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At three o’clock in the morning, a monster entered Founders Hall.

The vye might have been wearing scholarly robes and spectacles, but it still counted as a monster. What else did one call an eight-foot wolf that walked on two legs?

Despite this disquieting sight, Private Marcus Finch remained at attention: chin up, shoulders back, his carabine resting against his epaulette. Impyrial guardsmen did not stare, slouch, or fidget. Not even when a monster approached.

But Marcus was not a machine. When he recognized the figure walking beside the vye, his heart beat even faster. Lord Basil Faeregine was the Divine Empress’s only living son. He was arguably the most important man in Impyrium.

Fortunately for Marcus, Founders Hall spanned three hundred feet from its pillared entry to the great vault. He had time to appreciate the occasion and rejoice inwardly. The new year was just a few hours old and he’d just seen his first vye and a member of the royal family. It was going to be a very good year. As the pair drew nearer, Marcus tried to decide which sight was more thrilling: the Faeregine or the monster?

The boy in him leaned toward the monster. Vyes had served the Faeregines since Mina I, but the creatures were rarely seen in other parts of Impyrium. Back in his village, parents invoked them as bogeymen to frighten disobedient children: Get to bed or a vye will carry you off to the Grislands! As Marcus watched it approach, he wished it would snarl or lope or exhibit some other savage quality. Instead, the vye advanced with a stately grace.

Such civilized behavior was disappointing but not a surprise. Dr. Razael was a famous scholar, a Rowan valedictorian who had been advising Basil Faeregine since his lordship was a boy. Marcus was pleased with himself for recalling these facts. He’d only been on the Sacred Isle a week, but he’d spent his free time studying profiles in his handbook. Dr. Razael looked just like her photograph.

Basil Faeregine did not. Marcus had imagined Faeregines would be resplendent figures whose magic and heritage would be apparent at first glance. His handbook had shown a tanned gentleman with silver hair, an impeccably tailored suit, and the complacent smile of one whose family ruled the world. This present version was still handsome, but older and thicker than expected. He was also slightly disheveled, with a sheen of sweat upon his florid face.

Still, Marcus tried not to judge. Here on the Sacred Isle, New Year’s was not merely a holiday but a major state function. Throughout the week, visitors from all over Impyrium had been arriving to conduct important business with the Bank of Rowan. As the bank’s chairman and managing director, His Excellency was undoubtedly spent.

When he reached the vault, Lord Faeregine muttered a distracted “Happy New Year” and reached for something in his suit pocket. He did not bother looking at the guardsmen, but Marcus was not offended. Members of the royal family were surrounded by servants from birth. They might bond with nannies and tutors, but the rest were background elements: nameless, faceless, and interchangeable. To a man like Basil Faeregine, Impyrial guardsmen might have been tall red vases that happened to flank palace doorways.

And that was how it should be, thought Marcus. The family had an empire to run.

But as Lord Faeregine removed something from his pocket, he paused to peer at the other guardsman, a sergeant standing fifteen feet to Marcus’s right.

“Why, it’s Beecher isn’t it?”

From the corner of his eye, Marcus saw the sergeant bow. “I’m flattered you remember me, sir.” The man’s gravelly burr contrasted sharply with his lordship’s patrician tenor.

“Not at all,” said Lord Faeregine genially. “You were with me when those miserable Caterwauls blocked the road to Port Royal. Knocked several flat as I recall. Good man.”

“Your lordship’s very kind.”

Lord Faeregine turned in Marcus’s direction. “And who’s this poor lad? He looks like he’s going to topple over.”

Do not slouch. Marcus focused on a distant portrait.

“Private Finch is new,” replied the sergeant. “This is his first night on palace duty.”

“My word, they get younger every year,” Lord Faeregine muttered. “May I ask your age, Private Finch?”

Marcus cleared his throat. “Eighteen, your lordship.”

“Well,” said Lord Faeregine, “all I can say is that I envy your youth, your height, and your good fortune to serve with the sergeant. Welcome aboard, soldier.”

Marcus shook the proffered hand, unable to suppress a grin. A Faeregine was speaking to him! His reply was barely coherent, but his sincerity appeared to please Lord Faeregine, who chuckled and introduced him to Dr. Razael.

The vye had towered silently over the humans throughout the pleasantries. Now she fixed Marcus with a pair of tawny, unblinking eyes. Marcus’s smile faded. Never before had he looked into a face that was so intelligent and yet so feral. The combination was so unsettling that Marcus quickly averted his eyes. Dr. Razael exuded no overt hostility but also no warmth. Her gaze wandered over Private Finch, found little of interest, and returned to the vault door.

Lord Faeregine held up what he’d taken from his pocket. The object looked like a palm-sized nautilus crafted of a coppery metal. “If you two will give us a moment, we’ll pop inside and confirm everything’s in order. Tonight’s auction set a new record.”

Sergeant Beecher bowed. “Congratulations, your lordship. ”

Shouldering his carabine, the sergeant walked forward ten paces and stood with his back to the vault. Marcus followed his lead. A moment later, there was a mechanical clicking, followed by the sounds of his lordship murmuring strange words in a lyrical undertone. A shiver ran down Marcus’s spine.

Lingua Mystica. Lord Faeregine was speaking the language of sorcery! The Lirlander Seals were undoubtedly protected by all kinds of spells and enchantments, but this was the first time Marcus had ever heard it spoken aloud. He almost giggled at his good fortune. He’d only been posted here a few hours ago, when a guardsman had taken ill, and already he was brushing shoulders with Faeregines. Not to mention that palace duty was infinitely warmer and dryer than patrolling the harbor and eyeing those boatmen in their black skiffs. Marcus did not care for the boatmen.

A tremor shook the floor as the vault’s heavy door began to roll aside. As it did, light spilled from within, so dazzling and bright it chased the shadows from the vast hall. The vault might have contained a fallen star. Marcus broke into another grin.

When Lord Faeregine and Dr. Razael entered, they sealed the vault behind them. The glorious light retreated, ebbing like a swift sunset. Sergeant Beecher sighed.

“Well, Private Finch. I’ll guess you won’t be forgetting this night anytime soon.”

Marcus remained at attention. “No, sir.”

A pause. “You don’t ‘sir’ me, lad. I’m a sergeant.”

“Sorry,” said Marcus quickly. “I guess I’m just a little . . .”

“The word is nervous. A tot will take off the edge. It is New Year’s after all.”

The sergeant slipped a flask out from beneath his sash. Marcus stared. Members of the Impyrial Guard were not permitted to drink, to swear, to smoke tobacco, or generally do anything that might besmirch their impeccable image. They were the elite, and expected to behave as such. What was the sergeant playing at?

Now that he was getting a good look, Marcus saw that Beecher was rather ancient for a guardsman—forty at least—and barely met the regiment’s height requirements. And there were other shortcomings: sloping shoulders, a slight paunch, and a trace of stubble. His face was genial but homely, with bushy black eyebrows and a slight cast in one eye. The man resembled a dairy farmer more than a crack soldier. Small wonder he’d never risen past sergeant.

“No, thank you,” said Marcus. He spun back to face the distant portraits.

The sergeant unscrewed the cap and took a sip. “I see we have a stickler.”

Chin up, shoulders back. “Not a stickler, Sergeant. A professional.”

This brought a dry chuckle. “Ah, you take me back. I’ll wager you’ve been studying your handbook and dreaming about the day you get to go home and strut about in that uniform. Every girl for miles is sure to sally out in her best homespun for a look at Private Finch, the pride of Backwater Village. Am I close?”

Marcus flushed scarlet.

The sergeant took another sip. “You’re going to burn out, Finch. Save the spit and polish for when it matters.”

“And guarding the Lirlander Seals doesn’t qualify?” Marcus retorted. “They’re the crown jewels of the empire.”

“Sounds like you’re an expert,” said Beecher. “Ever seen one up close?”

