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  one
Taleysin


The study was quiet except for the scratching of the pen on paper. The coldfire in its glass vessel provided the kind of light perfect for the space, allowing Taleysin to extend her work hours with little strain to her eyes. So much so, in fact, that she found herself surprised when someone knocked on the study door. 
“Yes?”
The door swung open on well-oiled hinges, revealing Mandra in her starched uniform. “Pardon the interruption, Mistress. Supper is ready to be served.”
“Already?” Taleysin glanced at the clock. Eight on the dot. Oh. “Of course. I will be there in a minute.”
Mandra’s face didn’t move, but there was a hint of surprise in her tone. “Should I set the dining table tonight?”
Hesitating briefly, Taleysin surveyed the desk in front of her, strewn with heavy tomes and a scroll pinned at all four edges by smooth dark rocks. Barely enough space to open her notebook and write in it. “Yes, please.”
“Very well.” It was impossible not to notice the relief in Mandra’s voice. “You’ve been shutting yourself in here too much lately.”
She left the room and closed the door behind her before Taleysin found a reply. When it clicked shut, Taleysin exhaled sharply and leaned back in her chair. She may be mistress of the house now, but it seemed that Mandra still sometimes saw the child she’d once been, when she’d been employed by Taleysin’s parents.
Taleysin glanced at the clock again. Extend her work hours, indeed. This was the third time this week she was blind-sided by the time this way. She’d never used to be like this. She’d need to be mindful not to form bad habits.
Shoulders slumping just a little, Taleysin carefully finished the section of notes, marked the spots in the books she had been using, and tidied up her desk. When she had run out of things to do to give Mandra a bit of time to prepare the dining room, she eventually stood and left her study. She turned down the corridor to the dining room, the sound of her footsteps sinking into the black stone around her as she walked. The quiet had been comforting, once. Now it irritated her in a way she couldn’t pinpoint, which only irritated her more.
It seemed that Mandra had an uncanny sense for her feelings. Which in fairness was likely part of her training; one did not receive a recommendation to serve with the magi families for nothing. The dining room faced the outside of the residence, with windows spanning from floor to ceiling and leading out onto the balcony that ran the length of the house. Two of those windows were open, one at each end of the room, allowing a faint breeze inside, as well as the muted noise of the river below. The glow of heat stones in their braziers placed about the room kept the accompanying chill at bay. Grateful for a break in the silence, Taleysin took her seat at the end of the long table.
The food, as always, was perfect. Yanren had come with excellent references, and it was obvious why, though Taleysin rarely ever saw them around since the day she had offered them the contract. She had yet to regret that decision.
Soothed by the murmur of wind and voices from outside, Taleysin enjoyed her meal. After a heavy but delicious chocolate pastry for dessert, she took her glass of wine and stepped outside into the night. Leaning onto the stone railing, she watched the water run by. This far up the canyon, white caps danced on swirls and eddies, the river squeezed between the polished stone before it widened further down to become slow and lazy. Here, it lapped greedily at the banks, adding a wet sheen to the smooth black surface that reflected the coldfire lamps of the residences and the lights of the city above.
Besides the sound of the water, it was very quiet around her. In summer, there was more noise – families eating their supper outside, socialising in the private enclosures of their gardens, or enjoying a balmy evening on a balcony much like this one. Though it was never enough to be called loud, with just a dozen families inhabiting this part of the city. And now, one less than there should be.
Taleysin took a deep drink of her wine and banished that idea. She’d had an easy day, a good dinner – no need to sully the moment.
Motion on the walkway below drew her attention. Master Elric Cormont and his wife Lucia, arm in arm, on their evening walk. They raised their hands in greeting, and when Taleysin returned the gesture, they stopped.
“It is a fine night to spend outside,” Elric said. “Are you enjoying the fresh air?”
“I am.” Taleysin felt a little sheepish. “I have been rather busy lately, I neglected it for a while.”
“Oh, we noticed,” Lucia said gently. “You never responded to our invitation.”
“Invitation?” Taleysin tried to remember, but found that she couldn’t. Red rising into her cheeks, she realised it had to be in the stack of paperwork that she had postponed until next week. “I’m sorry, I must have misplaced it.”
Elric laughed, the sound swallowed by the stone. “It wouldn’t be the first time, would it. We’re hosting a salon on the weekend. We will be discussing the nature of binding circles. I thought you might be interested?”
Taleysin stood up a little straighter. “That sounds lovely.” She managed a smile that was hopefully less embarrassed than she felt. “I would be honoured to attend.”
“Marvellous!” Lucia inclined her head. “We will be looking forward to seeing you!”
