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Dedication

For Anne

Who pushed me, even when I pushed back





one

I SQUATTED QUIETLY ON THE SLOPED, TILE ROOF OF A bordello, cloak pulled around my body for warmth, bone mask secured against my face. Below me, a man stumbled across the flagstone street like a drunkard. It had taken him long enough to finish his overpriced dinner.

The man bumped into a water barrel. He removed his expensive leather hat with its elegant stitches and dunked his head into the barrel. The rainwater darkened his silk collar. I scowled beneath my mask. He shouldn’t treat his silk so poorly. The man shook his hair like a shaggy dog, the water flashing in the light of the sweet-smelling oil lanterns outside the bordello.

Below, passersby took a single look at the man and veered away, pretending not to see him or his altered state. Good. My job was always easier when everyone followed the unspoken rules of the night.

Behind me, the light from the full moon dimmed. Even though it lasted less than a second, hardly noticeable to most people, my life could depend on noticing the details of my surroundings.

Someone was trying to get close to me. It was all the warning I needed.

Beneath my cloak, I freed a dagger small enough to be concealed in my palm and sleeve. I needed to be steady and calm. Panic was for amateurs and led to injury or death.

I inhaled deeply, shifting my weight from heels to toes. My fingers tightened around my knife.

A single second could be the difference between life and death. I knew better than to hesitate. I sprang backward and twisted toward the creeping figure.

I took in everything I could with my first glimpse of the attacker: a man, tall, dark cloak, dark leathers, bone mask blank of features except for eyeholes.

He dodged left, his cloak flaring wide with his movement, defensively camouflaging his shape. A trick that would work better if he’d been faster. I’d already seen his torso, his limbs, his head. The cloak wouldn’t distract me.

I slid a foot behind his ankle, hooking his leg. My fists met his chest and I shoved.

He fell to the roof. Only my quick grasp of his cloak prevented him from thumping against the tiles. A fight it may’ve been, but neither of us wanted to draw attention. That would’ve been unprofessional.

His hazel eyes watched me, expression unreadable beneath his mask. The right half was the white ivory of the bone, the left decorated with dyed red squares in a checkered pattern.

I held the knife to his throat, the sharp edge pressed against the rough hairs on his skin. Someone needed to shave.

There was a moment of quiet stillness as he thought over his next move. The excitement of the fight coursed through my veins. I smiled beneath my mask. I’d already won.

“I yield, Lea.” He held up his hands in defeat, his voice muffled behind the mask.

I slipped my knife into a pocket on my sleeve and offered Val my hand. It took all my weight to pull him to his feet.

“How do you always know?” He brushed dust off his legs and flicked a leaf from his cloak.

“You blocked out the moon again.”

He pushed his hood off his head and the moonlight turned his short blond hair silver. I tried not to stare, even though his leathers wrapped tightly around him, straps clinging to his arms, buckles firmly gripping his chest and body, highlighting his muscles, which I knew, like mine, came from working hard almost every night.

Of course, it wasn’t just the leathers that made him look good. No one could say Valentino Da Via was not attractive as hells.

“You should know better than to try to sneak up on me,” I said.

“One of these days I’ll surprise you.”

His face was covered by his mask, but I could picture the smirk on his lips, the playful challenge in his raised brow.

I laughed. “One of these days I may let you.”

I returned to my surveillance of my mark. The man had moved only a few steps from the barrel, arm against a wall as he caught his breath.

Val took a casual seat beside me, left leg tucked beneath him, the other bent at the knee against his chest. Unprepared and lazy.

I nudged him with my shoulder but said nothing. He hated it when I corrected him.

I could smell the oil he’d used to clean his leathers. His body heat pressed against mine, and warmth, with a thrill of something like lightning, spread through my chest.

“Have an early night?” I asked. A robed woman emerged from the door beneath us and shouted at the man before she returned inside. He had to know he was a spectacle if a prostitute took time to scold him.

Val shrugged. “No night, really. My mark didn’t show. Either got wind someone put a contract on him, or he got lucky.”

“Luck doesn’t last forever,” I quoted the familiar assassin motto.

Val grunted. “I’ll get him tomorrow night, or the next. I’m patient.”

It was easy being patient when he didn’t need the money a completed kill would bring. But it wasn’t Val’s fault he was rich, or that my Family wasn’t anymore.

Val leaned closer to me, his thigh pressed against mine. A moment later his hand followed, fingers resting on the leather-clad skin of my leg. And though I couldn’t feel the circles his fingers traced, I still shivered beneath his touch.

I pulled away, every bit of me protesting.

“I’m working,” I whispered, but it sounded weak even to me. “And someone could see us.” That sounded even weaker. Our relationship was a secret, and the thrill of keeping ourselves hidden was half the fun.

Val chuckled. My chest tingled again, but he kept his hands to himself.

I took a slow, quiet breath.

The man below took a step, another, and then he stumbled again. I watched him closely. I was responsible for him now. He belonged to me. He wavered again, before steadying himself against the wall.

“That your mark?” Val asked.

I nodded and reached to the back of my belt for my small water skin.

“He doesn’t look like much. Did he anger someone?”

“No. Personal request. Has an illness or something and wants our help to lead him to Safraella a little early.” I pressed the warm metal nozzle against my lips.

Val nodded. Sometimes people paid clippers to help them commit suicide. These were always the simplest jobs. But even with a suicide request, I remained professional. It kept my skills honed if I treated every mark like they might flee or fight.

“How long are you going to watch him before you make a move?”

I swallowed the water and returned the skin to my belt. “I already did. He just doesn’t realize it yet.”

The man staggered a few steps into the street. I held my breath. He collapsed. Easy. Not that they always were. I cleared my throat. But it was a god’s work I performed, and no one ever said Her favor came easily.

Val shook his head. “You and your poisons. When did you get him?”

“After his dinner. He always buys a wineskin from the same vendor. Wasn’t hard to make sure he got one laced with something extra.”

