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            Some hate us, think us
                outlaws to hang at the gallows.
Some fear us, think us demons to burn at the stake.

                Some worship us, think us children of the gods.
But all know us.

            
                –Unknown source on the Young Elites
            

            Adelina Amouteru

            I’m going to die tomorrow
                morning.

            That’s what the Inquisitors tell
                me, anyway, when they visit my cell. I’ve been in here for weeks—I know this
                only because I’ve been counting the number of times my meals come.

            One day. Two days.

            Four days. A week.

            Two weeks.

            Three.

            I stopped counting after that. The hours
                run together, an endless train of nothingness, filled with different slants of light
                and the shiver of cold, wet stone, the pieces of my sanity, the disjointed whispers
                of my thoughts.

            But tomorrow, my time ends.
                They’re going to burn me at the stake in the central market square, for all to
                see. The Inquisitors tell me a crowd has already begun to gather outside.

            I sit straight, the
                way I was always taught. My shoulders don’t touch the wall. It takes me a
                while to realize that I’m rocking back and forth, perhaps to stay sane,
                perhaps just to keep warm. I hum an old lullaby too, one my mother used to sing to
                me when I was very little. I do my best to imitate her voice, a sweet and delicate
                sound, but my notes come out cracked and hoarse, nothing like what I remember. I
                stop trying.

            It’s so damp down here. Water
                trickles from above my door and has painted a groove into the stone wall, discolored
                green and black with grime. My hair is matted, and my nails are caked with blood and
                dirt. I want to scrub them clean. Is it strange that all I can think about on my
                last day is how filthy I am? If my little sister were here, she’d murmur
                something reassuring and soak my hands in warm water.

            I can’t stop wondering if
                she’s okay. She hasn’t come to see me.

            I lower my head into my hands. How did I
                end up like this?

            But I know how, of course. It’s
                because I’m a murderer.
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            It happened several weeks earlier, on a
                stormy night at my father’s villa. I couldn’t sleep. Rain fell and
                lightning reflected off the window of my bedchamber. But even the storm
                couldn’t drown out the conversation from downstairs. My father and his guest
                were talking about me, of course. My father’s late-night conversations were
                always about me.

            I was the talk of my
                family’s eastern Dalia district. Adelina Amouteru? they all said.
                    Oh, she’s one of those who survived the fever a decade ago. Poor thing.
                    Her father will have a hard time marrying her off.
            

            No one meant because I wasn’t
                    beautiful. I’m not being arrogant, only honest. My nursemaid once
                told me that any man who’d ever laid eyes on my late mother was now waiting
                curiously to see how her two daughters would blossom into women. My younger sister,
                Violetta, was only fourteen and already the budding image of perfection. Unlike me,
                Violetta had inherited our mother’s rosy temperament and innocent charm.
                She’d kiss my cheeks and laugh and twirl and dream. When we were very small,
                we’d sit together in the garden and she would braid periwinkles into my hair.
                I would sing to her. She would make up games.

            We loved each other, once.

            My father would bring Violetta jewels
                and watch her clap her hands in delight as he strung them around her neck. He would
                buy her exquisite dresses that arrived in port from the farthest ends of the world.
                He would tell her stories and kiss her good night. He would remind her how beautiful
                she was, how far she would raise our family’s standing with a good marriage,
                how she could attract princes and kings if she desired. Violetta already had a line
                of suitors eager to secure her hand, and my father would tell each of them to be
                patient, that they could not marry her until she turned seventeen. What a caring
                    father, everyone thought.

            Of course, Violetta didn’t escape
                    all of my father’s cruelty. He purposely bought her dresses that were tight and
                painful. He enjoyed seeing her feet bleed from the hard, jeweled shoes he encouraged
                her to wear.

            Still. He loved her, in his own way.
                It’s different, you see, because she was his investment.

            I was another story. Unlike my sister,
                blessed with shining black hair to complement her dark eyes and rich olive skin, I
                am flawed. And by flawed, I mean this: When I was four years old, the blood fever
                reached its peak and everyone in Kenettra barred their homes in a state of panic. No
                use. My mother, sister, and I all came down with the fever. You could always tell
                who was infected—strange, mottled patterns showed up on our skin, our hair and
                lashes flitted from one color to another, and pink, blood-tinged tears ran from our
                eyes. I still remember the smell of sickness in our house, the burn of brandy on my
                lips. My left eye became so swollen that a doctor had to remove it. He did it with a
                red-hot knife and a pair of burning tongs.