They continued their walk after exchanging a few more pleasantries. Taleysin stayed on the balcony for a little longer, finishing her wine. They were right. She had buried herself in studies too much lately. She swirled the crimson liquid in her glass, its movement mesmerising. Her duties were important – but so was her life.
She emptied the glass and returned inside, where she left it on the table for Mandra to take back to the kitchen. With long strides, Taleysin walked down the corridor, back to her study, and went to find that elusive invitation.






  
  two
Saria


Saria left the library with her book bag substantially heavier than before. Between the three reference works and her extensive notes, though, she finally had what she needed to compile the list for this particular client. Another day or two of work, and she could deliver it. Another bit of padding for her savings. Not enough just yet, but she would get there. 
She paid the carriage driver and jumped off the step, the weight of her bag adding a satisfying thump to her landing. She climbed the front stairs to her family’s town home, but before she could dig out her keys, or even raise her hand to knock, the door opened to reveal Alexei’s pinched face.
“Welcome home, Miss. Your lady mother is expecting you in the family room.”
For a brief but powerful moment, Saria considered flagging down the carriage again before it disappeared around the corner, to flee wherever the contents of her deflated purse would get her. Instead, she plastered a smile onto her face and stepped past the butler into the entryway.
“Thank you, Alexei. I will freshen up and join her.”
The butler didn’t move. “She requested your presence immediately upon your return.”
Saria paused, the pastry she’d bought while waiting for a carriage suddenly heavy in her stomach. Her smile faltered a little. “Is there an emergency?”
“I was not made aware.”
And still she was expected to drop everything and stand at attention. Saria exhaled sharply. If this would turn into anything other than yet another argument over her refusal to meet with a matchmaker, she’d eat her own hat. “Very well. I shouldn’t waste any time, then.”
Well, what did and did not constitute a waste of time was something she and her mother rarely agreed on. So she went to her room, stored her book bag, and exchanged her boots for a pair of slippers. She refrained from sneaking into her father’s study to steal a drink or two from his private bar, just so she had something to lift her mood a little before the inevitable scolding. Thus woefully unprepared, she finally went and knocked on the door to the family room.
“Come in.”
Melida Imran sat primly on the sofa by the window. Hands in her lap, she scowled at Saria as she approached.
“Did Alexei not tell you to come right away? I saw the carriage leave a good ten minutes ago.”
Saria wrinkled her nose. “No more than five, and you wouldn’t have liked it if I’d come in here with wet shoes.” She sat down opposite her mother, keeping the tea table between them. “What’s the matter? Did anything happen while I was out?”
Instead of answering right away, her mother pushed an envelope across the table, past the two cups of what had to be lukewarm tea at this point. “This arrived in the mail this morning. You will be attending.”
With no small amount of apprehension, Saria picked up the envelope. The seal looked familiar. Moonlight Society. Oh. Oh no. “Mother, is this-”
“Open it. You are the only one in this house that it could possibly be for.”
It was all that Saria could do not to tear the envelope to pieces when she opened it. The dreaded invitation fell into her lap. She picked it up between two fingertips like it was going to bite her. If there had been a fire going, she might’ve just thrown it in there.
“Now don’t be so dramatic.” Her mother waved a hand at it. “Go on, read it.”
Saria really didn’t have to, because she had read it twice a year since she had turned nineteen. Still, it was probably best to humour her mother before she started a fight about the whole thing.
It is with utmost delight that the Moonlight Society invites to its bi-annual Dance of the Darlings! Unwed and unbound, should you desire a partner…
It was always the same. They always made her go. And she always came back to disappoint them tremendously, because she could not get it into their heads that she had no desire to marry any of the guests there. In fact, she had no desire at all to marry just yet, but they conveniently ignored that, too. It seemed like this year would be no different.
“I won’t bring anyone home, you know.” Saria lowered the invitation. “This is a waste of time, money, and a good dress.”
“Oh, we knew you would not be happy.” Her mother picked up her tea cup and took a dainty sip. “Your father and I have been talking. It is beyond time, dear. You have had quite enough decent matches to choose from to uplift the family name. We are done waiting.”
The thick cream paper crumpled between Saria’s fingers. “Why?” It was difficult to keep her voice even. “You already married off two children, and Loukas is engaged. What is the point of me adding to that right now, with someone I don’t even like?”
“You’re not even giving them a chance,” her mother snapped. She set the cup down with a click. “The Imran family does not need a loitering daughter who refuses to contribute to our reputation. We paid for an education to match the best possible candidates. It is time for you to find one, and not waste it on rummaging through old, dusty books for ivory tower professors.” Melida’s nostrils flared. “If you were at least working towards a better position within the faculty, but you’re not even trying!”