“Nice. Though I’d choose a knife in the back any day.”

I nudged him again. “Be careful what you wish for in the dark, no?”

A stranger approached my mark, stared at him, then glanced around before walking away. Good man.

I stood. Val silently dropped off the roof and into a darkened alley to wait for me while I finished. No need for anyone to start a rumor about the Da Vias and Saldanas working together.

I climbed down and approached my mark. The streetlights spilled over my dark cloak. No one would bother me when I was about my work. No one would dare. Not if they valued their lives.

I hummed a song under my breath, a nursery rhyme my nursemaid used to sing to me when I was young. It was a silly little thing about falling asleep and feeling safe and warm. I’d hummed it once when I was marking my first solo kill, and the habit had stuck. It seemed right. Maybe someone would sing to me at the end of my life.

I checked the man’s pulse. Quiet and still. The poison I’d used was painless. Hopefully he’d soon stand before our goddess Safraella, and She would quickly grant him a brand-new life where he’d feel safe and warm once more.

Behind me, the door to the bordello opened, pouring more light onto the street. “You there,” a woman shouted. “Boy, get away from that man.”

I glanced over my shoulder.

“Didn’t you hear me?” The woman stepped from the doorway, her colorful skirts reflecting brightly against the lights. Her face was bare, her feather half-mask put aside now that her nightly duties were done. “Shoo! Go on before you get yourself in real trouble.”

I stood and faced her.

She took one look at my mask, the right half bone white, the left half decorated in black flowers, and her painted face lost all color. She took a step away. “Clipper!” She clasped her hands together and held them to her face as she bowed her head. “I’m sorry, Mistress Saldana, I’m sorry.” She backed away. “I didn’t recognize you. I thought you a child trying to rob the dead.”

A boy. I wasn’t tall, even at seventeen, but I was certainly bigger than a child. And no child would run around wearing a dark cloak at night, unless they wanted to impersonate a clipper, and that was illegal. And a death sentence if a member of the Families caught them.

No harm done, though. I dismissed the woman with a flick of my wrist. She bowed in gratitude and slid inside. The door closed with a click.

I returned to my mark.

The street seemed to heave below me.

It lasted barely a breath. Maybe just a bit of dizziness from turning too quickly, or the colorful lights of the brothel confusing my eyes. And if I were any other person, any other clipper even, I would’ve shrugged it off.

But I wasn’t.

I brought my fingers to my throat and felt my pulse, counting the beats. A touch fast.

I closed my eyes, quieting my thoughts, trying to listen to the messages of my body. Maybe I was being too paranoid.

My stomach rolled violently, like a snake coiling around its own tail. I shoved my mask to the top of my head and barely managed to stumble to the alley before I vomited.

My skin burned. This wasn’t a normal sickness. No, this was something much worse. I quickly recalled my evening. The water skin. Which meant it was fast acting. Vomiting followed immediately by pain.

Could be three possibilities.

“Lea?” Val dashed over.

I sat on the ground, my spine pressed against a building, and tried to catch my breath. Wait—breathlessness left only two possibilities.

“What is it?” Val dropped, ignoring the puddle soaking his knees as he knelt before me. He reached out, then paused, his hands floating over my arms, unsure what to do. His wide eyes appeared white behind his mask.

My cloak bunched around me. I struggled against it, my hands shaking to reach a pouch on my belt. Limb weakness. That ruled out all but one. No time left.

I batted the cloak. Val sprang to action, jerking the cloak away from my hands and body. My stomach rolled again.

“Poison.” I gasped at the pain blazing across my skin and through my flesh. “I’ve been poisoned.”





two

“GODS, LEA!” VAL PUSHED HIS MASK TO THE TOP OF HIS head. Worry and panic etched lines across his face.

Free of the cloak, I unbuttoned a pouch on my belt. It held nearly a dozen vials, each tightly stoppered with a scored cork. I ran my trembling fingers across the symbols known only to me, searching for the right one. My heart raced faster and faster.

My finger traced a loop with a line through it. The antidote. I yanked it from the pouch. My hand shook. The vial tumbled from my grip. The glass clinked against the stone street before it rolled away into the shadows.

Tears squeezed from my eyes. I didn’t want to die like this.

The poison raced through my organs. It would attack my stomach, my heart, my brain. Once the full seizures started, no antidote would save me.

I groaned, reaching into the darkness. The poison turned my body against me. My arms jerked like a wounded seabird.

Val pushed me aside, his hands struggling against mine. The scrape of the vial as he snatched it from the street was the most beautiful sound I’d ever heard. He jerked the stopper out with his teeth and pulled out a dagger with his free hand.

“In your mouth or in your veins?” He clutched the open glass and the dagger in his gloved fingers, waiting for my answer. My voice emerged as a groan.

“Lea!” he shouted. “Which one?”

The poison rushed through my body. My head slammed the brick wall behind me. I opened my mouth as wide as I could, hoping he’d understand.

Val brought the vial to my lips, his other hand restraining my head. The liquid poured into my mouth, tepid and sharp. It tasted terrible, like soap soaked in urine.

Val clutched my hands, keeping them still. He took deep breaths and watched me closely, his eyes wide, his mouth tight, lines of worry creased in his forehead as he waited to see if I would die.

My breaths came easier and my heart slowed its racing pace. The pain in my stomach faded. I took a deep breath and Val sagged in relief.

“Gods.” He looked at the street before he reached for his mask. His fingers trembled as he pulled it down. He’d hidden his fear, and any other emotion he didn’t want me to see. These were the things I loved about him, knowing he cared so much that he couldn’t hide it from his face, that he needed the mask to hide it for him. That he’d been scared, yes, but had reacted calmly. He had kept himself under control when I’d needed him.

“It’s fine.” I exhaled. “She knew I had the antidote.”

“She?” He stood. “Your mother did this?”