Marcus had only been on one ship in his life, a leaking tub that brought him down from New Halifax. It did not have a Seal, and thus had no choice but to hug the rocky coastline. Ships without Seals did not venture beyond sight of the land. If they did, they risked entering the Lirlands, territory controlled by demons that inhabited undersea kingdoms. An ancient treaty confined the Lirlanders within their borders, but they did not tolerate trespassers. Ships that entered their waters suffered a terrible fate unless they bore an enchanted relic upon their prow. These were known as Lirlander Seals, and they were among the most valuable objects in Impyrium.

“No,” said Marcus sheepishly. “I haven’t.”

“Come have a look,” said Beecher. Turning, he walked back to the vault door.

Marcus remained rooted to the spot. He spoke in a pleading whisper. “What are you doing? Lord Faeregine’s inside!”

“Oh, he’ll be in there for a while yet,” said the sergeant. “And don’t worry about him hearing us. The door’s three feet thick.”

“But what about . . . ?” Marcus glanced anxiously about the hall. Legend held that unseen servants—fiendish servants—tallied every whisper within the palace.

The sergeant appeared to read his mind. “Nothing’s listening from the shadows, lad. I’ve been on the Sacred Isle for twenty-two years. The ghost stories are bunk. Come have a look. You might never get another chance to touch a dragon.”

A dragon? There were only a handful in the entire world, and none in Founders Hall. But the sergeant had aroused Marcus’s interest. He came to stand by the man and craned his neck at the famous Lirlander Vault. Marcus had seen it when he came in, but he had not taken a close look. It was his duty to guard, not to gawk, and he’d swiftly turned his back upon taking up his new post.

But now, he indulged his curiosity. His first impression was one of ancient strength. The vault’s door was simply massive: a circular slab of bronze some fifteen feet across, green with age and etched with runes about its periphery. Its center had been sculpted with marvelous artistry into a relief showing a Hadesian galleon braving wild seas with a bright, mother-of-pearl inlay on its prow. A kraken and several other monsters could be seen among the waves, but nothing that resembled a dragon.

“Where is it?” said Marcus, searching in vain.

Beecher stood on tiptoe and tapped the pearl at the galleon’s prow.

“That’s not a dragon,” said a disappointed Marcus. “It’s a pearl.”

Beecher took another sip and wiped his mouth on his sleeve. “No, lad. That there is a scale—just a fragment, mind—from Ember the Golden. The big ones are on the other side of that door. You’re looking at the world’s tiniest Lirlander Seal.”

Marcus gave a laugh of pure boyish delight. The Seals were made from dragon scales! And not just any dragon but the greatest to ever walk the earth. He stood on tiptoe and rubbed the wondrous thing for luck. The surface was slick and smooth, like oiled horn.

“Do they really cost a million solars?” he asked, gazing up in awe.

“Heard they were fetching two at tonight’s auction,” the sergeant replied. “Two million in bullion, no paper. And that’s just to rent one for twelve months. Once the year’s up, you’ve got to come back, kiss some Faeregine behinds, and ante up again.”

Private Finch raised his eyebrows. House Faeregine had ruled Impyrium for over three thousand years. Faeregine magic was the strongest, their coffers the deepest. Only Faeregine women could rule, but even the men were reputed to be sorcerers of rare ability. It was dangerous for anyone, much less a member of the guard, to speak of them so flippantly.

“We should return to our posts,” Marcus muttered. He marched back to his spot and rested his carabine against his shoulder. Chin up, shoulders back.

Beecher followed suit. “I told you no one’s listening.”

“I’m listening, Sergeant. And I don’t want to hear any blasphemy.”

A grunt. “You can’t blaspheme your fellow man, Finch. The Faeregines aren’t gods. They’re flesh and blood, same as us.”

Marcus stared at a distant portrait of Mina II. The man had to be drunk.

“That’s bordering on treason.”

The sergeant scoffed. “If truth is treason, I’ve lived long enough.”

Do not slouch. “My father says my uncle used to talk like that,” said Marcus stiffly. “They hanged him during the last rebellion.”

The sergeant took another sip. “Let’s hope I didn’t hold the rope. Strung up plenty for the Faeregines in those days. Bad business.”

Marcus turned and glared at the sergeant. “If you think so little of the Faeregines, why serve in the Impyrial Guard?”

Beecher looked genuinely amused. “Who said I think little of ’em? They’ve convinced the world they’re masters of heaven and hell and everything in between. I tip my bloody cap.”

It was Marcus’s turn to scoff. “So it’s all just smoke and mirrors?”

The sergeant’s expression became surprisingly thoughtful. “Not all,” he murmured. “I’d guess there’s still some magic in the family. Maybe in those triplets. But it ain’t what it was. Mina the First might have been a goddess, but it’s Mina the Forty-second that sits the throne now. Ever see our ‘Divine Empress’ in person?”

Marcus pursed his lips. Lord Faeregine was the only family member he’d ever seen and his lordship had not quite lived up to Marcus’s expectations. Maybe the Divine Empress wasn’t the ageless, scintillating figure whose image adorned coins and banknotes.

He must have looked crestfallen for the sergeant softened his tone.

“Don’t mistake me. I honor the Faeregines. But I honor ’em as men and women, as folk born to rule like I was born to soldier. Sooner you ditch the fairy tales, the better off you’ll be.”

Marcus almost asked for the flask. “You know,” he said pensively, “I’m not quite sure if this has been the best night of my life or the worst.”

This made Beecher chuckle. “It’s not over yet.”

As though in answer to the sergeant’s quip, rapid footsteps echoed from the corridor outside the hall. A hooded figure appeared in the distant archway and ran toward them. The sergeant’s grin vanished. He held up a hand.

“Halt and show yourself.”

Marcus shifted anxiously as Sergeant Beecher repeated the order.

When the figure ignored a second command, the sergeant brought up his carabine. The figure skittered to a stop some twenty yards away. Beecher’s voice was iron.

“Not another step. Let’s see your face.”

The figure gasped for breath. “Stand aside, Sergeant.”

“Three seconds,” Beecher replied coolly. “Lose the hood or lose that head.”

Marcus’s weapon shook in his trembling hands. His marksmanship scores had always been excellent, but the firing range was nothing like a live situation. Thank the gods he’d underestimated the sergeant. Beecher might be old and cynical, but he was also experienced. Nothing about him wavered—not his voice, his weapon, or his apparent resolve to use it. The visitor yanked back his hood and glared at the sergeant. Marcus gasped when he saw the man’s face.

The visitor was Lord Faeregine.

Sergeant Beecher’s carabine remained leveled. “Good. Now tell me who you really are.”

The man stared at the guardsman with a look of puzzled outrage. “I’m Basil Faeregine, you buffoon. Lower that weapon and stand aside or I’ll have you tossed down Hound’s Trench!”

Beecher smirked. “Sorry, friend. You can’t be Lord Faeregine.”

“Is that so?” the man said with a sneer. “And pray tell me, why not?”

“Because Lord Faeregine’s in the vault.”

Blood drained from the man’s face. He looked at the two soldiers as if they were insane. “B-but that’s not possible!” he sputtered. “It must be an imposter! I’m Lord Faeregine!”

The grim sergeant shook his head. “I think Dr. Razael would know the difference.”

“But Razael’s dead.” The man announced this with a soft croak, his eyes filling with tears. “Her body was found near the orchards. Murdered.”

The sergeant frowned. “What’s tonight’s password?”

“Ambergris,” replied the newcomer. “What? Did the imposter know it?”

Sergeant Beecher cursed softly and lowered his weapon.

The visitor looked appalled. “Sergeant, did you neglect to ask for the password?”

Beecher flushed. “The gentleman had the nautilus. He knew the spells—”

Marcus went numb as a low rumbling sounded behind them. Once again, bright light streamed into the hall as the vault began to open. Raising his weapon, Sergeant Beecher turned about to face the sliding door. His voice was eerily calm and professional.

“Private Finch, imposters have infiltrated the Lirlander Vault. Escort Lord Faeregine to safety and raise the alarm.”

Marcus hesitated.

“Now, Finch!”

Beecher’s shout propelled Marcus into action. Dashing forward, he seized Lord Faeregine by the wrist and made for the distant exit. Their footsteps rang on the marble as the room brightened. Lord Faeregine stumbled along as though in a state of shock.