Saria felt her cheeks burn. “I’m very happy with the job I have, and I don’t need a spouse whose best qualifications are ‘mother is a council member’ and ‘father owns a business’!” She lowered her voice a little. Screaming hadn’t helped her so far, and it likely wouldn’t now, either. Even if it did feel good in the moment. “You know I’ll get married eventually. Why is it such a problem that I’m waiting?”
“It’s not just the waiting that poses an issue,” her mother said curtly. “You would pick any librarian or coach driver or tailor who bought you flowers and a cheap ring, and you would not care what that would do to the family name. To have you marry down after we worked so hard to allow you to marry up.” She pointed at the invitation. “We are done entertaining your notions of romance. You have until the end of the next Dance to announce an engagement. Any of the attendees will do – and one will do.”
Saria swallowed the frog in her throat. “And what if none will?”
Her mother’s look was cold. “Then we may have to disassociate you from the family name.”
The words sank into Saria’s stomach like lead. Suddenly, she didn’t feel like screaming anymore. “You’d disown me for not marrying some prick with a famous name.”
“We have not yet decided,” Melida informed her. Which meant that they had discussed it. All because she wouldn’t rush into a loveless marriage. Strained as their relationship had been since she’d come of age, that wasn’t something Saria had expected. Very well. She stood abruptly.
“I see. Thank you for informing me.” She tossed the ball of expensive paper on the empty chair and turned away. “I will consider this.”
“Saria-”
The door slammed behind her, cutting off what would no doubt have been a tirade. It might still become one. But as Saria stomped down the corridor and up the stairs, very much not caring whom she bothered with the noise, the door to the family room remained mercifully closed.
In the sanctuary of her room, she twisted the key in the lock and shoved a chair in front of it for good measure. Reasonably certain that nobody would disturb her, she threw herself on the bed, cheeks hot and eyes burning. An ultimatum. There really was no other way to call this, was there. Find a match, or else. With the else being… vague, if she was charitable. The threat had been made though, and that, she could not forget.
They hadn’t been happy about her choices. She’d known that for years, but to go this far… She squeezed her eyes shut, but the tears came anyway. It wasn’t fair. She wasn’t tarnishing the family name, she wasn’t engaging in crime or uncouth behaviours in public. All she wanted was to live her life at her own pace, to her own choices. Without considering everything under the lens of the precious family name.
Saria pressed her face into a pillow to keep her feelings from leaving the room. She’d be damned if she let them know how much this had shaken her. If she let them know, they’d think they’d won already. And they hadn’t. She didn’t know much right now, but she knew that.

      [image: ]She wasn’t sure how long it took until her throat was raw and her eyes were dry again. Too damn long. Not long enough; she still felt like crying, but she’d done enough of that for now. With a shaky sigh, Saria rolled onto her back. It was getting dark, but she couldn’t bring herself to light the lamp. So she watched the shadows creep across the ceiling and tried to think.
They’d been unhappy for years. She’d known that, and if she was being honest with herself, she’d ignored it. The way it had gotten worse lately, at least. The looks when she left for the library in the morning. The questions when she came home and had not – somehow – gotten engaged to one of the professors she was working for. That would probably have placated them. A professor might have been good enough for them, if she’d picked an appropriately well-connected one. Maybe they would have forgiven her unsuitable choice of employment. Instead, she’d stayed working the same job, had ignored any and all requests to entertain any of their marriage candidates, and simply hoped the problem would somehow solve itself.
Which, of course, it hadn’t. Now, it seemed to have escalated. That they’d really rather ignore that they had another daughter, though, instead of having to admit that she had made nothing of herself… She wasn’t sure she would ever have expected that.
She could leave, Saria mused. It would be an extreme solution, but a possible one. She had some time. She could find more stable employment until then, couldn’t she.
Unless they sabotaged those efforts. Unless they tried to force her on this path until she didn’t see another option. Would they? A day ago, she wouldn’t have considered that. Now? She had no idea. Did they have the means to do that? Possibly. Three generations had worked tirelessly on raising the family name into Veyalbi’s elite. The right comments whispered into the right ears could ruin her plans in a heartbeat – and her parents had access to a lot of ears now. If they were this determined to see her enter into a ‘good’ marriage, they might just try and take away any other option she might have.
Abruptly, Saria sat up, wiping at her face. Fine. She would attend that dance. She had three months to prepare – that was better than nothing. Until then, she’d fake consideration, play along, and figure something out. She could do this. For her own future and sanity, she had to.