I waved a shaky hand at him. “She’s been testing me on poisons again. I should have expected this.”

When I was seven, I told my mother I hated poisons. Poisons meant distilling herbs in darkness, meant mixing things but not making a mess. Poisons meant death.

My oldest brother, Rafeo, said poisons were an important skill and that I should be proud I had such an affinity for them, because many did not.

He was only trying to make peace, but I didn’t feel pride over poisons. I was proud of the feathered mask I’d sewn for Susten Day and how I’d only pricked my finger on the needle once. And that the wooden horse I’d carved had a flowing mane.

Mother had not been happy. My attitude was more proof I wasn’t the daughter she wanted, that I wasn’t the proud Saldana girl-child she felt she deserved.

Mother took the mask away.

After that, I stopped playing with embroidery needles, costumes, and childish toys, and instead focused on things that made her proud: knives and poisons and masks crafted from bone.

I unhooked my water skin and poured the tainted liquid onto the street. I’d be filling my own water from here on. Lesson learned, Mother. Again.

My hands wobbled as I restrung my water skin. Maybe next time she’d pick something less violent. Or maybe I could convince her now that I didn’t need a next time. I could find an antidote under pressure. Even if I’d almost died this time, and would have without Val.

“That’s crazy,” Val said. “Your Family is crazy.”

“It’s not any crazier than yours. It’s her way of making me a better clipper. Also, in the future, you shouldn’t open vials with your teeth. You could accidentally poison yourself.”

He stared at me, expression unreadable behind his mask. “That’s what you got out of this? That I could have poisoned myself while saving your life?”

His bravado would’ve been worthless if he’d died. “I’m just looking out for you.”

He exhaled, the air hissing against his mask. “Fine. Is there anything else I can do for you?”

His anger rolled off him like steam, but I’d learned long ago the best way to disarm Val’s anger was to ignore it.

“Yes, actually.” I slowly shifted my seat and pulled a gold coin from another pocket. I handed it to him, my entire arm still shaking from the remnants of the poison. “Mark my kill for me, please.”

The coin had been stamped with the crest of the Saldana Family. Murder was illegal in Lovero, unless one was a member of a Family. As disciples of Safraella, pledged to Her dark work, all clippers were exempt and could accept assassination contracts.

“You know Estella doesn’t want us marking kills,” Val said.

It had always been a tradition for the Families to mark their kills. But two years ago my aunt and uncle, our Family priest, and Rafeo’s wife had died in a plague outbreak. Only by Safraella’s grace had we all not caught the contagion.

The head of Val’s Family died in the plague, too, along with other Da Vias, and afterward Estella Da Via had taken over and told the Da Vias to stop marking kills. She thought it was an antiquated way of worship and that the murder was enough.

My mother thought Estella was just a miser and wanted to keep the gold in their Family. Luckily, even though the Da Vias had the most money and members, no one wanted to see them as the first Family. The Saldanas tried to keep the entirety of the nine Families in mind when making decisions. The Da Vias cared only about themselves.

“I’m not asking you to mark your kill. I’m asking you to mark mine.” I paused to catch my breath. “For me. Surely your Family head won’t begrudge you that.”

“My aunt makes her own rules for the Family.”

“You asked if you could help. Never mind. I’ll do it.” I pushed against the wall, trying to get to my feet. My legs wobbled, and only my grip on the stonework kept me upright.

“Lea, don’t.” Val gripped my arm. I clutched his shoulders and slid my fingers down his biceps as he lowered me back to the ground. “I’ll do it. Just don’t hurt yourself.”

I nodded, and he walked to the body in the street. Val knelt over him, then opened the man’s mouth and slipped the coin onto his tongue. The coin would act as a balm and prevent the man from becoming an angry ghost, because it signaled that the person deserved a quick rebirth. Instead of wandering the dead plains, Safraella, goddess of death, murder, and resurrection, patron of Lovero, would see the offering and grant him a faster return to a new life. A better life.

Val returned to the alley. He pulled me to my feet and I remained still, making sure I’d fully regained my balance.

“You should mark your own kills.” I tested my weight on one foot. “It’s close to blasphemy that you don’t, and my father plans to bring down an order that all nine Families must mark their kills.” The Saldanas as the first Family held the most power over the nine Families. Rank was decided by wealth, numbers, territory, and other factors that contributed to status. Once the Saldanas had been more numerous and rich, but ever since the plague, Father worried the other Families would force a vote for a new first Family. If enough of the Families voted against us, we could lose our position.

“I do whatever Estella tells us to do,” Val said. “You have a choice in how you relate to your father as the head of your Family, because even if he didn’t love you, he can’t afford to lose you. I’m pretty sure Estella hates everyone except the face she sees in the mirror.”

“Still, it’s not right, Val.”

“A lot of things aren’t right since the plague, Lea. A lot of things.” He looked away from me.

Val’s parents had both succumbed to the plague. It was what had brought us together, sharing grief over our dead. After that, he’d courted me, in secret of course, because no one could know about us, that rivals were involved romantically. And I let him.

I often wondered what Val missed more, his mother and father, even though they surely had been granted happy, new lives, or the way things had been for the Da Vias before Estella took charge.

“I can’t break away from the Family in this, Lea.” Val lowered his voice. “I can’t break from the Family in anything.”

I didn’t respond. We were clippers. We all served Safraella faithfully. But this wasn’t the first time I was reminded that Val and I lived in different worlds.

Yes, my mother had tried to kill me again tonight. But she’d done it to make me a better clipper. In her own, twisted way she was protecting me by making me stronger. If Val’s Family ever tried to kill him, they’d make sure he wouldn’t have an antidote.





three

“ARE YOU DONE FOR THE NIGHT?” VAL ASKED. “ARE YOU hungry?”

We headed deeper into the alley, leaving the body in the street for the cleaners to remove. When they saw the coin in his mouth, they could record which Family had been responsible and notify relatives if the body was identified.