Crack!

A bullet’s sharp report echoed in the hall. Two more came in quick succession, followed by a scream.

Lord Faeregine gave a cry and tangled his feet. Marcus nearly tumbled with him but kept his balance and pulled his lordship up. The pair staggered on.

Marcus heard sounds of pursuit. He glimpsed a shadow on the wall: a wolfish shape bounding on all fours and closing rapidly. Escape was out of the question. Thrusting Lord Faeregine ahead, Marcus whirled about to confront their pursuers.

He saw nothing but the vault’s blinding light. An instant later, something slammed into his chest, huge and snarling, heavy as a sledge. The impact sent Marcus flying. As he fell, a thought flashed in his mind, a thought so absurd that he almost laughed.

Do not slouch.

When his skull struck the floor the world went black.





CHAPTER 1

HAZEL
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Everyone sees what you appear to be,
 few really know what you are.

—Niccolò Machiavelli, Pre-Cataclysm philosopher

(544–486 P.C.)

On New Year’s Day, some people spring out of bed determined to be kinder, thinner, more industrious, more outgoing. No matter the resolution, they all share something in common: they believe this year will be better than the last.

Hazel Faeregine was not one of those people.

Despite the hour, she lay abed with two magical tomes, an ancient fairy tale, a stuffed giraffe, and a sense of impending invasion. Below, bells were clanging in Rowan’s Old College. Evidently it was not enough to chime nine o’clock—the ringer needed to add whimsical flourishes lest anyone fail to realize it was New Year’s Day. Hazel sighed. Those bells were as ancient as the empire. They should be played with dignity, not enthusiasm.

An invader arrived. As usual, it was Isabel. Picking the lock, she burst into the room, assessed the situation, and advanced. Hazel flung a bolster, which her sister ducked.

“You’re not squirming out of this,” said Isabel. “If I have to go, then so do you.”

When Isabel reached the footboard, Hazel launched her last pillow with a cry. She tried to sound ferocious, like some beast from the Grislands. What came out was a squawk.

Isabel merely caught the cushion and used it to bat Hazel about the head.

Left, right. Left, right . . .

“Why do you make me do this?” Isabel moaned, actually sounding bored as Hazel retreated beneath the covers. Thumping her one last time, Isabel dropped the pillow and sat carefully on the bed. Her bustle crinkled. A maid gasped in the doorway.

“The dress, Your Highness! The embroidery—”

“Is lovely,” said Isabel brightly. “Olo, pick out some different shoes while I gab with Hazel. These ones pinch.”

“But the Red Branch is here to escort you,” Olo whispered. “One’s waiting in the vestibule!”

“I don’t care if the Spider’s in the vestibule,” said Isabel. Hazel admired her sister’s cheek, but knew she’d never say such things if their grandmother were really lurking about.

Olo made a face but withdrew. Isabel set her lockpick—a bejeweled hairpin—artfully among her black braids before fixing Hazel with a pair of dark, doe-like eyes. They were set unusually far apart and gave Isabel what was commonly known as the “Faeregine look.” Similar pairs graced family portraits dating back to Mina I. Indeed, with her olive skin, aquiline nose, and dancer’s carriage, Isabel was a shining example of the breed.

“Do we need to have the Talk?” she asked.

Hazel hugged her knees. “Which talk? The horrid one about our changing bodies? Or the one where you remind me who I am and why I can’t do as I like?”

“The second,” said Isabel, adjusting her corset. “You know we have to go.”

“Not me,” said Hazel. “I’m the youngest.”

This made Isabel laugh—a fine, fetching laugh that boys tended to notice. “By seventeen minutes. No, you’re going even if I have to drag you. I’m surprised Rascha hasn’t already. Where is she?”

“I don’t know,” said Hazel. She’d been pleased that her tutor, Dàme Rascha, was uncharacteristically late. But now her absence was puzzling—almost as puzzling as the presence of a Red Branch in the triplets’ sitting room. The Red Branch did many things but babysitting was not among them. Where was the regular guard?

Again, the door opened.

Violet and Isabel Faeregine were identical, but people never confused the two. Violet never rushed or raised her voice. Her posture was always perfect and her expression seldom stirred from one of serene composure. If Isabel was fire, Violet was ice. Even her dress was pale blue. She surveyed the room with detached disapproval.

“Are we ready?” she inquired.

“Do we look ready?” said Isabel.

Violet gave a prim smile. “No. We don’t.”

“Say ‘we’ one more time and I’m going to throttle you,” said Isabel. Hazel crossed her fingers.

Violet tutted. “Are we forgetting I’m the eldest?”

Technically, this was true. Violet had been born nine minutes before Isabel, a fact she often cited. She never bothered telling anyone that she was twenty-six minutes older than Hazel. That gulf was self-evident.

Isabel snorted. “As though nine minutes matter.”

Violet’s eyes twinkled. “You’ll find that they matter very much. See you down there.”

She left in a soft rustle of silk. Isabel turned to Hazel.

“You don’t think the Spider’s going to announce anything, do you?”

“About her successor?” said Hazel. “No idea.”

Scooting off the bed, Isabel smoothed her dress—crimson silk embroidered with rubies. Hazel’s was green silk dotted with emeralds. It lay on the velvet chaise, still wrapped in muslin.

“Hurry up and get ready,” Isabel muttered. “I’m going to catch up with Violet.”

Before Hazel could reply, Dàme Rascha swept through the door.

“My apologies, Your Highness. This morning has been—”

The vye paused. Wolfish blue eyes swept over the mess before settling on her charge—a charge still abed in her nightclothes and whose fine white hair was sticking up like dandelion wisps. Isabel seized the chance to escape. Ducking past Hazel’s tutor, she scampered out to the common room and shut the door behind her. Dàme Rascha glanced down at a bolster. Her voice was hoarse, its accent tinged from years living in the Witchpeaks.

“What is the meaning of this?”

“I was . . . redecorating?” said Hazel. “Bad idea. I’ll fix it.”

With a flick of her wrist, Hazel sent the scattered pillows flying to their places. They obeyed marvelously, landing with soft, simultaneous thuds. Hazel could not quite suppress a grin; she was getting good at these little cantrips. She offered a hopeful glance at her tutor.

As vyes went, Dàme Rascha was not particularly imposing. The mystic stood no more than seven feet and her fur, once an inky black, had faded to muted gray. Her teeth were worn, and her clawed hands trembled when she took her afternoon tea. But that glare was dark as thunder. She did not speak so much as growl.

“Casual magic is vulgar. Get up.”

The command cracked like a whip. Hazel slid sheepishly out from under her covers and fidgeted with her nightgown. Dàme Rascha marched her to a full-length mirror.

“Raise your arms,” she ordered.

When Hazel did so, Dàme Rascha whisked off her nightgown as though changing a toddler. Hazel swallowed her indignation. There was no arguing with Rascha when she was in a mood. While the vye fetched hot water, Hazel stared at her reflection.

You do not have the “Faeregine look.”

Isabel and Violet were tall. Hazel stood a foot shorter. Her sisters were developing curves. Cubes had more curves than she did. Every summer, Isabel and Violet ripened into bronze, but Hazel’s skin was the color of bleached ivory, so pale she stayed indoors on sunny days. When she did go outside, Rascha swaddled her in so much linen she resembled a skittish beekeeper. Even her eyes stood out, and not in the distinctive Faeregine way. They were tapering and reddish, more suited to a rabbit than a girl.

Hazel’s appearance was a popular topic in Impyrium. Folklore held that twins were unlucky and triplets even more so. That Elana Faeregine had died birthing three girls on All Hallows’ Eve was fine fuel for gossip, particularly as Hazel was albino. The average commoner, and even many among the nobility, believed Hazel’s mother must have practiced necromancy or consorted with nefarious spirits. What else could explain this white-faced changeling?