  
  three
Taleysin


The silence in the house was absolute when Taleysin took her lamp and descended into the tomb. Mandra had left for the night hours ago. With the doors locked and the alarm in place, Taleysin could feel secure while she strode through the corridors leading deeper into the rock. 
Behind doors and guard spells, the polished walls of the house gave way to rough-hewn rock, dull and with sharp edges. The floors were rough to tread down here, too, save for the centre of the halls, where generations had walked before her. Methodically, she opened and restored each seal at each door, navigating the labyrinth she’d known by heart since she’d been ten years old, until she neared the tomb itself.
The entrance to the central chamber was guarded by two statues, tall and thin and with eyes of sapphire. They lit up almost imperceptibly when Taleysin approached. Above, the alarms stayed silent when they recognised her.
Taleysin paid them little mind. She passed between them and stopped, studying the door. She traced each seal and spell with practised precision. Flawless, each and every one. Nothing had disturbed them since the last time she had come here.
Satisfied, Taleysin picked up her lamp again, the statues throwing menacing shadows on the walls when she turned and walked between them once more. Alone.
When she eventually climbed into her bed and under the covers, she turned off the lamp with a sigh and rolled on her back. She’d have to teach someone, some day. If things hadn’t gone so horribly wrong with Nicosai, she’d be preparing for that already. Instead, all she had was her books, friends who reached out with less and less frequency, and a tomb that needed tending with nobody to succeed her to do it once she was gone.
Taleysin exhaled sharply and closed her eyes. It was a long time until then, gods willing. She was careful. It would be all right.
Unless careful wasn’t enough.
She rolled over with a huff. She’d learned that careful didn’t prevent accidents. Didn’t prevent sickness. She was the last. She needed to make sure there would be another.
She was about to reach her fourth decade. Young, but she’d been younger still when she had married Nicosai. For good reason – her parents had died without a second child. She could not risk worse for herself.
No, she needed an heir. And soon.

      [image: ]“…it will be a lot of fun, you should come!”
Morgane bit off a hearty piece of her pastry and chewed with obvious delight. Taleysin practised a little more restraint, though she didn’t judge her friend – the food here was positively divine. “I’m not sure. A whole week?”
Morgane swallowed audibly. “Just a week.” She rolled her eyes. “You hardly leave Neeth anymore. You need to get out a little. Actually see the sun again, and don’t you argue with me about that, I know you don’t go to the upper districts as often as you used to.”
Taleysin stared at her plate. “I try to go once a week, and I have coldfire.”
“Coldfire is no replacement for a picnic in the sun and you know it.” Morgane leaned in a little closer. “Besides, there will be lots of interesting new people there. It’s about time you meet some of those again.”
Taleysin’s hand froze on the way to her tea cup. “You’re not playing fair.”
Morgane’s eyes had a sharp glint now. “Are you not looking anymore?”
Taleysin took a few deliberate sips of tea to buy herself some time. It hit too close to home, considering what had been on her mind these past few days. “I am.” She put down the cup. “Which… Don’t be mad, but I don’t think your guests are what I’m looking for?”
Morgane snickered. “I can invite more women.”
“That’s not-” Taleysin hoped the blush wasn’t too visible. “I don’t mind either way, you know that.” She sighed. “No, what I mean is…” She glanced at her friend. “You’ll be inviting from around Neeth?”
“Obviously.” She leaned back in her chair. “Mostly. I’ll have a few friends travelling from Aur-Amal, they’ll be joining us for a few days. They’re, ah, not available though.”
“Then that’s not what I’m looking for.”
“Well, Neeth’s families certainly aren’t an option.” Morgane raised a glittering groomed eyebrow. “Then enlighten me. What is it that you’re looking for?”
Taleysin didn’t answer right away. For such a private affair, they were in a very public place. Though nobody seemed to be paying them any mind. She focused on Morgane again. “Someone not from around here.” She leaned on her elbows, toying with her napkin. “There’s too much going on in Neeth, and you know that everyone who would consider the match will be as involved as they can be in that. I had that with Nicosai, and I don’t want it again.” She twisted the delicate white fabric between her fingers. “I want someone who doesn’t care about Neeth’s politics, and all the petty nonsense between the families. Someone who won’t have to navigate all of it, because they’re not part of anything, and who won’t have an interest in getting involved because they have no history or stakes here.” She sighed. “Just… someone who will lead their own life, while I lead mine, and we can both get something out of it without bothering the other.”
Morgane was quiet for too damn long. “And you think someone from another city will be that for you?” she finally asked dryly. Taleysin huffed.
