She’d always recognized the hint of wistfulness about his mouth—and blamed Siobahn for that rueful tilt—but now
            she saw that pensiveness was sliding toward austerity.
         

         
         “Yes,” he agreed. “I’ve had some time to reconsider. You don’t need me schooling your power, Avani. You’ve done better than
            I could have hoped all on your own.”
         

         
         “I had help.” She drifted close, noting the journal in place on its stand and the stylus, dipped in ink, waiting. “What did
            you do with Master Paul?”
         

         
         The dead woman on the slab was old, her skin wrinkled. Her eyes, one brown, the other a cloudy blue, were open and staring.
            Her hair was sparse, brushed back from a high brow and hanging in long gray hanks; age spots freckled her hands, and face,
            and the tops of her feet. There were holes in the lobes of her ears for adornment, and circles of paler skin around most of
            her fingers where she’d worn rings.
         

         
         “Do with Master Paul?” Mal bent over the corpse. Wielding polished obsidian, he slit her neatly throat to groin. Avani heard
            the hiss of escaping vapors but the incision was bloodless. “What does one do with a man like that but send him on his way with a cautionary word? Paul’s spent too many years on his knees before his
            god. He’s forgotten that just as the throne relies on the temple, so does the temple rely on the throne. If Wilhaiim falls
            to their expansion, so too will the temple.”
         

         
         “He didn’t like to hear it,” Avani guessed. She looked at the pages of Mal’s journal so she didn’t have to witness the grandmother
            being taken apart beneath his knife. She saw he’d begun the day’s entry already. He had a clean, efficient hand, pleasing
            to the eye. She remembered the smell of the fine leather binding, the texture of the costly paper. More than once she’d fallen
            asleep with her hand on a page, her fingers tracing the shape of earlier entries.
         

         
         “Of course he didn’t like to hear it. Nor was he cowed. He’s promised me his god will blot the temple’s enemies from the earth
            and that Wilhaiim will do far better with the theist’s favor than without.”
         

         
         “I’ve heard talk on the streets, and in the temple.” Avani steeled herself and looked up. “There are people who whisper the
            Red Worm was a sign of the one god’s disapproval.”
         

         
         Mal set aside his knife. The magus didn’t crack the corpse’s rib cage as Avani expected but instead reached for a set of matched
            silver forceps. He bent over the woman’s abdomen and used the forceps to catch and peel back the skin around the edges of
            the incision, revealing muscle and fat. A flick of his fingers locked the forceps in place.
         

         
         “Ai, Goddess.” Avani slapped a palm over her eyes. She wasn’t cursed with a delicate constitution, but Mal’s clinical assault
            seemed to her the worst sort of indignity. “What are you doing?”
         

         
         “Examining Greta’s womb,” Mal replied. “If you’re going to vomit please do so in the basin.”

         
         “I won’t vomit.” But Avani turned her back to the slab before taking her hand from her face. She tried to concentrate on the
            shine of frost on the far wall and the comfort of cold air in an otherwise steamy summer, but she couldn’t ignore the slick
            sounds of Mal’s exploration. Only force of will kept her from plugging her ears like a fretful child. “What are you looking
            for?”
         

         
         Mal made a thoughtful noise. “Greta’s husband believes she was anticipating.”

         
         “Pregnant, you mean,” Avani inferred. “Impossible.” She resisted an urge to swivel back around and peek. “Why, she must have
            been seventy if she was a day.”
         

         
         “Closer to sixty.” Mal spoke over the damp splat of intestines on stone. “Not impossible but not probable, either. Still.
            Baron Belmas is convinced.”
         

         
         “Belmas?” Avani wrinkled her nose. “I’ve met him. He wanted new curtains for his bed, from which he rarely rises. He’s afflicted
            with the palsy, if I recall. Barely able to sit up against his cushions, the poor old man, let alone sire a child on his wife,
            herself past childbearing age.”
         

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Then what makes Belmas think—”

         
         “Greta told him so. He claims she was obviously increasing, her belly had grown taut. She’d begun to set up a nursery, promised
            him an heir by end of summer.” Mal cleared his throat. “She was mistaken, of course. Here, be brave. You may not see another
            such as this in your lifetime.”
         