Dàme Rascha returned with a basin of warm water, a cake of creamsoap, and a rough sea sponge. Kneeling, the vye began scrubbing Hazel as she had a thousand times before. Unlike Isabel’s and Violet’s tutors, Rascha did far more than simply teach her charge the magical arts. Ever since Hazel could remember, the vye had been her primary caretaker and companion. Whether this was because Hazel required closer supervision (she had been a sickly child) or the vye assumed the role from maternal instinct, Dàme Rascha took her duties seriously. Being raised by an overprotective vye had its advantages—no one teased Hazel if Rascha was near—but it came at a price. Hazel winced as her shins were scoured raw.

“A bath would be more comfortable,” she observed.

Dàme Rascha was unmoved. “Turn.”

Hazel complied, happy to look away from the mirror. Squeezing out the sponge, Rascha resumed her work, grunting now and again lest her ungrateful pupil forget she had rheumatism.

“Ouch!” said Hazel. “You might have said ‘Happy New Year’ before flaying me.”

“Happy New Year.”

“You’re only saying that because I brought it up.”

The vye shrugged.

“Well, it’s very inconsiderate,” said Hazel, flicking a bubble. “You might think of others.”

Rascha scoffed. “Says the girl who lounges in bed.”

“I wasn’t lounging,” said Hazel. “In fact, I think I’m coming down with a cold.” She gave an unconvincing cough. “Anyway, what does my lying about matter when you showed up late?”

Water streamed down her back as Rascha rinsed away the soap. She draped a towel over Hazel’s shoulders.

“I do apologize,” she muttered. “The morning has been . . . difficult.”

To Hazel’s dismay, there were tears in her tutor’s eyes. Hazel had never seen such a thing, had not even known that vyes could shed tears.

“Oh, Rascha!” she cried. “I was only teasing.”

The vye gave an affectionate growl and lifted her from the basin. “No, child. It’s not that. Something has happened.”

“What’s wrong?” said Hazel softly. “What has happened?”

The vye handed her a chemise. “It is not for me to say.”

Hazel studied her tutor before beginning the tedious process of dressing. So many layers before one even put on the gown: smallclothes, a chemise, stockings. She could call Olo in to help, but that would be the end of the conversation; Rascha would never talk freely in front of a maid.

Fetching Hazel’s corset from the wardrobe, her tutor fastened it about her waist. Hazel never understood why her twiggy form required a corset but she obliged and sucked in her tummy.

“Does it have anything to do with the Red Branch?” she asked.

Silence as the vye tightened the corset. Once it was torturously snug, Rascha tied the laces. Hazel exhaled slowly.

“Olo said one was in the vestibule,” she continued. “Did you see him?”

“The Red Branch took your sisters down to the throne room. She will return for us.”

Hazel’s ears pricked up. She will return for us. The agent was a woman! There was only one person that could be, and Hazel longed to meet her. Still, it was strange that the Red Branch should handle such mundane duties.

“Why isn’t the regular guard escorting us? What’s wrong?”

The vye did not answer as she unwrapped the dress. Smoothing the silk, she lowered it carefully over Hazel and began arranging the bustle.

“Please tell me, Rascha,” said Hazel. “I’m not a baby.”

A pause. “There may be enemies in the palace. Last night, criminals broke into the Lirlander Vault.”

Hazel turned. The Lirlander Seals were her family’s prized assets. The Sacred Isle had been teeming with visitors from all over the world who came for the sole purpose of acquiring one. The auction had been last night, but Hazel had gone to bed before it started.

“You’re joking,” she said.

The vye gathered Hazel’s fine white hair in a barrette. “No. And that is not the worst of it. There were two murders.”

Hazel’s arms turned to gooseflesh.

“Who?” she whispered.

The vye cleared her throat. “Sergeant Beecher of the Impyrial Guard and . . . Dr. Razael.”

Hazel stared. “Uncle Basil’s old tutor?”

Dàme Rascha nodded and dabbed a bit of rouge on Hazel’s pallid cheeks. “Dr. Razael was my cousin. That is why I was late.”

Hazel did not know what to say. She studied the vye’s grieving face. More tears would be shed, but later and in private. “I’m so sorry,” Hazel said quietly. Her thoughts turned to her uncle, who was rarely seen without the company of his beloved tutor. “What about—?”

The vye patted her cheek. “Lord Faeregine was also attacked, child. No—let me finish—your uncle is fine. His injuries were minor, thank the gods. And nothing was taken from the vault. The imposters were discovered before they could complete their crime.”

“So, they were caught,” said Hazel.

The vye shook her head grimly. “No. Which is why we wait for the Red Branch. You will be safer in their care.”

“But they’re assassins.”

“The best,” said Dàme Rascha. “Who better to protect you from killers?”

Hazel hugged her giraffe. “Why would I be in danger? I don’t have any enemies.”

The vye bared her teeth in a sudden grimace. “You are Hazel Faeregine, granddaughter of the Divine Empress. You’ve had enemies before you were born!”

Hazel backed up a step. “Rascha, you’re frightening me.”

“Good,” Rascha snapped. “I’ve kept you too sheltered. You are the most talented mystic I’ve ever taught, yet you waste your gifts making pillows fly. It’s time you woke up!”

Snatching the stuffed giraffe from Hazel, Dàme Rascha flung it on the bed. Hazel flushed an angry pink, but could not help lingering on what her tutor had said.

“You really think I’m talented?” she said hesitantly. Rascha was notoriously spare with praise.

The vye sighed and cupped Hazel’s chin. “Your Highness, you have more magic than both your sisters put together. I can see it. Why can’t you?”

Before Hazel could reply, there was a knock at the door.

“Who is it?” said Dàme Rascha.

The answer was curt. “Sigga.”

Hazel felt a rush of nervous excitement. She had never seen Sigga Fenn in the flesh, but the agent was already famous. Even her origins were interesting. The newspapers said she was a native Grislander. Few humans dared set foot in the Grislands, much less grew up in those barren wastes.

And this Grislander was not only the youngest member of the Red Branch but the order’s only female. In ancient times, the Red Branch had been revered as mystic-knights, champions of the realm. But that was long ago. Nowadays, the order did not inspire reverence so much as a respectful dread. They were the Spider’s prized soldiers, lethal shadows she deployed like chess pieces throughout her empire.

Hazel tried not to gape as Dàme Rascha opened the door.

Her first impression was that Sigga Fenn looked nothing like the Impyrial Guardsmen. The Red Branch did not stand at attention or dress in a starched uniform. She wore no gloves and her black boots were scuffed beyond polishing. Guardsmen carried pistols and carabines, but they were just regular humans, muir in the old tongue. Magical humans, or mehrùn, did not use firearms. Indeed, such weapons were considered so far beneath their station one would have been ridiculed, or even shunned, for doing so. Mehrùn were expected to possess more sophisticated means of defense. Blades were another matter, however, for there was honor in them. Sigga Fenn carried two black daggers, one sheathed at each hip.

Sigga was very lean and tall—six feet at least—with brown hair shorn very close to a narrow skull. She wore no makeup or jewelry but her aspect was not masculine. The Grislander looked functional, as though she had no use for anything decorative or extraneous. Her only distinguishing mark was a tattoo of a crimson, upraised hand on her inner right wrist: the symbol of the Red Branch. Only twelve people bore that tattoo, and they were the deadliest killers in the world.

Sigga Fenn glanced at Dàme Rascha with eyes so green and catlike Hazel wondered if there were demons in her ancestry. Such things were not unknown.

“You’re Rascha,” she said, not asking.

The vye bristled. “Dàme Rascha.”

Sigga merely nodded and glanced down at Hazel. “Hello.”

“You will address the princess as Your Highness,” said Dàme Rascha sharply. “And you are to bow.”

A faint smile played about Sigga’s lips. “Forgive me, Your Highness. I spend little time among royalty.”

She bent deeply at the waist. Hazel acknowledged her with a minuscule nod. Faeregines bowed rarely, and never to servants. When Dàme Rascha slipped emerald slippers on her tiny feet, Hazel selected a pair of spectacles with round green lenses and hurried out after the famous fighter.