“After a job? Always. And I’m going to need some food to help fight off the remains of the poison.”

“Get changed and I’ll meet you outside Fabricio’s.”

I sighed. “Again?”

“We could go to Luca instead.”

“Why can’t we go someplace your Family doesn’t own? It’s so risky.”

No one knew about us. No one could know about us. Not his Family. Not mine. And not any of the other Families, either, though the city of Ravenna belonged to the Da Vias and the Saldanas and none of the others would dare trespass without permission.

He shrugged. “Any restaurant would be a risk, Lea. At least at Fabricio’s or Luca we eat for free and we know the staff keep their mouths shut.”

I rolled my eyes but didn’t push the point. The staff did keep quiet.

I tugged my cloak into place. “Fifteen minutes?”

He stretched his arms. “Ten.”

I laughed. So damn competitive. Of course, I couldn’t stop my muscles twitching at the challenge, even if they were still sore.

He turned, but I snagged his hand at the last second. “Val. Thank you for being here, when I needed you.”

His eyes softened behind his mask. He nodded and squeezed my fingers before releasing me.

“Wait, one last thing.”

He groaned and faced me again.

I handed him a push dagger, a small knife that fit between the knuckles. “I think this is yours.”

He stared at the dagger, and then his eyes drifted up to mine. “When the hells did you lift that from me?”

I shrugged. “When you were helping me to the ground.”

“After you’d almost died from being poisoned?”

“Yes.”

He blinked a few more times, a sure sign he was organizing his thoughts. Val and I had an ongoing competition of lifting objects from each other, unnoticed. He was much better at it than me, so when opportunities came to catch him off guard, I took them, even if it was a little unfair using my poisoning to my advantage.

Val shook his head and laughed. “All right. You’re one up on me.”

I snatched his hand and pulled him against me, his body strong and solid. I tapped his mask where his lips would be. “Never underestimate me.”

He grabbed my shoulders and pulled me against him even tighter. We were so close I could almost feel his heart beating through his leathers as they creaked, could almost smell his skin. His warmth leaked into me, and I clutched his arms to remain steady.

“I never do.” He released me and sprinted away.

The race was on.

I climbed to the roof of the bordello. If Val beat me to Fabricio’s, he’d lord it over me the whole dinner.

I raced over the rooftops of the city of Ravenna, gaining speed, sliding across tiles. If anyone saw my movement, they would attribute it to their imagination, or perhaps the wine in their skins. Or, if they were smart, they would attribute it a member of the nine Families, and they would turn away. It was said that to lay eyes upon a clipper while they were about their bloody business invited death. We didn’t go out of our way to disprove the story. Fear made our jobs easier.

I reached a single-story building, dark behind its locked door. An art dealer, and the shop did indeed sell portraits, beautiful oil paintings with thin brushstrokes.

A hidden latch on the roof of the shop opened a secret door. I dropped inside.

There were many such shops within the Ravenna city limits, all hidden storage points for the Saldana Family. There were safe houses for the Da Vias too, though I’d never seen one.

They were a closely guarded secret.

Most were simple places where one could change from leathers into something more appropriate, say, for meeting one’s secret suitor for dinner. A few contained hidden entrances into a Family’s home, the place where we lived, where we dined together and slept and were tutored as children. Our literal home. If a Family found another’s Family home, there would be trouble.

Generations ago there had been twelve Families. Two of the three lost Families had been destroyed when another Family discovered their home. The current king, as a disciple of Safraella, had no authority over the Families and their relationships with one another. When he’d become king, he’d sworn an oath to remain unbiased in matters of the nine Families. If a Family wanted to war with another, the king could not intervene unless their feuding endangered people outside of the nine Families, the common.

All the Families were adversaries, of course, but some more than others. And sometimes it seemed the Da Vias and Saldanas were feuding the hardest, though maybe that was because we shared a territory.

I tossed my dirty leathers into a cupboard reserved for my things. My brothers Rafeo and Matteo also had cupboards in this shop, along with our cousin Jesep. We were the only active Saldana clippers, though my mother and father would take a job if needed.

Since the plague, Mother often reminded me of my duty as a Saldana woman, to swell our ranks with as many children as possible.

I slid into a red velvet gown with a low bodice fastened along the ribs instead of the back for the type of self-dressing I often had to accomplish. My dirty-blond hair fit snugly into a silk snood, netting it away from my face, and a pair of flat lambskin ankle boots finished my attire. Nothing too fancy, since it was only dinner with Val. And because the Saldanas couldn’t afford better at this time.

I slipped a dagger into my boot and secured a knife to my thigh. A clipper never went unarmed, even for dinner. I hung my mask and weapons carefully in my cupboard, then patted my chest, feeling the comforting weight of the key to enter our home around my neck. I never took it off.

I lifted my skirts and raced through alleys and backstreets, taking the shortest way to Fabricio’s. Shops lined the streets—a locked flower stand, a bakery, and an alchemist’s stand, his beak-shaped plague mask hung outside to show he was closed for the night. Ravenna was a night city, more than any other city in Lovero, but only the entertainment and refreshment establishments stayed open. The other businesses waited for the sun to rise to save on the cost of oil.

A salty breeze from the sea carried with it the sweet scent of the lantern oil used to light the streets. I inhaled and smiled. Ravenna was the most beautiful of Lovero’s cities, and its life soaked into my skin and muscles. I reveled in running through its streets. I wouldn’t want to be anywhere else in the world.

Fabricio’s appeared before me, lanterns flickering. My breath eased in my throat, and I strolled casually to the front door. The restaurant pressed against the crumbling city walls. The walls had once been used to keep the ghosts out, but with Safraella the patron goddess of Lovero, the ghosts couldn’t enter Loveran borders, even though the walls were cracked and collapsed. Ghosts could not cross onto holy ground, and now all of the country was considered holy. Before that, the ghosts would haunt the streets at night, stealing bodies and forcing people to hide in their homes. Now the ghosts just haunted the dead plains.