“I should hope so.”
“Hm.” There was obvious scepticism here, but Morgane seemed thoughtful, too. “I suppose it is something to consider.” She tapped the side of her cup. “Have you gone through a matchmaker yet?”
“They all tried to set me up with someone local,” Taleysin muttered. “Most don’t even have clients from other provinces.”
“Naturally.” Morgane reached into her purse, dug past a tattered book, a vial of her hormone adjustment, and a bruised apple, and finally pulled out a pen and a wrinkled piece of paper. “You know, I might have just the thing. A friend of mine runs a business in Veyalbi. She’ll know who to talk to.” She scribbled something on the paper, then slipped it back into the chaos of her purse. “I’ll write to her, ask her to keep an ear out.”
“Veyalbi?”
Taleysin considered that. A few days’ travel from Neeth, close to the coast. She’d been there, once, to visit a scholar with her father. All she could recall was a vague notion of busy streets and brightly-coloured architecture, a stark contrast to Neeth’s polished black stone from which the city was carved. The fact that she knew little else about it meant it played no role in Neeth’s politics or social scene – which was how she liked it.
“Thank you,” she finally said. “I’d be willing to give it a chance.”
“Perfect.” Morgane closed her purse and looked up with a wide grin. “So. The gathering. I can mark you down as attending, right?” She waved her hand. “Don’t worry, no matchmaking. Just fun.”
A faint smile crept on Taleysin’s face. “Very well. I can spare a day or two.”






  
  four
Saria


“There you are.” Yelena looked her critically up and down. “Are you all right? Are you hiding in here?” 
Saria managed a grimace that hopefully passed for a smile. “No. Not hiding. Just taking a moment to recover from that last drink.”
She tried not to be mad at Yelena. She was concerned. Which was precisely the problem right now. Saria wasn’t hiding, although that sounded like a great idea. She was simply attempting to avoid conversation. It just so happened that she was conducting this attempt in an empty room down a corridor that also just so happened to lead away from the ballroom.
“All alone.” Yelena sounded very matter-of-fact. “In a dark room. That’s also very cold.” She swept her skirts fully through the door anyway and left it slightly ajar behind herself, letting in just enough light to see. “You’re hiding.”
“So?” Saria’s face fell. “I’ve had six dances. I’m tired. I don’t even want to be here.”
“I know.” Yelena sounded much too sympathetic. “That’s why I’m here. Your sister is looking for you. I think we have a few minutes before she comes in this direction.”
Saria groaned, a most unladylike sound that Celia no doubt would have scolded her for. “How many minutes?”
Yelena snickered. “Maybe five. Better be safe and make if four.”
Saria sighed in defeat. She lifted the bright purple fan that dangled from her wrist on an equally purple silk band, her sign that said ‘I am looking for a Darling’. “Do you think she’ll notice if I lose this? Maybe they’ll all think I’m just someone’s chaperone.”
“Don’t bother, I’m sure she has a spare.”
That would be just like Celia. She was almost as doggedly determined to marry her off to a ‘good match’ as her parents were. Probably because she saw her own reputation on the line if Saria did indeed run off with a lowly lamplighter with a beautiful smile. Which was completely ridiculous, but the last time Saria had tried to explain that to her, it had ended in a screaming match. Trying to reason with her in the middle of a party probably wouldn’t end well, either. Saria rested her head in her hands. “I am doomed.”
Yelena patted her head. “There, there. It can’t be that bad.” She paused briefly. “Six dances, and none of them are to your liking?”
Saria bared her teeth. “One of them talked so much about herself she never even asked my name. Another one bragged about losing five grand at the card tables in his club in a single night. The last one had wandering hands. No thank you to all of that.”
“Hm.” Yelena leaned against her shoulder, a comforting weight she’d known since childhood. “Do you have a way out yet?”
“Nothing,” Saria replied dully. “I’ve been trying, but they all come back with excuses for why we ‘wouldn’t work out’.” She fought the urge to tug on her hair to ease the pressure in her skull. She’d only get herself yelled at for ruining an expensive coiffure. “I haven’t had any new clients lately, either, so I can’t rely on that. I think it’s my father’s doing, but I can’t prove it.”
“It might just be coincidence.” Yelena sounded just a little too optimistic. “A dry spell, nothing more.
“A dry spell just as they give me an ultimatum, while I’m trying to get out of this on my own terms?”
Yelena didn’t have an answer for that. Saria snapped the fan open and closed, open and closed again.
“I’m out of time, and they know it. If I can’t show them a match after this, they’ll find me one, and they’ll make sure it’s my only option.”