The triplets’ chambers were atop one of the palace’s southwest towers and gazed down upon Old College, an ancient quad at the heart of Rowan, the world’s greatest school of magic. A lovely view, but also a long walk to the throne room.

Normally, Hazel found the journey tedious and wished the empress was less of a traditionalist. An elevator would be just the thing in such an enormous palace, but the Spider detested “clockwork” and the Workshop, whose members sought to preserve technology in a world dominated by magic. Given the choice, the Spider would have done away with the engineers and razed their subterranean cities, but an ancient treaty protected their little guild. So long as the Workshop obeyed the rules and abstained from unauthorized innovations, the empress had no choice but to endure it. But you would find no electric lights or moving walkways in her home. In any case, the long trek gave Hazel an opportunity to study Sigga Fenn as the agent walked ahead of them.

Hazel registered every detail of the woman’s stride, noting how servants scurried to get out of her path. Even the Impyrial Guard seemed to fidget and look away at the assassin’s approach. Hazel felt like she had a Cheshirewulf padding before her—a Cheshirewulf that had traveled the world and braved countless perils. It was impossible not to admire and envy her. Hazel had never even visited the mainland. There were many questions she would have liked to ask the Grislander, but protocol did not allow casual conversation. Instead, Hazel turned her mind to last night’s murders.

She was still shocked that such terrible things had happened, and in the very palace. Isabel was the history buff, but Hazel was certain nothing like a murder had occurred in many years. There had been hundreds of dueling deaths, of course, but those weren’t remotely the same thing. The most recent murder she could think of happened fifty years ago, when some distant aunt or cousin had pushed her husband out of Gloaming Tower.

But that had been a lover’s quarrel, whereas last night’s murders sounded like part of an orchestrated crime. After all, Dàme Rascha said the perpetrators had been imposters. Who had they been pretending to be and how had they fooled the Impyrial Guard?

Hazel glanced suspiciously at the soldiers they passed. They were practically interchangeable. What was the name of the one who’d been killed? Beecher. The name sounded familiar. Hazel vaguely recalled a man who had accompanied the triplets to a concert last year. Homely for the guard, but he’d had a kind face. Isabel had joked that he looked like a mastiff. Hazel frowned. Was that the man who’d died?

Descending a final stairway, they reached the hallway leading to the throne room. Its scale always made Hazel feel like an insect. The ceilings were eighty feet high with massive caryatids depicting the dynasty’s early empresses. Each column was carved with a craftsmanship and skill that no longer existed. Hazel glanced up at her ancestors as she passed: Mina I, an angelic goddess; Mina II, the ruthless visionary; Mina III, the hopeful peacemaker; Mina IV, the faceless tyrant.

As the dynasty’s forty-second empress, Hazel’s grandmother would not get a caryatid in the entry hall. Her legacy would most likely consist of a tasteful portrait in a palace gallery along with a grander memorial somewhere on the mainland. Space on the Sacred Isle had grown too scarce for the sprawling tombs and temples of yesteryear.

Some joked that the Spider would never need a tomb. The empress was one hundred and eleven years old, but clung to life with grim tenacity. As they reached the final caryatids, Hazel could make out a small, hunched figure sitting on a golden throne high atop a dais. Even at a distance, Hazel found her grandmother intimidating. She hoped her late arrival would go unnoticed.

She hoped in vain.

Antoine Bole, the palace’s omnipresent chamberlain, was stationed near the doors, dressed in a rose-colored suit that matched his small horns. Fauns were famously exact and Antoine was no exception. Giving Hazel a reproachful look, he led her to the midst of the Impyrial court.

Dàme Rascha did not accompany them into this inner circle. Neither did Sigga Fenn. There were rules governing who could stand where during official gatherings. Since the vye and Grislander were servants, they were confined to the periphery, beyond the ring of wealthy muir, senior officials, and Workshop emissaries. Lesser nobles and mehrùn from Houses Minor formed the middle ring. The innermost circle was restricted to members of the twelve Great Houses.

These individuals were arranged like small battalions around the empress’s dais. They were the most prominent magical families in the world and could trace their roots to fabled heroes and sorcerers of ages past. While the Faeregines controlled the throne, Lirlander Seals, and Otherland Gates, the Great Houses each had their own spheres of influence. Rivalries were intense and feuds could last generations, but the families banded together when threatened by outsiders or upstarts. For every mehrùn, there were a thousand muir who tended to revolt every century or two. Without cooperation among one another, the nobles would have been overrun long ago.

Hazel saw Isabel and Violet ahead, standing amid the ladies-in-waiting, girls from Great Houses who were deemed acceptable companions for the triplets. Her sisters looked bored and aloof, while their uncle Basil stood at a distant podium droning on about the Lirlander Seals. One eye was bandaged and his arm was in a sling, but he seemed to be his chipper self as he detailed how auction proceeds would be used to build roads and schools throughout the Muirlands.

Antoine nudged Hazel forward. She obliged him, weaving her way through the ladies-in-waiting to stand near her sisters as their uncle introduced Lord Kraavh, the new ambassador from the demonic Lirlands.

Excited whispers rippled across the assembly as the ambassador emerged from an antechamber. A frustrated Hazel could see nothing but elaborate hair and dresses. All of the girls were taller than she was, except for Isis Palantine, who was only eight and practically drowning in cream chiffon.

“Can you see anything?” Isis whispered.

Hazel shook her head.

Someone murmured in her ear. “Should we get you a footstool? You’re just so itty-bitty.”

Hazel glared at the speaker but said nothing. Imogene was fourteen, even taller than the twins, and she had famously pinchy fingers. She was also a Hyde, an obscenely wealthy family and the Faeregines’ oldest rival.

“Shut your face, Imogene,” whispered a voice.

Isabel had turned about to fix Imogene with a steely look. Hazel’s sister really was a tigress, particularly where the Hydes were concerned. Imogene’s lip curled. She opened her mouth to retort, but stopped when the ambassador began speaking.

When Hazel heard that voice, a shiver ran through her. Lord Kraavh sounded nothing like the last emissary. This wasn’t some squeaky imp; this was a daemon true. She stood on tiptoe.

“What is he?” she whispered, still unable to see.

A wide-eyed Isabel mouthed the word “rakshasa.”

Hazel gripped her arm. Rakshasas were exceedingly powerful demons that had undergone koukerros—daemonic metamorphosis—many times to reach their state of being. Most were many centuries old. The Lirlanders normally appointed an imp to the Faeregine court out of surly obligation. They never named anyone important to be ambassador, much less a rakshasa.

Hazel fidgeted impatiently. She desperately wanted to see the demon, not merely hear that purring baritone as Lord Kraavh began reciting the Lirlanders’ oath of fealty.

“Three thousand years ago,” he began, “your ancestors conquered my people. In exchange for our freedom, we agreed to forsake the lands of men and live beneath the seas. Thus the deepwater daemonia—the Lirlanders—came to be . . .”

Someone squeezed next to Hazel and thrust a glowing rectangle under her nose.

“Birthday present from my father,” whispered Mei-Mei Han. “What do you think?”

The tiny screen showed a towering, tiger-headed figure with curling ram’s horns. Hazel stared at the demon, practically spellbound.

She did not bother mentioning that the device was undoubtedly illegal. Mei-Mei would not care. The Hans played a role in Workshop relations and Mei-Mei prided herself on having the latest gadgets. It was an open secret that many Great Houses employed expensive—even illicit—technologies. So long as transgressions were minor and discreet, the empress chose to overlook them.

“Where’s the camera?” Hazel whispered, dimly aware that something must be transmitting the images.

Mei-Mei nodded at Esmerelda, middle daughter of the Castiles. Despite her fifteen years, Esmerelda had always been pleasantly clueless. Even now, she was oblivious to the small device perched atop her nest of auburn hair.

“Have you ever seen a rakshasa before?” Hazel whispered.

Mei-Mei shook her head, her eyes glued to the screen.

“Why do you think he’s wearing armor?” said Hazel. Granted, it was splendid—a suit of pearly, nacreous plate—but it seemed peculiar dress for an ambassador.