A small crowd of people waited at the entrance. A pinch-faced woman on the arm of a man dressed in colored silks too gaudy for the season glanced at my dress and sniffed.

Val dropped from Fabricio’s roof to land beside me. The woman shrieked.

He wore black velvet with gold brocade visible through slashes on his sleeves. An elegantly stitched gray leather vest matched his knee-high boots. Diamonds winked in his ears, and a ruby ring flashed on his left pinkie. Val didn’t purposely flaunt the Da Via wealth, but it was hard to ignore.

He scanned the crowd, including me.

I blinked slowly and nodded to him. A silent boast that said, I beat you here.

He nodded back, politely. As expected.

And though his eyes sparkled like his diamonds and a smile twitched at the corner of my mouth, no one would guess we were together. Which was how it needed to be. No one could know about us.

My breath caught in my throat as Val strode past the crowd to the doorman. The secrecy sent a thrill straight through the tips of my fingers.

“Ah, Master Da Via.” The doorman bowed deeply. “How wonderful of you to think of us on this lovely night.”

“My usual table, please,” he said.

The doorman bowed once more. “Come, come, I will seat you immediately.”

Val and the doorman disappeared inside. When the doorman returned, I stepped up next, earning a glower from the pinch-faced woman.

“Mistress Saldana, you grace us with your presence.”

I glanced over my shoulder, and the woman’s glower turned into surprise as she recognized my name. When our eyes met, she dropped her gaze. I smirked. Where was her haughty attitude now?

The restaurant was packed, tables filled with couples enjoying a romantic meal, or more lively guests whose libations caused them to laugh too loudly.

I scanned the room for anyone who might recognize me. Val and I had entered separately, but it never hurt to assess one’s surroundings.

The doorman led me into a small, curtained-off room. Inside sat a table for two. The curtain closed behind me. I waited three breaths before I tapped on the left-hand wall.

The wall slid aside, and I ducked through to an identical room so no one in the restaurant would see us seated together. This room housed Val, waiting for me, curtain closed against prying eyes. I slid the wall closed.

He took my hand and kissed it, his lips soft and warm against my skin. I pulled away but could feel the blush spreading across my cheeks. “Don’t be ridiculous,” I said.

He pulled out my chair and I sat down. He adjusted my snood, and his knuckles brushed against the back of my neck, lingering before he stepped away. I shivered.

We sipped the house wine and ate crusty bread and nutty cheese while we waited for our main course of duck in fig sauce.

“Did your father truly speak to the king about marking kills?” he asked. “Because my aunt won’t be happy about that.”

“Does Estella truly believe not offering the coin will not offend Safraella?” Yes, Family came before family for clippers, but allegiance shouldn’t ever come blindly.

“I don’t know what Estella thinks. And I’m not going to ask her.”

A waiter appeared and served the duck. The greasy skin of the bird crackled, still hot from the fire. The scent of fresh rosemary and olive oil floated past me, and my stomach rumbled.

I was tired, and not just from the poison. “Why are we even talking about this? I don’t have any sway over my father. And we both know your aunt is crazy.”

He reached across the table and squeezed my hand. Heat trailed down my body, and I squeezed back.

“That she is,” he said. “A man-hating old bat. But I suppose we have your uncle to thank for that.”

I pulled my hand away and drank my wine. “We don’t talk about Marcello Saldana.”

“Which is funny, because my aunt rarely shuts up about her hated ex-husband. But don’t let anyone else hear you speak against Estella so. She’s the head of our Family for a reason, and the others would not stand the insult, even from a Saldana.”

“You mean especially from a Saldana.” 

He grinned.

We attacked the bird, talk subsiding. When full, I set my napkin on the table and watched Val as he finished off the wine in his glass. He smiled. I used to think Val was vain and spoiled and self-indulgent. Now . . . now I felt the same way, but there was something to be said for capturing a vain man’s gaze. And once I’d gotten close, it became apparent that much of that vanity was a shield he used to keep people away. The Da Vias were cutthroat, even in their own Family, and he had few people he could fully trust.

From outside our room a waiter’s voice crept past our curtain as he spoke to another server. “Mistress Da Via would like her duck more rare.”

We glanced at each other, and Val rubbed his eyes. “Damn it.”

I peeked past the curtain to the main room. Off to the right, at a table by herself, sat a woman heavy with child. I closed the curtain. “It’s your sister.”

Val groaned and got to his feet. He glanced out the curtain. “What is she even doing here? She’s going to have that baby any day.”

“Well, pregnant women do have to eat,” I suggested. Not that I had any love for Claudia Da Via. From everything Val had told me, she could be humorless and cruel. Which made it even more shocking, he’d said, when she’d wound up pregnant while unmarried. The pregnancy was fine, any Family would welcome an addition to the fold. But she’d refused to tell anyone who the father was, even when Estella had commanded her, except to say he was another clipper. It had become a bit of a scandal, everyone wondering who the father could be. Val thought it was probably someone from one of the lower families, a Gallo maybe, and that she was too ashamed to admit it.

“Do we wait her out, or sneak away?” I asked.

“If we wait, we’ll be here forever.” Val straightened his vest. “No, I’ll distract her while you leave quietly.”

I slipped back to my original room. Once there I watched through a gap in the curtain for the best time to leave unnoticed.

Val strode over to his sister and stood at her table. She looked up and scowled.

Claudia couldn’t find out I had come here with Val.

Families could never work together, because it would give the allied Families too much power over the others. But clippers almost always married other clippers. The marriage usually bought a generation or two of peace between their Families, a temporary halt to any feuding.

Val leaned closer to Claudia, both hands flat against the table. They spoke, but were too far away for me to hear what was said.