         
         Avani hesitated, but curiosity won out. She joined Mal near the body then goggled at the rounded mass of tissue he held cupped
            in gore-covered hands. She felt a twist of nausea deep in her own gut, but fascination beat back disgust.
         

         
         “What is it?”

         
         “No idea,” Mal confessed. “I’ve come upon only one other before, and that excised from a young woman’s bowels. Andrew called
            it a ‘malignancy’ and believed it was a result of black bile run amok.” He hefted the mass in his hands. “It was not so large
            as this one, but similar. See the tiny vessels running along the surface, feeding the whole? Bring me my scales, I want to
            get its weight.”
         

         
         “Near as large as a newborn babe,” Avani said sadly, looking into Greta’s empty eyes. “Is it what killed her?”

         
         “I suppose it would have, sooner rather than later,” replied Mal. “But, no—” as he set the malignancy on the scales Avani
            placed next to the corpse, his visage turned ominous “—Belmas’s wife is on my table because she was murdered. Why else?”
         

         
          

         After Mal recorded the mass’s weight in his journal, he used his ebon knife to slice a piece from the globular mass. He placed
            the sample into a clear vial of brandy wine preserve then capped it tightly, sealing it away for further study. Then he returned
            Greta’s cold intestines to her belly before sewing her flesh carefully back together. By the time he’d finished with needle
            and catgut, and cleaned his hands, Avani was peppered with gooseflesh and missing the season’s unceasing heat.
         

         
         Mal pretended not to notice her shivers, but she could feel his amused sympathy through the remnants of their link. Almost
            she relished the connection, but for the underlying wrongness that reverberated along the edges of his compassion.
         

         
         “Hennish leather,” he teased. “Warmer than silk, more practical in a vocent’s cold-room.”

         
         Avani ground her teeth to keep them from chattering.

         
         “Just show me,” she growled. “Before I freeze to your floor.”

         
         Mal laughed but complied. Gently he turned Greta from back to stomach, his touch competent but compassionate as if the corpse
            was still capable of self-respect. Avani knew better. The spirits she’d encountered seemed to care not at all about the shell
            they’d left behind.
         

         
         “She’s not here,” Mal said as he adjusted the corpse so Greta lay on her right cheek. He shut her staring eyes then smoothed
            her thin hair.
         

         
         “I know.” But Avani caught herself squinting into the corners of the room in search of Greta’s ghost.

         
         “Do you see them everywhere now, I wonder? The legions of the dead?”

         
         “Nay.” Avani hugged her ribs tightly. “It’s not as bad as that, yet. I hope it never will be.”

         
         “As do I.” Mal’s mouth went flat. “For your sake.” He blinked and shook his head, and then walked his fingers down the dead
            woman’s spine. The yellow stone on his thumb, twin to the one hanging around Avani’s neck, flashed.
         

         
         “You see the discoloration here,” he continued after a moment, “on the backs of her arms, and legs, and on her buttocks. Like
            bruising, but different. The blood settles in the lowest parts of the corpse, after death. She was lying on her back, when
            they discovered her, the stiffening in her limbs just beginning to relax.”
         

         
         “Discovered her where?” asked Avani.

         
         “In an alley off a back street, just east of the Fair. Hastily hidden beneath a scant scattering of garbage. Whoever killed
            her wanted her found quickly.”
         

         
         “Why?”

         
         “That’s the question, isn’t it?” Mal’s shoulder brushed Avani’s arm. His body radiated heat. He smelled, as he always did,
            faintly of apples. “But it was well-done, and efficient. Up through the ribs and into the heart. Left the knife in the wound
            to minimize blood spray.” He shook his head. “Greta’s the second such I’ve seen in a handspan of days. The first was called
            Michael Moonstone; he was a prostitute of some repute. They found him on Whore’s Street, not far from the apartment he called
            home. Murdered with his own belt knife, up through the ribs and into the heart, as I said. Also skillfully done. I’m afraid
            this killer knows what he’s about.”
         

         
         “He.” The small, blue-edged hole was almost lost in the folds of the old woman’s skin just below her armpit. Anyone else might
            have missed it but Mal was no stranger to death. “A man did this?”
         