Mei-Mei shrugged as Isabel shot them a look to be quiet. Lord Kraavh continued his address.

“And finally, we will continue to honor our ancient pledge. The Lirlanders shall attack no ship that crosses our borders, provided it bears a sacred Seal from the true Faeregine.”

Hazel looked up. The true Faeregine? What did he mean by that?

A hush filled the audience chamber. Hazel glanced at her grandmother upon her elevated throne. Many others did likewise. The Spider sat motionless with her customary scowl. Those Faeregine eyes—dark and impenetrable—were fixed, unblinking, on Lord Kraavh.

“Three millennia is a long time,” said the ambassador coldly. “Even for daemonia. And so I have come to inform Her Radiance that this is the final year we will honor the Red Winter Treaty. The Lirlanders look forward to negotiating a new agreement with the Faeregines—and others—who wish safe passage across our seas.”

Hazel was dumbstruck. The ambassador was not requesting a change to the treaty’s terms; he was declaring the treaty finished, and in highly public fashion. It was unspeakably insulting.

“My, my,” whispered Imogene Hyde.

Hazel looked to her sisters. Violet and Isabel appeared grave and composed. They, like everyone else, were waiting to see how the Divine Empress would respond.

The Spider did not disappoint.

The empress did not rise or stir but stared impassively at the rakshasa. When she finally spoke, she used a dialect of Old Impyrian that went back to the Cataclysm, whose devastation not only ushered in a new age for mankind but literally reshaped the world. Few people could speak that tongue, and most of them were in this room. The Spider was sending an unmistakable message: My roots are deep.

“We honor Lord Kraavh for renewing the ancient vows and ensuring peace between our peoples. Three thousand years is indeed a long time. But perhaps Lord Kraavh has forgotten that the treaty required his people to honor the Seals in perpetuity. Perhaps he has also forgotten that the treaty also benefits his people by prohibiting the binding of daemonia . . .”

The rakshasa’s three emerald eyes narrowed.

“If the Lirlanders should abandon this agreement,” the Spider continued, “I cannot punish those who engage in forced summonings. Even Lord Kraavh may find himself subject to the whims of those who possess the means to call upon him. Such knowledge is old but not forgotten.” The Spider raised a bony finger. “There may even be some who recall the eleven letters of your truename . . .”

The threat hung in the air, plain as a drawn blade. If the Divine Empress really knew Lord Kraavh’s truename, she could summon the demon against his will or even destroy him outright. Such practices were forbidden since the Red Winter Treaty brought an end to the Cataclysm and the wars between humans and demonkind.

A nimbus of pale fire flickered about the ambassador. “That would be an end to the peace.”

The Spider nodded. “Which is why the ambassador will wish to reconsider his proposal—and his etiquette—before addressing this court again. He now has my permission to leave.”

Lord Kraavh grimaced as he bent stiffly at the waist, bowing his great head. Turning upon his cloven hoof, he withdrew silently from the hall. Hazel nearly grinned. Score one for the Spider.

Mei-Mei gave a low whistle. “That was a spanking.”

The throne room was now abuzz with excited chatter. Even Imogene Hyde’s smirk had vanished. Hazel’s uncle, looking somewhat flustered, made some rambling remarks that garnered little attention.

Poor Uncle Basil, thought Hazel. Attacked last night and now upstaged by his mother. What else could go wrong?

A sharp rapping answered her question.

The sound came from the empress’s dais, where the Archmage Elias Menlo was striking his staff upon the marble. The archmage came from a long line of famous witches and sorcerers. He was not a handsome man but rangy and rawboned with a plaited gray beard and a crimson skullcap that marked his high office. Hazel felt no affinity when she looked at him, which always struck her as a little sad. After all, the man was most likely her father.

Paternity counted for a great deal among other houses, but not the Faeregines. Direct descendants of the empress rarely married or even learned their father’s identity. This ensured their loyalty remained solely to the Faeregines. Ancient birth records revealed that Impyrium’s archmages fathered many of the early empresses; the rest were sired by patriarchs or sorcerers from the Great Houses. Whether that was still the practice, Hazel could not say.

The archmage ceased his rapping as the chamber fell silent. His voice was warm and rich as a cello’s. “Her Radiance the Divine Empress, ruler of all Impyrium, has chosen this day—this New Year’s Day—to make an edict regarding the succession.”

Hazel froze as eyes turned toward her and her sisters. In a few seconds, one of them (Hazel hoped it would be Isabel) would be designated Your Impyrial Highness. Violet was technically the oldest, but she and her sisters had been born on the same day, which allowed the Spider to choose her successor from the three. The instant the empress died or abdicated, the heir would discard her birth name and become Mina XLIII.

The other two sisters would remain Your Highness until the new empress produced a daughter. Once that occurred, they would be reduced to your grace, which was how one addressed a duke or duchess. Impyrium had lots of dukes and duchesses. They would be given titles and estates and have certain responsibilities—perhaps even some that mattered. But they would never sit the throne.

Hazel’s heart beat like a kettledrum. There were so many people in the audience chamber, people gawking and standing too close. Imogene mouthed something. What was she saying?

It won’t be you.

Hazel was tempted to cackle “Good!” but remained silent. She had no desire to be Divine Empress, had dreaded the possibility since she was five. “Hazel” was a perfectly good name, earthy and unassuming. She had no wish to change it to Mina XLIII. And she’d much rather study magic than rule, particularly now given Rascha’s faith in her potential. As far as titles were concerned, she could eventually be “Duchess of the Dawn” or the “Duchess of Spring” or any one of the ridiculous names they conferred upon irrelevant royals. Whatever happened, the course of her life was about to change, to crystallize into something different. Wetting her lips, Hazel stared defiantly at her grandmother.

Out with it!

The Divine Empress cleared her throat.

“I hereby designate my granddaughter Violet Gabriela Faeregine as heir to the throne of Impyrium. In the event she cannot serve and remains daughterless, Her Highness Isabel Athena Faeregine will succeed her. Further contingencies will be handled in accordance with our laws. All hail Her Impyrial Highness!”

It took Hazel a moment to process everything. She registered commotion, a tide of silk and chiffon as girls surged past to congratulate their future ruler. Violet lifted her perfect chin in graceful acknowledgment of what she had always regarded as her birthright. The rulers of the Great Houses bowed as she made her way to the dais.

Hazel glanced anxiously at Isabel. She knew her sister must be crushed. It was no secret Isabel regarded herself as the most capable, but she betrayed no hint of envy or disappointment. Indeed, there was nothing but pride in Isabel’s eyes as she watched her sister ascend the steps.

For her part, Hazel was glad she had worn tinted lenses. Dàme Rascha said that mouths could lie but eyes could not. At the moment, Hazel’s were brimming with joy. Relief spread through her body, making her toes and fingertips tingle. She would not be Divine Empress! She had not even been mentioned! Twelve years of numbing anxiety had vanished. She could have floated out a skylight.

A pair of fingers pinched her arm like steel pliers. Imogene Hyde leaned close.

“Congratulations. You’re not only the last Faeregine, you’re officially the least. How does that feel?”

Hazel exhaled. “Wonderful.”

It was late afternoon when Sigga Fenn escorted Hazel and her sisters back to their tower. There were more receptions that evening, but Hazel begged Dàme Rascha to let her skip them.

To Hazel’s surprise, her tutor relented. She imagined this had more to do with the vye’s need to mourn her cousin than coddling her pupil.

Indeed, Hazel’s presence had barely caused a ripple that afternoon. The palace was humming with talk of the Lirlander Vault, the Spider’s rebuke of Lord Kraavh, and the new Impyrial Highness. But no one bothered discussing these events with her. For Hazel, the afternoon had consisted of tiny cakes and even tinier conversation.

As the triplets reached their common room, the tutors took their leave while Sigga remained in the vestibule. Olo remained to undress her sisters, who were already bickering as Hazel walked through the door.

“I’m serious, Violet,” said Isabel. Her irritation was interrupted by a sigh of relief as Olo unlaced her corset. “I refuse to be some ‘Duchess of Begonias.’ I want a real title with real responsibilities. If I don’t get one, I’ll move to the Grislands and organize a revolt.”