“Do you really think they would do that?”
“You know them. Better this than having a daughter marry down again. I think they’d rather I stay a spinster than marry someone common.”
“Well, then you’ve got to work with what you have. You have some time left. You know, get to know your suitors and all?” She nudged Saria’s shoulder until Saria looked up at her. “I think it’d be better to pretend, you know? Keep them happy, or at least, well, less annoyed. We’ll figure something out.”
Saria was loath to admit it, but it was probably the most reasonable course of action. With a huff, she stood, smoothed down her skirt, and marched towards the door. “Very well. I can pretend.”

      [image: ]With Yelena as a shield, it was marginally less stressful to navigate the ballroom. Her voluminous dress with those ridiculous flaring sleeves allowed Saria to hide her fan from immediate view, as long as she was holding on to Yelena’s arm. Consequently, she had to field a lot fewer questions. Most seemed content to assume that she was here as Yelena’s guest, and that was fine by her.
“How about him?” Yelena indicated a man with black skin and close-cropped black curls standing near a marble pillar. The large silk rose on his lapel was pink, indicating his interest in women. “His family owns a shipping company. He likes to accompany the big deliveries himself. He won’t even be home half the time.”
Saria gave him a brief once-over. Pleasant expression, tasteful suit without many frills. Probably good enough to please her parents. “Do you know what he’s like?”
“His jokes are awful, but he likes to read. Keeps horses at his country house, so maybe he can finally teach you how to ride.”
“Hm.” Saria sighed. At least he wasn’t a gambler. Probably. “I’ll keep him in mind.”
Yelena laughed. It seemed a game to her. Saria made an effort to remind herself that they were pretending. It wouldn’t be fair to get mad at Yelena for pretending too well.
“Fine.” Yelena tugged on Saria’s arm, and they moved on. She plucked a glass of champagne from the tray of a passing server. “Would you like to see if Marie and her entourage have arrived yet? She always has the most interesting guests.”
“Oh, I know,” Saria said. “They broke the fountain last year. And the year before, they went into the aviary and-”
“All right, point taken.” Yelena snickered. “Too exciting for you.”
Saria rolled her eyes. “I didn’t mind the fountain. I draw the line at birds.”
She looked around. No sign of Marie to be found, anyway. Instead, she took in the rest of the guests, the ones who had arrived fashionably late while she had been most definitely not hiding. She saw feathered hats that told her the society had once again sent invites as far as Tandé. A gaggle of women younger than her who seemed to be both excited to be here and too nervous to approach anyone, chaperoned by a rather exhausted-looking elderly couple. A man twice her age who had business with her father; she quickly looked away before he could turn and make eye contact. Her gaze landed on a different group, and she changed course towards them, mostly to avoid her father’s business partner.
“Oy, slow down!” Yelena tugged at her arm to bring them both back to a measured pace. “See someone interesting?”
A little guilty, Saria slowed her steps just a bit. “More like someone I’d rather avoid.”
But she did at least cast a cursory glance over the group they were now headed for. She recognised Lady Killain, surrounded by her guests and their charges. She was rather famous for extending the party’s reach throughout her vast social circle – and thus the pool of marriage candidates. This time, Saria spotted the colourful draped gowns of two men from the islands, as well as…
“Who is that?”
Yelena followed her gaze. It wasn’t difficult to guess who had drawn Saria’s attention. The woman with the austere face wore her glossy black hair in a rather complicated set of braids. Her dress was a simple robe worn over a dark jacket and skirt, held together with a belt with a silver buckle. The only colour on her was the purple rose pinned to the robe’s collar. She stood out among the preening crowd by virtue of very much not trying to stand out.
“Ah. Moira’s guest from Neeth.” Yelena leaned in close. “I heard she was a last-minute addition to the guest list. Moira had to trade a favour to get her on it.” Her voice dropped to a low whisper. “I heard she was one of them.”
Yelena’s waggling eyebrows were not making it any clearer what she meant. “Them?”
“A sorcerer. From the magi families.”
“A sorcerer?”
It was almost like the word summoned the woman’s gaze. Saria quickly changed course again, to Yelena’s annoyance. “Will you slow down?”
“I’m sorry.” Saria plastered a smile on her face as they approached a group of people she mostly recognised. And they were all wearing blue, meaning they were looking exclusively for men. Excellent. “I didn’t know they were even interested in this sort of… event.”
“They’re not usually,” Yelena replied. “Like I said. Personal guest. I suppose she was visiting and got curious.”