            So, yes. You could say I am flawed.

            Marked. A malfetto.
            

            While my sister emerged from the fever
                unscathed, I now have only a scar where my left eye used to be. While my
                sister’s hair remained a glossy black, the strands of my hair and
                lashes turned a strange, ever-shifting silver, so that in the sunlight they look
                close to white, like a winter moon, and in the dark they change to a deep gray,
                shimmering silk spun from metal.

            At least I fared better than Mother did.
                Mother, like every infected adult, died. I
                remember crying in her empty bedchamber each night, wishing the fever had taken
                Father instead.

            My father and his mysterious guest were
                still talking downstairs. My curiosity got the best of me and I swung my legs over
                the side of my bed, crept toward my chamber door on light feet, and opened it a
                crack. Dim candlelight illuminated the hall outside. Below, my father sat across
                from a tall, broad-shouldered man with graying hair at his temples, his hair tied
                back at the nape of his neck in a short, customary tail, the velvet of his coat
                shining black and orange in the light. My father’s coat was velvet too, but
                the material was worn thin. Before the blood fever crippled our country, his clothes
                would have been as luxurious as his guest’s. But now? It’s hard to keep
                good trade relations when you have a malfetto daughter tainting your
                family’s name.

            Both men drank wine. Father must be in a
                negotiating mood tonight, I thought, to have tapped one of our last good casks.

            I opened the door a little wider, crept
                out into the hall, and sat, knees to my chin, along the stairs. My favorite spot.
                Sometimes I’d pretend I was a queen, and that I stood here on a palace balcony
                looking down at my groveling subjects. Now I took up my usual crouch and listened
                closely to the conversation downstairs. As always, I made sure my hair covered my
                scar. My hand rested awkwardly on the staircase. My father had broken my fourth
                finger, and it never healed straight. Even now, I could not curl it properly around
                the railing.

             “I
                don’t mean to insult you, Master Amouteru,” the man said to my father.
                “You were a merchant of good reputation. But that was a long time ago. I
                don’t want to be seen doing business with a malfetto family—bad luck,
                you know. There’s little you can offer me.”

            My father kept a smile on his face. The
                forced smile of a business transaction. “There are still lenders in town who
                work with me. I can pay you back as soon as the port traffic picks up. Tamouran
                silks and spices are in high demand this year—”

            The man looked unimpressed. “The
                king’s dumb as a dog,” he replied. “And dogs are no good at
                running countries. The ports will be slow for years to come, I’m afraid, and
                with the new tax laws, your debts will only grow. How can you possibly repay
                me?”

            My father leaned back in his chair,
                sipped his wine, and sighed. “There must be something I can offer
                you.”

            The man studied his glass of wine
                thoughtfully. The harsh lines of his face made me shiver. “Tell me about
                Adelina. How many offers have you received?”

            My father blushed. As if the wine
                hadn’t left him red enough already. “Offers for Adelina’s hand
                have been slow to come.”

            The man smiled. “None for your
                little abomination, then.”

            My father’s lips tightened.
                “Not as many as I’d like,” he admitted.

            “What do the others say about
                her?”

            “The other suitors?” My
                father rubbed a hand across his face.
                Admitting all my flaws embarrassed him. “They say the same thing. It always
                comes back to her … markings. What can I tell you, sir? No one wants a
                    malfetto bearing his children.”

            The man listened, making sympathetic
                sounds.

            “Haven’t you heard the
                latest news from Estenzia? Two noblemen walking home from the opera were found
                burned to a crisp.” My father had quickly changed tack, hoping now that the
                stranger would take pity on him. “Scorch marks on the wall, their bodies
                melted from the inside out. Everyone is frightened of malfettos, sir. Even
                    you are reluctant to do business with me. Please. I’m
                helpless.”

            I knew what my father spoke of. He was
                referring to very specific malfettos—a rare handful of children who came
                out of the blood fever with scars far darker than mine, frightening abilities that
                don’t belong in this world. Everyone talked about these malfettos in
                hushed whispers; most feared them and called them demons. But I secretly
                held them in awe. People said they could conjure fire out of thin air. Could call
                the wind. Could control beasts. Could disappear. Could kill in the blink of an
                eye.

            If you searched the black market,
                you’d find flat wooden engravings for sale, elaborately carved with their
                names, forbidden collectibles that supposedly meant they would protect
                you—or, at the least, that they would not hurt you. No matter the opinion, everyone
                knew their names. The Reaper. Magiano. The Windwalker. The Alchemist.
            