Stepping out of her dress, Violet somehow managed to sniff her armpit with style. “I think it’s noble you want to serve my empire, Isabel, but you mustn’t talk that way. It’s treason.”

Hazel snuck away and let her sisters bicker.

Slipping into her bedroom, she closed the door, and turned its useless lock. She and Rascha had not yet covered warding spells. When they did, she would make her room impregnable.

Kicking off her shoes, Hazel set about escaping from her embroidered prison. Shimmying out of her dress, she unfastened her corset. In three minutes, she’d molted from a colorful bird into something pale and spindly.

Blissfully free, Hazel slipped into a nightgown that had been left on a bed whose soft sheets were scented with lavender. A fire was burning in the hearth, its light dancing on frost-laced windows. Hazel did not want to think about succession or murder or palace imposters. All she wanted was to cocoon in her bed with her giraffe and an ancient tale of a mermaid who longed to become a human. If she got hungry, a maid could bring her soup and crackers. Any Faeregine—even a demoted princess—could call for soup and crackers. And that was a comfort.

Less comforting was the paper that fell from the book when she opened it. Hazel stared at it a moment. She did not use bookmarks and had never seen it before. Setting down her giraffe, she flipped the paper over.

Spiders weave and Spiders lie

in wait for easy prey,

but we can spin a web ourselves

and catch you any day.

With love,

the Butcher, the Baker, the Candlestick Maker

Hazel read it again, utterly perplexed. What did the note mean and who could have written it? Was it some kind of threat? And how had someone gotten into her room to slip the paper in her book? The tower was off-limits to visitors and heavily guarded. Rascha’s warning suddenly rang in Hazel’s ears: There may be enemies in the palace.

Taking the note, she leaped out of bed and raced into the common room, where Violet and Isabel were still arguing. Dashing past them, Hazel flung open the door to the vestibule where Sigga Fenn was reading The Impyrial Chronicle. Hazel thrust the note at her.

“This was in my book!”

Holding the paper by its corners, Sigga scanned its contents. She promptly stood and checked that the outer door was locked. Her affect was eerily calm.

“Remain here, Your Highness.”

Slipping a black dagger from its sheath, the Grislander ordered Isabel and Violet to the vestibule while she made for Hazel’s room. Hazel’s blood turned to ice. It had not occurred to her that the intruder might still be in their chambers.

While Sigga searched the bedrooms, the sisters watched in tense, terrified silence. Clutching Isabel’s hand, Hazel wished they could be somewhere quiet and safe, where no one knew their names or cared about their family. A little village in the Muirlands would do, someplace far removed from the Sacred Isle. Life would be so much simpler.

But she knew no such place existed. At least not for her.

She was Hazel Faeregine. And the world would not let her forget it.





CHAPTER 2

HOB
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A likely young lad sought his fortune.

He set out one day in July

with shoes newly soled and a rucksack too old,

he strode past fields of barley and rye.

His ma had not wished him to leave.

She offered two bits of advice:

If you’re looking for gold,

best be lucky I’m told.

And if not,

Learn to reef, knot, and splice.

—From “One Day in July,” a Muirlander folk song

Smoke lay thick about Mother Howell’s, veiling the rafters and masking the smell of its patrons. These arrived in a steady flow, miners and timbermen who clomped in from the cold to cluster three deep about the bar while Mother Howell’s daughters rushed to and fro, drawing beer from taps or dipping ladles into buckets of pungent spirits.

The faces around the bar were hard but not unfriendly. Conversations were genial, as were the nods at newcomers who stomped snow from their boots and warmed their hands by the potbellied stove. The place was always busy throughout the long winter, but on movie nights half of Dusk shouldered in.

To accommodate them, Mother Howell had conscripted the young people into setting up extra chairs and benches in the open spaces between tables, barrels, and grain sacks. This extended to the balcony, where a boy in a threadbare army jacket was placing seats on either side of a projector.

The boy was tall for his age and stocky with jet-black hair that fell in tangles over his ears. His skin was nut brown; his eyes an incongruent green, the color of sea glass. They were sharp eyes, quick and alert beneath a pair of straight, heavy brows. He possessed the broad face and square jaw common among the many tribes that inhabited the Northwest, but his nose was narrow and had been broken once upon a time. Now and again, he peered over the railing to scowl at another boy loitering by a post.

“Come on!” he mouthed.

His accomplice surveyed the crowded bar, blinked anxiously, and shook his head. With a groan, the boy on the balcony swore loud enough for the projectionist behind him to hear.

“Kiss your mother with that mouth, Hobson?”

The boy turned to see Porridge Nansük hunched over a table and squinting as he spliced film together. The projectionist was in his early twenties, wiry with a long ponytail and a visible share of tribal blood.

“Twice on Sundays,” the boy replied. “And it’s Hob.”

Porridge grunted and applied a drop of adhesive using a teaspoon’s handle. “What’s the matter, then?”

“Mole won’t swipe a whiskey.”

“Swipe one yourself.”

“Mother Howell said she’d beat me the next time I tried. Her hands are like tombstones.”

Porridge laughed. “She spent twenty years working the Sentries. You’d best behave. Besides, you’re too young to be dabbling in hard stuff. Stick to cider.”

Hob squared a chair. “I’m thirteen.”

“Exactly. You should be in school.”

Hob reached for the tobacco pouch on a nearby stool. “School doesn’t pay.”

Porridge snatched the pouch away. “What fool said that?”

“A fool who’s behind on his rent.”

Porridge returned to his splicing. When Hob asked what they’d be seeing, the man merely chuckled and promised the film was sure to get everyone’s attention. It was on odd statement, one that caused Hob to scan the crowd for a flash of Impyrial crimson, any prospect of official trouble. But he found none. There hadn’t been any soldiers quartered in Dusk for months. At first frost, the soldiers and scientists locked up their archaeological site and drove their sledges south to catch the trains at Cey-Atül. The closest thing to crimson in Mother Howell’s was Hob’s jacket, but its color had faded. These days, it was little more than a patched, rusty rag that reached to Hob’s knees, but he couldn’t bring himself to part with it. His mother had made him a new coat last winter, but it hung on its hook, pristine and unworn. Hob tried not to feel too guilty. His adopted sister, Anja, could wear it someday.

Mother Howell’s anvil of a face appeared atop the balcony’s narrow staircase. Hob would have sworn she was half ogre.

“Hey-o,” she called. “You ready yet?”

Porridge remained hunched over his work. “Five minutes.”

The woman’s beady eyes fell on Hob. “Don’t stand there gawking.”

Hob gestured indignantly at the chairs. “I set these up.”

Mother Howell hooked her thumb at the stairs. “Get down there and herd the nippers forward.”

“Yes, ma’am,” said Hob, squeezing past her. A meaty fist seized him by the collar.

“That wouldn’t be you that’s got Mole trying to weasel drinks, would it?” she growled.

“No, ma’am. I’m hurt you’d even think it.”

She cuffed him before turning her abuse on Porridge. Hob hurried down the steps, shooed a mutt aside, and cornered his sheepish partner.

“She was watching me!” said Mole, blinking in the manner that earned him his nickname. His real name was Barnabus, but who wanted a friend named Barnabus?

“Forget it,” said Hob, plucking Izu Maycroft up from an armchair and carrying the toddler to a bench near the screen. Other children scooted over to make room, clutching mugs of eider tea and staring expectantly at a canvas screen on the stage. Depositing Izu on the bench, Hob and Mole then transplanted some seven-year-olds who had commandeered one of the better couches.

“We could ask Bluestripe to get it,” Mole suggested.

Hob shook his head. Bluestripe was Dusk’s resident goblin, a creature so pitiful that no one had the heart to drive him off when he’d turned up years ago. The little fellow had been banished by his clan and nearly froze to death as he wandered down from the Sentries. When the miller found him huddled by the village well, his curving nose had turned permanently blue.

“Why not?” Mole persisted. “He’s right over there.”