The woman hadn’t looked very curious. In fact, she looked very indifferent to being here, almost a little uncomfortable even. Saria felt a fleeting moment of sympathy. Then they joined the group, greetings were exchanged, favourites pointed out, and for the time being, she was too busy pretending some more to think about it.
Pretending led to conversation, conversation led to dancing, and dancing led to her feet hurting and her head throbbing. Maybe that was the champagne. Though the glass of water she downed after the fourth dance didn’t help, either. It was too warm and stuffy besides, and being polite to people whom she didn’t want to be talking to slowly but surely made her too crabby to be good company anymore. Saria stood off to the side of the dance floor while she watched Yelena breeze through a waltz without a care in the world. She was fanning herself with her hand, which did very little. Still, she stubbornly kept the actual fan tucked into her sleeve. She’d rather draw attention when she fainted, not from waving that garish thing around for everyone to see, and possibly consider it an invitation. If one more pompous fop tried to approach her with a line straight out of Maltula’s Pocket Guide to Courtship, she was liable to start screaming.
She recognised the music; it was a long piece for a long dance, and it had only just begun. Yelena wouldn’t miss her, and their friends were all busy elsewhere. She’d be fine on her own for just a bit.
This time, she didn’t try to sneak into an empty room. Mostly because she had no desire to interrupt the kind of thing that tended to go on in there as the night went on. Besides, Yelena would know exactly where to find her once her dance was over. No, the terrace and the gardens were officially open to the guests, though the nip in the night air prevented most of them from enjoying the grounds. Which was fantastic. Saria pulled her shawl up over her shoulders, opened one of the glass doors, and slipped outside.
A stiff breeze ran through her dress, and she almost immediately regretted her decision. Saria drew her shawl a little closer. No, not bad enough to go back inside just yet. She strolled along the terrace that spanned the length of the ballroom and then some. Lanterns had been lit, flames barely flickering behind thick glass, undisturbed by the wind. At the end of the terrace, it jutted out into a platform suspended on elegant pillars. Meticulously trimmed hedges in containers created a somewhat more secluded space overlooking the garden. Saria took advantage of one of the benches and sat down to rest her feet for a few minutes. The hedges blocked the wind just enough to make it tolerable. Perhaps that would keep people from coming to look for her out here.
She wrestled the fan out of her sleeve and tossed it on the bench. It looked pitiful, squished between the stiff fabric and her sweaty arm. Not that it mattered. She was done using it for the night. She’d had enough dances for people to gossip about, and Celia would make sure that gossip reached the right ears. One of them had been agreeable enough that she had exchanged cards with him, the man with the shipping company. Once she had recovered from this wretched party, she might just write him a note. Maybe he would be her miracle.
She first mistook it for the wind rustling the hedges. Belatedly, she realised the wind hadn’t grown stronger, and that the noise was accompanied by quiet footsteps on the stone floor. Saria bit her lip to hold back a very unladylike expletive. How did they keep finding her?
“My apologies. I didn’t expect to find anyone out here.”
Saria turned in her seat. Not Yelena. Not Celia, either. No, looming pale-faced like some kind of ghost above her dark clothes, it was, much to Saria’s startled surprise, the woman from Neeth.






  
  five
Taleysin


If nothing else, the Dance of the Darlings did do precisely what it advertised. It offered a veritable sea of people who were, to some degree, all looking for the same thing Taleysin was. With that degree varying greatly, depending on who she spoke to.
It had been Moira’s idea. After a few fruitless months of back and forth, she had suggested the Dance as an alternative to the matchmakers. To give Taleysin a somewhat more direct way of assessing her options. Taleysin had been sceptical, though she had relented when Morgane, too, had suggested that she go. Five days away from Neeth were more than she normally permitted herself. Still, it had sounded at least somewhat appealing at the time.
So far, she had found her conversations to go nowhere. Too many hopes for the marriage, too much involvement in the affairs of their home, an unwillingness to join her in Neeth. The latter two, she didn’t want for herself, and the former, she didn’t want for them. She wasn’t looking for feelings. She was looking for a trade.
So eventually, she had taken off the purple silk rose that marked her as a potential match for men and women alike and had retreated behind a glass of wine while watching from afar. It shouldn’t have been this complicated. Though that was probably in part because she had come so far to find a match. Here, she was a novelty, her status drawing the exact kind of interest she had wanted to avoid. It had been foolish to expect otherwise. She should have known better, especially after the abject failure that had been her attempt to use a local matchmaker.
Eventually, the light and noise and heat inside had crept into her head, and she’d handed the empty glass to a server before she’d all but fled outside. The terrace had been prepared in anticipation of the guests, though it was entirely empty. Too cold, Taleysin mused. Windy, too. She hid her hands in the folds of her robe and began walking along the edge of the terrace.