            The Young Elites.

            The man shook his
                head. “I’ve heard that even the suitors who refuse Adelina still gape at
                her, sick with desire.” He paused. “True, her markings are …
                unfortunate. But a beautiful girl is a beautiful girl.” Something strange
                glinted in his eyes. My stomach twisted at the sight, and I tucked my chin tighter
                against my knees, as if for protection.

            My father looked confused. He sat up
                taller in his chair and pointed his wineglass at the man. “Are you making me
                an offer for Adelina’s hand?”

            The man reached into his coat to produce
                a small brown pouch, then tossed it onto the table. It landed with a heavy clink. As
                a merchant’s daughter, one becomes well acquainted with money—and I could tell
                from the sound and from the size of the coins that the purse was filled to the brim
                with gold talents. I stifled a gasp.

            As my father gaped at the contents, the
                man leaned back and thoughtfully sipped his wine. “I know of the estate taxes
                you haven’t yet paid to the crown. I know of your new debts. And I will cover
                all of them in exchange for your daughter Adelina.”

            My father frowned. “But you have a
                wife.”

            “I do, yes.” The man paused,
                then added, “I never said I wanted to marry her. I am merely
                proposing to take her off your hands.”

            I felt the blood drain from my face.
                “You … want her as your mistress, then?” Father asked.

            The man shrugged. “No nobleman in
                his right mind would make a wife of such a marked girl—she could not possibly attend public affairs on my arm. I have a
                reputation to uphold, Master Amouteru. But I think we can work this out. She will
                have a home, and you will have your gold.” He raised a hand. “One
                condition. I want her now, not in a year. I’ve no patience to wait
                until she turns seventeen.”

            A strange buzzing filled my ears.
                    No boy or girl was allowed to give themselves to another until they
                turned seventeen. This man was asking my father to break the law. To defy the
                gods.

            My father raised an eyebrow, but he
                didn’t argue. “A mistress,” he finally said. “Sir, you must
                know what this will do to my reputation. I might as well sell her to a
                brothel.”

            “And how is your reputation faring
                now? How much damage has she already done to your professional name?” He
                leaned forward. “Surely you’re not insinuating my home is nothing more
                than a common brothel
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                Marie Lu
                

                THE ROSE SOCIETY
	    


			They were the flash of light in a
				stormy sky, the fleeting darkness before dawn. Never have they existed before, nor shall they
				ever exist again.

			
				—Unknown source on the Young Elites
			

			Adelina Amouteru

			“I think he might be here.”

			I’m startled from my thoughts by my sister
				Violetta’s voice. “Hmm?” I murmur, looping my arm through hers as we wind our
				way through a crowded street.

			Violetta purses her lips in a familiar expression
				of concern. She can tell I’m distracted, but I’m grateful she decides to let it go.
				“I said, I think he might be here. In the main square.”

			It is early evening on the longest day of the
				year. We are lost in the thick of a celebration in the city-state of Merroutas, the wealthy,
				bustling crossroads between Kenettra and the Tamouran Empire. The sun has nearly dipped below
				the horizon, and the three moons hang low and plump, ripe golden orbs suspended over the water.
				Merroutas is alight with festivities for the Midsummer Feast of Creation, the start of a month of fasting. Violetta and I wander through the throngs of revelers, lost
				amid the celebration’s rainbow of colors. Both of us are dressed in Tamouran silks
				tonight, our hair wrapped up and our fingers adorned with bronze rings. People draped in jasmine
				garlands are everywhere, packed into the narrow alleys and spilling out into the squares,
				dancing in long lines around domed palaces and bathing temples. We walk past waterways swollen
				with cargo-laden boats and buildings carved in gold and silver with thousands of repeating
				circles and squares. Ornate tapestries hang from balconies in the smoky air. Soldiers pass us by
				in small clusters, wearing billowing silks instead of heavy armor, a moon-and-crown emblem
				stitched onto their sleeves. They’re not the Inquisition Axis, but no doubt they’ve
				heard news of Teren’s orders from across the sea to find us. We steer clear of the
				soldiers.

			I feel as if I were in a haze, the celebrations
				floating around me. It’s strange, really, to look out at all of this joy. What do I do
				with it? It doesn’t feed my energy. Instead, I stay silent, letting Violetta guide us
				through the busy streets, as I return to my dark thoughts.