         
         Mal reached below his slab. He pulled a simple linen shroud from a basket, unfolded the fabric with a snap of his wrists,
            and covered Greta’s body, leaving only her face visible. He tucked the sheet around her shoulders, hips, and feet, then went
            to wash his hands at the pump in the corner of the room.
         

         
         “She’s not tall,” he replied as water splashed. “But by all accounts she was strong for her age. She liked to ride, and hunt,
            and—if I recall—had a tongue on her acerbic enough to tan hide.” He dried his fingers on a flannel, brow furrowed. “A kill
            from behind and around like that, it’s not difficult if you know what you’re doing, but he—or, yes, she—would have had to
            get an arm around Greta’s throat, bend her backward. There are bruises beneath her chin, but they’re minimal. She didn’t struggle
            for long.”
         

         
         “Why would someone do such a thing? Murder an old woman with one foot already in the grave?”

         
         “I’m on my way to ask Belmas the same,” Mal said, making for the door. “I suspect he may know a thing or two about it, especially
            as the knife I pulled from Greta’s side bears his device on its blade. Coming?” the vocent inquired. “Could be a diverting
            afternoon. It’s not often I get to accuse bedridden barons of contriving to murder their wives. Renault will be incensed.”
         

         
         “Nay. You’re enjoying yourself,” Avani accused. “It’s unseemly.”

         
         “As you wish.” Mal tossed her a grin and a wave before vanishing down the hall, leaving Avani alone with the baron’s wife.

         
         “Bless you,” Avani told the shrouded corpse sadly just in case the woman’s spirit lingered somewhere out of sight. “Be at
            rest, if you can.”
         

         
          

         Admiral Baldebert caught up with her at sunset as she perused crocks of fresh honey beneath a beekeeper’s brightly colored
            tent. The beekeeper was a new addition to Wilhaiim’s busy Fair; a young woman with hair white as the moon and unusually delicate
            features, she’d lately become the darling of many unattached yeoman. Avani, who appreciated good stock, thought the woman’s
            honey was an incomparable treasure.
         

         
         “This one is the clover,” the beekeeper said, pointing Avani toward a small blue crock. “I kept it aside for you, as I know
            it’s your favorite. I’ve not got much of it left, I’m afraid, now that the best flowers are fading.”
         

         
         “Ah, honey. Nature’s elixir. A cure-all for every ailment. Also a staple on my tea tray, although tea, as such, is decidedly
            difficult to come by in this city.”
         

         
         They had exchanged few words but Avani knew him at once from the sharp edges of the syllables on his tongue. Baldebert’s accent
            sounded like home and made her pulse jump. She turned, relieved to see the admiral had not escaped the palace alone; Russel
            stood guard at his back.
         

         
         “I’ve not had real tea since I was a child,” Avani acknowledged. “Even Deval cannot get a good supply in. The leaves are as
            precious as gold.”
         

         
         “More precious, in Roue.” Baldebert inclined his head. “I’ve met Deval; your king introduced us. I believe he thought yon
            island tongue would make me feel more at home.”
         

         
         “Deval sent you after me?” Avani asked, amused. She knew her friend lately preferred the temple library to the company of
            other people.
         

         
         “No. I spotted you all on my own. You’re one of a kind. I enjoy rarity.”

         
         Standing at Avani’s elbow, Baldebert made a show of casting a professional eye over the crocks on the beekeeper’s table. The
            lass tossed him a flirtatious wink, but he didn’t appear to notice. Two steps behind, Russel scanned the evening crowd for
            threat. Most of the people hurrying past seemed content to attend their own business, but several stopped to scowl and mutter.
            Russel chased them away with a sharp word. Baldebert paid them no mind at all.
         

         
         “This, the clover, is indeed well-done.” He dipped a finger in sticky nectar. “It’s the color that gives it away. And, of
            course, the taste.” He thrust the finger in his mouth, sighing loud pleasure. “Perfection!”
         

         
         Over his shoulder Russel grimaced, embarrassed by the man’s affected airs. The beekeeper hid a laugh in her hand. But Avani
            caught the glitter of guile in the admiral’s desert eyes and wasn’t fooled.
         