They had lit both the terrace and the gardens below, with lanterns illuminating immaculate lawns, perfectly cut bushes, and seasonal flower beds. A part of the terrace jutted out over the grass, allowing for a better view. Taleysin turned towards it; even if the view wouldn’t be all that grand without the light of the sun, at least it was tucked away behind a hedge. If Morgane’s friend came looking for her, she might just miss her with her well-intentioned attempt to coax her back inside.
Well, that was the idea. When Taleysin reached the platform, she found it already occupied. A lone woman was sitting on a stone bench, hunched over. At Taleysin’s approach, she seemed startled, and turned to look at her with large eyes. Taleysin stopped abruptly.
“My apologies. I didn’t expect to find anyone out here.”
The woman blinked a few times. The way she looked Taleysin up and down, she seemed a little too apprehensive for comfort. Suddenly very conscious of her appearance, Taleysin took half a step back.
“I’ll find another-”
“It’s fine.” The woman was still watching her like a hawk. “It’s open to all, don’t leave on my account.”
Very well. If she didn’t ask, Taleysin did not have to oblige. She nodded curtly, then went to stand by the marble railing to look out over the gardens. Quiet and dark, the sight was soothing in a way the splendour of the ballroom could never be. Taleysin ran a hand over the smooth surface of the railing. Stone was stone, and yet she found herself missing the warmth of Neeth’s black walls.  She hesitated briefly, then traced a quick pattern on the railing. It warmed up pleasantly under her hands. She leaned on it, drinking in the crisp air to clear her head.
“Isn’t that cold?”
It took Taleysin a moment to realise that she was being spoken to. She looked over her shoulder to find the woman on the bench frowning at her. “Cold?”
“Your hands. I’m sitting on a dress and my backside is freezing, how are your fingers not icicles yet?”
“Magic.”
The woman blinked again, in this strange wide-eyed way of hers. Abruptly, she looked down at her hands.
“Of course.”
Taleysin watched her draw in her shoulders a little more under a shawl that could not possibly help all that much against the cold. She hesitated for a moment; then walked over to the bench and ran her fingertip over the stone backrest. The woman’s head snapped up.
“Did you do that?”
Taleysin folded her hands in front of her. “I thought it might help.”
The ghost of a smile flickered across the woman’s freckled face. “It does. Thank you.”
She seemed a little more relaxed now. Still a little guarded though, so Taleysin felt compelled to ask: “May I sit?”
The woman gave her an odd glance, but scooted a little sideways. “I don’t own the bench.”
That appeared to be a yes, so Taleysin sat on the pleasantly warmed bench. Not quite like home, but enough for now.
“Oh.” The woman reached out and grabbed a mangled purple fan from the seat between them. “Sorry about that.”
She was twisting the fan in her hands, and Taleysin caught a glimpse of short nails stained with ink. She’d scrubbed away the stains on her own fingers in the bath at Moira’s insistence.
For a good first impression. Black gloves are not in fashion this season.
“I’m Saria.”
Taleysin looked up at her, but the woman was staring off into the distance.
“I figured if we’re going to mope out here together, you should know.”
Taleysin cleared her throat. “I suppose.” She hesitated for a moment before she settled on the same degree of informality. No faux-pas in omitting her family name that way. “Taleysin.” She studied Saria, from the ragged fan to the set of her mouth. “I take it you haven’t had much luck tonight.”
Thick brows furrowed over bright amber eyes. “Not exactly, no.” Saria waved the fan vaguely in Taleysin’s reaction. “Are you here for that? I thought I saw a rose on you earlier.”
“You did.” Taleysin looked out over the garden again. Of course the woman had noticed her. It seemed that everybody had. “I didn’t find the kind of match I’m interested in.”
“Huh.” Saria’s heels clicked a staccato against the floor. “No offence, but then why didn’t you look… I don’t know, wherever it is that you normally look?” She fiddled with the fan, plucking at it where the fabric was beginning to fray. “If no-one here is good enough, why bother?”
“It isn’t about being good enough,” Taleysin replied coolly, “but about matching expectations.”
Saria winced. “I’m sorry. That was rude, wasn’t it.” She sighed deeply. “Apologies. I’m bad company right now.”
The weariness in her tone softened Taleysin’s mood a little. She didn’t know – and how could she? Neeth was known as the Abyssal City for more than one reason. Not much of what happened in its depths ever reached the outside. Why would this be different?
“I take it you were unsuccessful as well.”
The attempt at humour
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