			Since leaving Kenettra three weeks ago, I have
				woken to whispers at my bedside that fade away seconds later. Other times, the hushed voices
				talk to me when no one else is around. They are not always there, and I cannot always understand
				them even when they are speaking to me. But I can always feel their presence lingering in the
				corners of my mind. There is a blade there, a rotation of sound and silence, a lamp that burns black. A grim, growing fire. This is what they say:

			
				Adelina, why do you blame yourself for Enzo’s death?
			

			I should have had better control over my
				illusions, I respond quietly to the whispers. I could have saved Enzo’s life. I should
				have trusted the Daggers sooner.

			None of it was your fault, the whispers
				in my head argue. You didn’t kill him, after all—it was not your weapon that
					ended his life. So why are you the one cast out? You didn’t have to return to the
					Daggers—you didn’t need to help them rescue Raffaele. And still they turned on you.
					Why does everyone forget your good intentions, Adelina?

			
				Why feel guilty for something that isn’t your fault?
			

			Because I loved him. And now he is gone.

			It’s better this way, the whispers
				say. Haven’t you always waited at the top of the stairs, imagining yourself a
					queen?

			“Adelina,” Violetta says. She tugs on
				my arm and the whispers scatter.

			I shake my head and force myself to concentrate.
				“Are you sure he’s here?” I ask.

			“If not him, then another Elite.”

			We’ve come to Merroutas to flee the
				Inquisition’s prying eyes in Kenettra. It is the nearest place outside of Kenettran
				control, but eventually we’ll make our way south to the Sunlands, far from their
				reach.

			But we also came here for another reason.

			If you had heard stories about only one Young
				Elite, they would have been about a boy named Magiano. Raffaele, the
				beautiful young consort who was once my friend, mentioned Magiano during my afternoon training
				sessions with him. Since then, I’ve heard his name on the lips of countless travelers.

			Some say he was raised by wolves in the dense
				forests of the Ember Isles, a tiny chain of islands far east of Kenettra. Others say he was born
				in the hot Sunland deserts of Domacca, a bastard brought up by wandering nomads. He’s
				rumored to be a wild boy, almost feral, dressed from head to toe in leaves, with a mind and
				hands as quicksilver as a midnight fox. He appeared quite suddenly several years ago, and has
				since avoided arrest by the Inquisition Axis dozens of times, for everything from illegal
				gambling to stealing the Kenettran queen’s crown jewels. As the stories go, he can lure
				you straight off a cliff and into the sea with music from his lute. And when he smiles, his
				teeth shine wickedly bright.

			Though we know he is a Young Elite, no one can
				say for certain what his power is. We can only be sure that he was recently seen here, in
				Merroutas.

			If I were still the same girl from a year ago,
				before I knew I had powers, I’m not sure I would have the courage to search for such a
				notorious Elite. But then I killed my father. I joined the Dagger Society. I betrayed them, and
				they betrayed me. Or perhaps it was the other way around. I can never be sure.

			What I do know is that the Daggers are
				my enemies now. When you’re all alone in a world that hates and fears you, you want to
				find others like yourself. New friends. Elite friends. Friends who
				can help you build your own society.

			Friends like Magiano.

			“Salaam, lovely Tamouran
				girls!”

			We enter another large square near the bay. All
				along the sides are food stalls with steaming pots and street operators in long-nosed masks,
				performing table tricks. One of the food vendors smiles when we look at him. His hair is hidden
				behind a Tamouran wrap, and his beard is dark and well-trimmed. He bows to us. I touch my own
				head instinctively. My silver hair is still short and scraggly from my attempt to cut it off,
				and it stays hidden tonight behind two long strips of gold silk, adorned with a headdress of
				gold tassels dangling above my brows. I have woven an illusion over the scarred side of my face.
				To this man, my pale lashes are black and my eyes are flawless.

			I glance at what he’s selling. Steaming
				pans of stuffed grape leaves, lamb skewers, and warm flatbread. My mouth waters.

			“Pretty girls from the homeland,” he
				coos at us. I don’t understand the rest of what he says, other than “please,
				come!” and “break your fast.” I smile back at him and nod. I’ve never
				been in a city so heavily Tamouran. It almost feels like coming home.

			You could rule a place like this, say
				the whispers in my head, and my heart fills with glee.

			Once we approach his stall, Violetta digs out a
				couple of bronze talents and hands them over to the man. I stay back. I watch
				as she makes him laugh, then he leans over to murmur something and she blushes demurely.
				Violetta responds with a smile that could devastate the sun. At the end of this exchange, she
				turns away with two skewers of meat. As she leaves his stand, the vendor stares at her back
				before turning his attention to new customers. He switches the language of his greeting again.
					“Avei, avei! Forget the gambling and come have some fresh flatbread!”