Clipper marriages were always carefully arranged. It would take months to decide which clipper would join which Family and who would pay a dowry. Sometimes a Family would lose money and a member, but these were usually the lower-ranked Families, and giving up so much often meant they gained status, and maybe an increase in rank. Everything was decided between the Family heads.

Of course, sometimes clippers married non-clippers. Rafeo’s wife hadn’t been a clipper, but she had been a cleaner, so she’d known what she was getting into. Cleaners were their own guild. They dealt with the aftermath of our duties, removing and cleaning bodies and notifying families of their loved ones’ demise.

Our mother hadn’t been pleased, since Rafeo’s chosen bride didn’t bring any money or status, but Mother had relented when their marriage produced a son almost immediately.

Through the gap in the curtains, I watched as Val and Claudia argued. She placed a hand on his elbow, and he jerked it away.

“Because Mother and Father aren’t here!” Val snapped, his voice rising above the sound of the other diners. Claudia jerked him closer, whispering harshly.

Time to take my leave.

I stepped past the curtain and strode calmly and confidently to the front door. The only people who gave me a second glance were those of the common who recognized me as a Saldana.

Outside, I walked into an alley across the street. I waited only a few moments before Val found me. Anger flowed through him, visible from the tension in his shoulders and neck.

“What was that about?” I asked.

“Nothing.” He waved his hand, dismissing the fight with Claudia. “It was only stupid Family stuff. I don’t want to talk about it.”

I took his hand and stroked his knuckles. He didn’t have to tell me, but I wanted him to know I was there for him, regardless. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to pry.”

He sighed and rubbed his face with his palm. “It really was nothing, Lea.”

“Okay. But even if it was something, you know you can tell me, right? I’ll keep your secrets.”

He snorted. “You’re my only secret.”

Behind Val, a man walked across the street. He wore a brown robe and a strange cylindrical hat. He carried a wooden staff with some sort of green gem at the top.

“What is that?” I stared at the man as he slipped into a back door of the restaurant.

Val looked over his shoulder. “What?”

“A strange man just walked into the restaurant.”

He shrugged. “Don’t know. And perhaps we should take all this drama elsewhere?”

All thoughts of the strange man escaped me as my skin flushed.

Val offered me his hand and I placed my palm in his, the tough calluses on his fingers pressing against my own. His hand was warm, and his pulse beat rapidly in his thumb. His lips parted.

My own pulse raced, and we left the alley. We needed to find somewhere more private. I desperately wanted to get him alone.

We stumbled a few streets away and ducked out of sight into an empty garden.

In the shadows, he pushed me against a brick wall, lips crushed against my neck, one hand releasing my hair as his other slid down my bodice to my hip. I held my breath until I was dizzy and had to break away for air before I pulled him back to my lips.

This was what I loved about him. How quickly he could make my heart pound, my breath catch. Being with Val was like the best kind of job, an exciting chase followed by a satisfying capture.

I slid my hands beneath his shirt, running my fingertips across the smooth skin of his stomach. He flinched.

“Your hands are cold,” he murmured against my throat.

“I need you to warm them up.”

He reached for my fingers. I made a token gesture of trying to avoid him, but when he clasped my hand with his own, I let him pull me against his chest. His well-worked muscles made his body lean and hard.

He pressed his lips to mine. I returned the kiss, hands gripped on his arms. He made me feel wanted, beautiful. Heat rushed across the skin of my throat and up to my cheeks until they burned. Val’s lips scorched my blood like the most exquisite poison in the world. But only one tasted sweet.





 four

VAL TORE HIS LIPS FROM MINE. “STAY OUT WITH ME tonight.”

I kissed his jaw. He still smelled like his leathers. “I have a curfew. My parents would suspect something.”

He ran his fingers through the back of my hair. “Break it. For me.”

I snorted. “Like you break your rules for me? Marking your kills, for example?”

He pulled away. The humor had disappeared from his eyes. “That’s different. That’s Family rules, not family.”

“Sometimes Family and family are the same thing.”

He scowled. “Don’t be naive. You damn well know Family comes before family.”

I released his hand. I wasn’t a child, and I wouldn’t be patronized. “Not to me. Not when you’re asking me to disobey my father’s rules.”

Val set his jaw stubbornly.

But I could be stubborn, too. “He’s right about marking kills. The cleaners will find my coin and spread word that the Saldanas killed a man tonight. That coin will give my kill a faster rebirth, will buy us respect and fear from the common.”

We stared at each other. Marking a kill wasn’t worth so much anger. Neither of us could resolve the politics between our Families.

Val tried to ease things with a grin. “Let the Family heads worry about this. Things will be finished soon enough.”

He held out a hand, and I took it automatically. He pulled me close against him. “Now, where were we?”

I smiled, but dropped my gaze. It was so easy for him to brush things off. To simply forget the argument.

“I think”—I swept a speck of dirt from his chest—“I was on my way home.”

He frowned. “It’s not that late. We can spend time together. Take a walk along the pier maybe. We could watch the sun rise.” He flashed his dimples because he knew I loved them.

“My mother would have my head. And my father would probably support her.”

He snatched my hand again, tugging on it, but I held my ground. I wouldn’t be bullied or persuaded in this.

“Please don’t go home. Come on, I’m begging you.”

He had to be kidding. “Yes, that’s clear.” I jerked my hand free. “It’s not very attractive. I’m going home, Val. I’ll see you tomorrow. Maybe.”

“Lea, I’m trying to do the right thing.”

Whatever that meant. Pushing me wouldn’t get him the results he wanted. “I’m worn out.”

Val pinched his lips together, but I was too tired to care about his hurt feelings. It wasn’t always about him—where we should eat, what we should do, when to end the night.

“You’ll need this, then.” He held up an iron key. I clasped my hands to my chest, but my key was gone.

I stomped over and ripped the key from his fingers, the chain glinting in the moonlight. “You damn well know lifting keys is off-limits,” I hissed. When had he even taken it? The restaurant, when he’d brushed my neck with his fingers. I glared even more.