Hob spied a beaver hat bobbing about the fringes of the bar crowd, pestering people to buy him a drink. The goblin’s tipsy capering brought a frown to Hob’s face.

“I don’t want it that bad.”

“But what about the girls?” Mole whined. “We said—”

“I know what we said,” Hob muttered. “I’m the idiot who said it. Anyway, we’ve been outflanked.”

He nodded to a corner where three girls their own age were giggling in conversation with a group of older boys. A husky fifteen-year-old named Angus Dane greeted a passing adult while slipping Bree Roule—a girl with flaxen braids and a tendency to appear in Hob’s better dreams—a flask. Glancing at her girlfriends, she took a sip that promptly curdled her pretty face. The older boys howled with laughter, but Angus looped an encouraging arm about her shoulders. Hob’s heart gave a funny twinge.

Above, Porridge cranked a kerosene generator to life. Cheers erupted as the ancient projector’s light pierced the smoke to shine a jittery white rectangle on the screen. Mother Howell bellowed for one and all to find seats or stand in back. Even the mayor quaffed his drink and scurried for an armchair.

“Where should we sit?” asked Mole, scanning about. Bree and the other girls had joined Angus and his friends at one of the central tables. To Hob’s dismay, the only remaining spots were on a neighboring bench where several toddlers were clutching blankets and staring at the screen with unblinking anticipation. Hob sighed. They either had to sit with the kiddies or on the floor among the sawdust and spittle.

He opted for the kiddies, sliding next to minuscule Jinny Hodge, who had stayed with his family when her mother got sick. She leaned against his shoulder and continued sucking her thumb.

“That’s so cute!” cooed Bree from behind them.

Hob wished the world would end.

A boot nudged his back. “How long you two been together?” said Angus.

“Six months,” replied Hob airily.

A grunt. “Been keeping it hush-hush, have ya?”

“We’re trying to avoid a scandal.”

The girls laughed. Mole shifted nervously in his seat. He was half Angus’s size and had to go to school with him. But Hob could have cared less about Angus or his friends. Hob had spent three years mining up in the Sentries Mountains. Mining was hard and dangerous work—so hard and dangerous that Hob wasn’t about to waste movie night worrying about Angus Dane. Fighting was common in the camps and Hob had scrapped with far rougher sorts than the landlord’s son. Angus knew this perfectly well.

“What’s on the program?” called a voice.

Leaving the balcony, Porridge bounded onstage and bowed in response to the cheerful boos.

“Ladies and gentlemen, we have a special treat tonight, culled from sources old and new, near and far, legal and . . . otherwise. It has been assembled with infinite care and a dash of genius.”

He paused for the laughter and jeers to die down before raising his tankard. “I dedicate this film to our very own Hobson Smythe. May we never see his like again.”

Hob reddened as the audience raised their glasses. Why on earth was this movie dedicated to him? And what did Porridge mean by that ridiculous toast? May we never see his like again. If it was a joke, why did he sound so earnest? Hob stared fixedly at the screen, ignoring the puzzled looks and rumblings.

All chatter died away the instant the film began, for the only sound came from the projector’s tinny speakers. From them issued a warbling music as colorful images appeared on the screen.

“Ooh!” squealed Jinny. She pointed at a stern-looking sorcerer waving his arms over a smoke-spewing skull.

The smoke took form, winged and sinister. A child-sized mouse trudged up a flight of stone steps lugging two buckets of water. Mole elbowed Hob.

“Is that magic?”

“It’s a movie.”

“I know it’s a movie,” Mole whispered. “But can mehrùn really conjure stuff like that smoky thing? I never saw Salamandyr do anything like that.”

Hob shot Mole an incredulous look. Salamandyr was a drifter who had passed through Dusk one spring claiming to be a sorcerer. His accent, voluminous robes, and spontaneous “trances” made a powerful impression on the locals until Mother Howell caught him stealing chickens. The only true gift he displayed was swiftness of foot when he fled the village. If Mole still believed Salamandyr was a sorcerer, he was beyond hope.

When Mole repeated his question, some adults shushed him. A grateful Hob watched the movie in peace. He loved it whenever Porridge got his hands on a Pre-Cataclysm film, particularly the cartoons with talking mice and ducks. Porridge maintained that people—regular people, not just mehrùn—once had boxes in their homes and watched such entertainments whenever they liked. In those days, said Porridge, mehrùn lived among plain folk and practiced their witchcraft in secret. He even insisted the Sacred Isle wasn’t the center of the world, that it hadn’t even always been an island. Porridge said lots of things.

And he was saying them now.

The mouse had dozed off and was dreaming of cosmic feats while an enchanted broom filled an overflowing cistern. The image suddenly vanished, replaced by a jarring chorus of trumpets. A headline from The Impyrial Chronicle appeared:

EMPIRE FLOWERS
 UNDER FAEREGINES

Divine Empress leads Impyrium into 31st century!

The headline dissolved into a grainy photograph of a wrinkled old woman slumped in a golden palanquin. She was wearing a crown of priceless lymra stamped with an F whose lower half was strung like a harp. Hob’s mouth hung open.

Was that really the Divine Empress?

The picture was slightly blurred as though snapped in haste. The only images Hob had ever seen of the empress showed a much younger person enveloped by golden light. This woman looked no more divine than Bluestripe. Seeing it made Hob nervous.

ROYALS SACRIFICE
 DURING DROUGHT

“We’re all in this together,” says senior official.

Another photograph showed a garden party at a magnificent estate where mehrùn children were jumping into a swimming pool.

IMPYRIAL AUCTION
 RAISES MONEY FOR
 MUIRLANDS SCHOOLS

“Every child deserves a chance,” declares Basil Faeregine.

The headline vanished, replaced by a crowded classroom in some desert province where boys and girls shared pages torn from old textbooks.

The crowd in Mother Howell’s grew restless as more headlines appeared, each paired with a contrasting image.

EMPIRE SALUTES
 FAEREGINE TRIPLETS

Rumors of unprecedented powers

DIVINE EMPRESS NAMES
 NEXT GODDESS

Read on for an exclusive interview with Violet Faeregine

“What is this?” someone shouted.

“Bring back the mouse!” cried another.

Hob wholeheartedly agreed. The cartoon was just getting good and Porridge had to ruin it with this nonsense. Movie night was about having a laugh, not—

He froze. The next headline was not from The Impyrial Chronicle but The Northwest Register, a smaller paper that covered regional news.

DUSK BOY EARNS
 TOP MARKS AT PROVINCES

Beneath the headline an Impyrial magistrate was presenting a nine-year-old Hob with a plaque. The boy in the picture was a virtual stranger, a beaming, round-faced cherub with a crew cut and his whole life ahead of him.

It vanished, replaced by rapidly alternating images of a colorful centennial poster and black-and-white photographs.

THE FUTURE IS HERE!

[A farmer repairing a wagon wheel.]

IT WILL BE BIGGER!

[Food lines in a ghetto.]

AND BRIGHTER!

[A recent shot of a filthy Hob shielding his eyes as he emerged from a mine shaft.]

WITH OPPORTUNITIES FOR ALL!

[Portraits of the Dusk Eleven: a group of young men and women who’d joined the revolts twenty years ago. None had returned.]

Angry shouts erupted. Relatives of the Eleven were present and Hob imagined they did not appreciate being ambushed with such painful memories. Jinny flinched as a tankard struck the screen on which two words were flashing:

WAKE UP!

WAKE UP!

WAKE UP!

Mother Howell hurried onstage. “Shut it off!” she yelled. Righting the screen, she wheeled on the balcony. “Shut it off before I come up there and brain ya!”

The projector flicked off, its message fading on Mother Howell’s broad apron. She eyed the packed house.

“Pipe down,” she rumbled. “No one’s throwing drinks in my place or starting some tomfool riot. There’s squeakers here if ya haven’t noticed.” She wagged an angry finger up at Porridge. “You want to spout tripe, you do it in your own place with your own customers. Understand me, boy?”

Porridge’s voice almost broke. “Yes, ma’am.”

“All right,” said Mother Howell, simmering down. “Here’s what we’re going to do
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