			Violetta hands a bronze talent to me. “A
				discount,” she says. “Because he liked us.”

			“Sweet Violetta.” I arch an eyebrow
				at her as I take one of the skewers. We’ve kept our purses full so far because I can use
				my powers to steal coins from noblemen. That is my contribution. But Violetta’s skill is
				entirely different. “At this rate, they’ll be paying us to eat their
				food.”

			“That’s what I’m working
				toward.” Violetta looks at me with an innocent smile that’s not innocent at all. Her
				eyes wander the square, pausing where an enormous bonfire burns in front of a temple.
				“We’re getting closer,” she says as she takes a delicate bite. “His
				energy isn’t very strong. It shifts as we go.”

			After we eat, I follow Violetta as she practices
				her power, guiding us in a long, jagged pattern through the mass of people. Every night since we
				fled Estenzia, we’ve sat across from each other and I’ve let her experiment on me,
				like how she used to braid my hair when we were little. She pulls and tugs. Then I blindfold her
				and walk silently around the room, testing whether or not she can sense my location. She reaches out to touch the threads of my energy, studying their structure. I can
				tell she’s getting stronger.

			It frightens me. But Violetta and I made a
				promise after we left the Daggers: We will never use our powers against each other. If
				Violetta wants protection with my illusions, I will always give it. In return, Violetta will
				always leave my abilities untouched. That is all.

			I have to trust someone.

			We wander for almost an hour before Violetta
				stops in the middle of the square. She frowns. I wait beside her, studying her face. “Did
				you lose him?”

			“Maybe,” Violetta replies. I can
				barely hear her over the music. We wait a moment longer before she finally turns to her left,
				nodding for me to follow.

			Violetta pauses again. She turns in a circle, and
				then folds her arms with a sigh. “I lost him again,” she says. “Perhaps we
				should go back the way we came.”

			The words have only just left her mouth when
				another street vendor stops us in our tracks. He is dressed like all the other operators, his
				face entirely obscured by a long-nosed dottore mask, his body shrouded in colorful,
				mismatched robes. At second glance, I notice that those robes are made of luxurious silk, finely
				woven and dyed with rich inks. He takes Violetta’s hand, holds it up to his mask as if to
				kiss it, and puts a hand over his heart. He gestures for both of us to join the small circle
				around his stand.

			I recognize the scheme right away—a
				Kenettran gambling game where the operator places twelve colorful stones before you and asks you to choose three. He’ll then mix the stones underneath cups. You
				often play as a group, and if you are the only one to guess where all three are hidden, then you
				not only win back your own money, but everyone else’s bet along with the operator’s
				entire purse. One look at the operator’s heavy purse tells me he has not lost a round in a
				while.

			The operator bows at us without a word and
				motions for us to choose three stones. He does the same to the others gathered beside us. I look
				on as two other revelers pick their stones enthusiastically. On our other side is a young
					malfetto boy. He is marked by the blood fever with an unseemly black rash across his
				ear and cheek. Behind his thoughtful façade is an undercurrent of fear.

			Mmm. My energy turns toward him like a
				wolf drawn to the scent of blood.

			Violetta leans in close to me. “Let’s
				try a round,” she says, her eyes also pinned to the malfetto boy. “I think
				I sense something.”

			I nod at the street operator, then drop two gold
				talents into his outstretched hand. He bows at me with a flourish. “For my sister and
				me,” I say, pointing at the three stones we want to bet on.

			The operator nods back at us silently. Then he
				starts to mix the stones.

			Violetta and I keep our attention on the
					malfetto boy. He watches the cups spin with a look of concentration. As we wait for
				the operator, the other players look in his direction and laugh. A few
					malfetto jeers are thrown out. The boy just ignores them.

			Finally, the operator stops spinning the cups. He
				lines up all twelve in a row, then folds his arms back into his robes and signals at all the
				players to guess which cups their stones are in.

			“Four, seven, and eight,” the first
				player calls out, slapping the operator’s table.

			“Two, five, nine,” another player
				replies.

			Two more shout out their guesses.

			The operator turns to us. I lift my head.
				“One, two, and three,” I say. The others laugh a little at my bet, but I ignore
				them.

			The malfetto boy casts his bet too.
				“Six, seven, and twelve,” he calls out.