He shrugged. “I saw an opportunity and I acted.”

“Well, now I’m seeing an opportunity and leaving.”

“Fine.” He held up his hands, eyes cold. “Do what you want. Sleep well.” He stormed away.

The urge to call after him crawled its way up my neck, but my key felt heavy in my hands. He knew the rules we’d established. Keys were off-limits because they were connected to our Family homes. Not that Val or any of the other clippers knew where we lived, but still.

The safety of my Family wasn’t a joking matter.


I retraced my earlier path to the art shop’s hidden entrance. When I stripped out of my dress, something fluttered to the ground, a flash of white in the dark. I scooped it up. A white poppy, pressed between the pages of a book until it had become as delicate as lace paper.

The white poppy was the symbol of the Da Via Family. Val must have slipped it to me sometime during dinner, a gesture of affection for me to find later.

I twisted it in my fingers and sighed. He tugged me so many different ways. But it had been a tiring night, and I didn’t want to fight with Val. I wanted to rest.

I tucked the poppy into my spare saddlebag. It could wait there as a surprise for another day.

I finished changing and traveled to a secret Saldana hatch hidden behind a bush at the corner of a church dedicated to Safraella. It was apropos, my brother Rafeo would say. Then I would laugh at him and tell him he sounded much older than his twenty-four years.

I dropped inside and closed it above me. The black tunnel smelled damp, but I could find my way even blind.

A slight brush of air against my cloak told me I’d reached the first break in the path. There were many such splits, set to confuse and disorient any intruders who managed to discover the tunnel. The wrong path led to dead ends, tunnels that dropped into pits, or labyrinths to confuse even the cleverest.

The stone tunnels went on for what seemed like miles, but in truth the correct tunnel was just over a mile long, leading me to another hatch and the Saldana home. I climbed a short ladder and used my key. The hatch popped open. I ascended to the tunnel room, where all the myriad underground entrances to our house eventually ended.

I hung my cloak on a hook beside my brothers’ and pushed my mask to the top of my head. Masks were personal identifiers, both of ourselves and our Family. Safraella’s face was formed of the bones of Her mother, the goddess who had breathed life into the sky. All disciples of Safraella wore bone masks when doing Her work. Even the king wore a bone mask during trials or funerals.

The smooth masks covered our entire faces, a blank facade except for the slashes used for eyeholes. The right side was always the color of the bone. The left side was decorated accordingly. Each of the nine Families had a color. The Saldanas were black. Any of the common looking upon our masks could identify which Family we belonged to by color alone.

The pattern, however, was purely personal—used to identify the individual clipper behind the mask. Even if I couldn’t recognize Val from the way he stood—cocky and self-assured, arms loose and ready—I would recognize him by the red checkered pattern on the left side of his mask. Just as he would recognize me by my black azalea flowers.

Outside the tunnel room, my boot heels sank into the plush rug of a well-lit hallway. Our home was a house within a house. From the outside, one would see an empty building. It was only behind those walls that the Saldanas’ real home hid. None of our rooms had windows or doors to the outside, though there were concealed skylights. The only way in or out was through the tunnels.

A servant waiting in the foyer handed me a glass of mulled wine. I sipped, its warmth spreading down my chest and limbs. The fight with Val had worked its way beneath my skin just as much as the poisoning, pulling on my muscles until they ached. My bed, with its soft covers, would be a soothing balm. I intended to sleep well past morning.

From around a corner a child raced toward me, nightgown and long, curly hair flapping behind him.

“Aunt Lea!” He crashed into my legs.

“Emile.” I set my wineglass on a hall table. I peeled him from my legs and picked him up, feeling the lovely weight of him in my arms. “What are you doing up so late?”

He laughed, squirming in my arms. From around the same corner his nursemaid, Silva, appeared with my brother Rafeo.

“There you are, you naughty child.” Silva took Emile from me and hurried down the hall.

Rafeo put an arm around my shoulder and pulled me close for a kiss on the cheek. I squeezed into his comfortable warmth.

“Thanks, Donna,” he said. “We’ve been trying to catch him for five minutes.”

I rolled my eyes. Donna was Rafeo’s nickname for me. It wasn’t enough that I’d been named Oleander after a poison. No, I had to have a poisonous nickname too.

When I’d been younger, Rafeo had been my mentor. My first kill had been using poison, a belladonna concoction. I’d been so excited. I’d wanted to show how well I’d studied. But the poison didn’t take, at least not all the way. The man was dying, but slowly and in pain.

Excitement had turned to fear. I’d wanted Rafeo to fix it for me, but he’d pressed a dagger into my hand. What you do for him now is a mercy, he’d said. It is the most beautiful gift you can grant someone, a quick end to pain. He will be with Safraella, and She will grant him a better life.

It had been hard, to use that dagger, but Rafeo had been right. Serving Safraella was difficult work. But there was beauty and mercy in the shadows, too.

I leaned my head against his shoulder. “A little late for a four-year-old’s bedtime, isn’t it?”

“Tell that to him.”

A door opened and my mother stepped out, searching the hall with a frown, her blond hair plaited down her spine. How someone as regal as Bianca Saldana could ignore all the exquisite fashions of Lovero, I’d never understand. Even the most common housegirls were wrapping or netting their hair, and yet she still preferred the ease of braids and ties.

Rafeo sighed, and we stepped apart. Separated, one of us would be more likely to escape. The other would have to serve as a sacrifice and take the lecture stoically.

“What is going on out here?” Mother’s harsh whisper filled the space. She was still dressed in an evening gown, which swished against the carpeted floor. “It’s much too late for games in the halls.”

“It’s my fault, Mother.” Rafeo held his hands before him, heroically accepting Mother’s ire. “Emile got away from Silva, and Lea helped us get him to bed, that’s all.”