         
         “It’s yours, then, Admiral,” she said. “My gift to you.” She drew the correct number of coins from her pouch, setting them
            on the beekeeper’s waiting palm. “Take it with your tea and think fondly of Wilhaiim.”
         

         
         Baldebert puffed in honest pleasure. “It happens I have a few leaves to spare, carried across the Long Sea, come to me by
            way of the Black Coast.” He clutched her hand and executed a tidy bow over her fingers, nose to knuckles, blond curls flopping.
            He straightened. “Have tea with me tomorrow, in the garden Renault’s set aside for my private enjoyment. My gift to you.”
         

         
         Russel shifted uneasily. The beekeeper watched Baldebert’s little courtship with avid fascination.

         
         “Yes,” Avani said. “Of course. Thank you, my lord.”

         
         “‘Admiral’ will do.” He preened with enthusiasm, adjusting the medals and ribbons on his captain’s uniform. “Tomorrow, then.
            I look forward to it.”
         

         
         He clutched the crock of honey to his breast as he marched away, Russel trailing after. The beekeeper smiled, delighted.

         
         “Look out for that one, my lady,” she warned. “He’s a heartbreaker, I can tell.”

         
         But the chandler in the tent next door glowered. He spat onto the cobbles, narrowly avoiding boots and skirts.

         
         “A menace, you mean,” he said. “And a pirate. He deserves to be hung like any other thief, for stealing away our vocent. Just
            you wait. Wilhaiim will have retribution.”
         

         
         Avani selected a ragged chunk of dripping honeycomb from an earthenware bowl on the table. While the beekeeper secured the
            dripping treat in a small jug, Avani studied the busy Fair crowds. What she saw made her heart clench in undiluted sorrow.
            For although they’d stopped the Red Worm before the plague had savaged the city entire, relief was bittersweet. The flea-borne
            disease had been particularly virulent amongst the enfeebled and the young; it had taken Wilhaiim’s newest generation alongside
            the city’s eldest.
         

         
         The Fair—deserted while the Red Worm ravaged the city—was running again. At first glance the crowds seemed unchanged; merchants
            and customers called robust greetings back and forth, while roaming minstrels plied their most cheerful tunes. But their boisterous
            noise did not make up for the lack of children’s laughter or infants’ cries.
         

         
         Almost everyone in the crowd had lost someone to the plague; most of the families in the city were now childless.

         
         “It’s a perilous time,” the beekeeper agreed, catching concern writ clear across Avani’s face. “All them mums and das without
            their babes to hug close at night—why, they’re looking for someone to blame.” She slanted her head in the direction of the
            chandler’s stall. “You’d be wise to warn your new friend: the city’s not in a forgiving mood. He’d best be on guard.”
         

         
         “But Roue had no hand in the Worm.”

         
         The beekeeper shrugged as she passed Avani her honeycomb. “Who’s to say? They took milord away, didn’t they? Him who could
            have saved all those lost babes. Took him from us when we needed him most.”
         

         
         She looked at Avani across her wares, fierce and clear-eyed, a different woman from the coquette she’d appeared in Baldebert’s
            presence. A chill ran up Avani’s spine.
         

         
         “Oh, I mean the pirate no harm myself, for all that I lost a niece and two nephews and my sister’s not come out of her cottage
            since we sent their bodies into the temple fires. I’m not that sort of woman. Like my gentle bees, I’ve no heart for vengeance.”
            She wiped a sticky hand across the front of her apron, shaking her head. “But there are others who speak of blood for blood.
            Tell His Majesty. Roue should hurry home across the seas, and soon.”
         

         
          

         The beekeeper’s warning kept Avani awake long into the night. She tossed beneath the summer-weight blanket she’d loomed from
            skeins of fine-combed wool. The wool was a gift from Peter Shean’s wife; a rare, soft variety produced by the long-legged,
            black-muzzled sheep found on northern foothills. Avani had once dreamed of having such sheep in her own pasture on Stonehill
            Downs. It seemed a distant aspiration now, as she fidgeted on the wide bed in her sumptuous chambers, so very far
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