She sniffed and glanced at me before turning fully on Rafeo. “You must get that child under control. He’s far too old for these sorts of games. He must conduct himself in a manner befitting a Saldana.”

“He’s only four.”

“Exactly. The children are never too young to begin learning about Family responsibilities.”

An image of Emile dressed in tiny little leathers and wearing a small bone mask, decorated with puppies, came to mind. I bit my tongue to prevent a laugh from escaping.

Mother turned her gaze on me. Damn. I’d missed my opportunity to leave.

“And what are you doing home so late? Jesep and Rafeo were back hours ago.”

Rafeo stepped behind Mother, crossed his eyes at me, and then left me alone with her. Ass. I would make him pay.

“I took some food after my job, is all,” I said. Sometimes the best way to deal with Mother when she was in one of her moods was to go on the offensive. “I needed it to offset the loving poison you dosed me with.”

She ignored my comment. “Food? Where?”

“Fabricio’s.”

Her lips tightened, carving lines in her skin. “I don’t want you lining the Da Vias’ pockets. Our Family will not help them in their grab for status.”

It always came down to what was best for the Family.

“Now. The Caffarellis have put in a claim for you for their son Brando.”

My breath left me in a rush of air. A claim had come in for me. For marriage. With Brando Caffarelli.

Mother had been born a Caffarelli and had only become a Saldana after she’d married my father and their union had produced a child—Rafeo.

Brando, Brand as everyone called him, was tall and handsome and well established as a clipper. He had blond hair, like my mother, like all the Caffarellis, and I knew Mother had imagined the towheaded babies we’d produce.

Brand, though, was the son of Mother’s oldest brother. “He’s my first cousin!”

“Oh, be calm. His mother’s not of the Families. He has enough outside blood that it’s not a concern.”

“What about Valentino Da Via? He’s closer to my age.” As soon as the words had left my mouth, I knew they were a mistake.

Mother pursed her lips and her eyes widened. “Never. Never will the Saldanas make another union with the Da Vias.”

My uncle Marcello had been married to Estella Da Via before I was born. Then something went wrong and no one would speak about it, but the Saldanas and Da Vias had been at each other ever since.

Mother regained her composure. “The Caffarellis are willing to let him become a Saldana and offer us a small dowry.”

I paused. A clipper usually joined another Family officially when a marriage produced a child. Then negotiations would decide which clipper changed Families and who paid a dowry. But the Caffarellis were willing to give us Brand and money if we agreed to this union. How was I worth so much?

Rank, of course. The Saldanas were the first Family, the Caffarellis the fifth. If we agreed to the marriage, their rank would rise drastically, perhaps enough to surpass the Bartolomeos and the Accursos.

The Saldanas as the first Family, and my father as our head, held the most power over the nine Families, but the main reason why we were the first Family was my father’s close friendship with the king.

“All of that aside”—my mother flicked her fingers in the air—“it is a serious claim and we should consider it. Safraella knows we could use the money almost as much as we could use the addition to the Family. That plague may as well have killed us all unless we increase our numbers and funds. It’s a miracle the other Families haven’t made a move against us.”

My stomach sank whenever she spoke like this. Like our rank compared to the other Families was more important than the people we lost. “They wouldn’t dare, Mother. Not with Father’s friendship with the king.”

Mother raised an eyebrow. “It doesn’t matter that your father was the king’s foster brother and his personal guard until Marcello almost ruined this Family. If the other Families were to take a stand against us, Costanzo Sapienza would not stop them. He would not save your father over the lives of the common, over the safety of the country.”

I dropped my gaze. When the king had bowed to Safraella on behalf of the entire country, She had become Lovero’s patron. Before that, people had worshipped whichever god they wanted, and the stone walls had tried to keep the ghosts out. Now almost everyone in Lovero worshipped Safraella, and the king had become our wall. His faith, his belief on behalf of all of us, kept the ghosts away. If he were to falter in his faith, the ghosts would find their way back inside.

“Why is it just me?” I changed the subject. “Matteo is older.”

“Don’t for a second think you’re so special. Just because you’re not privy to our conversations doesn’t mean I’m not discussing marriage prospects with Matteo. Or even Rafeo. Two years has been long enough to grieve.”

Another door down the hall opened and my father stepped out, his dark, curly hair pulled back respectably in a tie. He wore a pair of glasses to help him with reading in the lamplight.

“Ah, Lea. I’ll take your report, if your mother can spare you?”

Saved by my father once again.

Mother dismissed me with a wave of her hand. “Go speak with your father. But we are not done with this talk. You’re plenty old enough to contribute to the growth of this Family.”

I tried not to shudder. Marriage prospects with anyone, even Brand Caffarelli, were something I was not remotely ready to discuss.

My father held open his office door while I walked in. I took a seat and pulled off my mask.

Papers and parchments lay scattered across his desk. A small stack caught my eye: letters from priests putting in their bid to be the new Saldana Family priest. I picked up the one on top, sent from a priest named Faraday from a monastery on the dead plains. We’d been without a priest for two years, but it wasn’t as easy as just choosing anyone. The Family priest was as good as family. He would live with us, counsel us in all matters, keep Family records. He had to be a good fit.

Father sat across from me. “Actually, I don’t really need your report right at this moment.”

I smiled. He always knew the most tactful way to interrupt Mother’s tirades. “We might as well finish it so we don’t have to work in the morning.”

He dipped his pen in the inkwell. “You mean so you don’t have to work in the morning. The work for me, my dear, never ends.”

Father scratched the nib across the paper as I told him about my successful night.

He sighed and set his quill aside. “He didn’t pay












OEBPS/images/9780062363800_Cover.jpg
With everything lost, »
revenge is all that remains.
.
\

PaS S ALS S VRS,

v el \,;rf’ ’
. #RSA AH A'H;IE-RS

“r
= g





OEBPS/images/Titlepage.jpg
ASSASSIN
HEART

SARAH AHIERS