			The operator lifts the first cup, then the second
				and third. I’ve already lost. I pretend to look disappointed, but my attention stays
				focused on the malfetto boy. Six, seven, and twelve. When the operator gets to
				the sixth cup, he flips it over to reveal that the boy had chosen correctly.

			The operator points to the boy. He whoops. The
				other players cast him an ugly look.

			The operator lifts the seventh cup. The boy has
				guessed correctly again. The other players start to look at one another nervously. If the boy
				gets the last one wrong, we all lose to the operator. But if the boy has guessed the third one
				correctly, then he gets all of our money.

			The operator overturns the
				final cup. The boy is correct. He wins.

			The operator glances up sharply. The
					malfetto boy lets out a surprised shout of joy, while the other players glare angrily
				at him. Hate appears in their chests as sparks, flashes of energy that merge into black
				spots.

			“What do you think?” I ask Violetta.
				“Do you sense anything about his energy?”

			Violetta’s gaze stays fixed on the
				celebrating boy. “Follow him.”

			The operator reluctantly hands over his purse,
				along with the money that the rest of us bet. As the boy collects the coins, I observe the other
				players muttering among themselves. When the boy leaves the operator’s stand, the others
				trail behind him, their faces tight and shoulders tense.

			They are going to attack him. “Let’s
				go,” I whisper to Violetta. She follows without a word.

			For a while, the boy seems too happy with his
				winnings to recognize the danger he has put himself in. It isn’t until he reaches the edge
				of the square that he notices the other players. He keeps going, but now at a nervous pace. I
				sense his inkling of fear grow to a steady trickle, and the sweet taste of it entices me.

			The boy darts out of the square and onto a narrow
				side street where the lights are dim and the people are scarce. Violetta and I settle into the
				shadows, and I paint a subtle illusion over us to keep us hidden. I frown at the boy. A person as notorious as Magiano surely wouldn’t be this tactless.

			Finally, one of the other gamblers catches up
				with him. Before the boy can lift up his hands, the gambler trips him.

			A second gambler pretends to stumble over his
				body, but kicks him in the stomach as he goes. The boy yelps and his fear changes to
				terror—now I can see the threads of it hovering over him in a dark, shimmering web.

			In the blink of an eye, the other gamblers have
				surrounded him. One grabs him by his shirt and shoves him up against the wall. His head hits it
				hard, and in an instant, his eyes roll back. He collapses to the ground and curls up into a
				ball.

			“Why did you run away?” one of them
				says to the malfetto. “You seemed to be enjoying yourself, cheating us out of all
				our money.”

			The others chime in.

			“What does a malfetto need all
				that money for, anyway?”

			“Going to hire a dottore to fix
				your markings?”

			“Hiring a whore so you can find out what
				it’s like?”

			I just watch. When I first joined the Daggers and
				witnessed malfettos being abused, I would go back to my chamber and cry. I’ve
				seen it enough times now to stay composed, to let the fear of such a scene feed me without
				feeling guilty about it. So as the attackers continue to torture the boy, I stand by and feel
				nothing but anticipation.

			The malfetto boy scrambles to his feet
				before the others can strike him again—he dashes down the street. They
				pursue him.

			“He’s not an Elite,” Violetta
				murmurs as they go. She shakes her head, her expression genuinely puzzled. “I’m
				sorry. I must have sensed someone else.”

			I don’t know why I feel a desire to keep
				following the group. If he’s not Magiano, then I have no reason to help him. Perhaps
				it’s pent-up frustration or the allure of dark feelings. Or the memory of the
				Daggers’ refusal to ever risk saving malfettos unless they were Elites. Perhaps
				it’s the memory of myself pushed against an iron stake, pelted with stones, waiting to
				burn before an entire city.

			For a fleeting moment, I imagine that if I were
				queen, I could make the act of hurting malfettos a crime. I could execute this
				boy’s pursuers with a single command.

			I start hurrying after them. “Come
				on,” I urge Violetta.

			“Don’t,” she starts to tell me,
				even though she knows it’s pointless.

			“I’ll be nice.” I smile.

			She raises an eyebrow at me. “Your idea of
					nice is different from others’.”

			We hurry along in the darkness, invisible behind
				an illusion I’ve woven. Shouts come from up ahead as the boy turns a corner in an attempt
				to throw off his pursuers. No use. As we draw near, I hear the others catch up to him and his
				cry of pain ring out. When we turn the corner too, the attackers have completely surrounded him.
				One of them knocks the boy to the ground with a blow to the face.

			I act before I can stop
				myself. In one move, I reach out and push aside the threads hiding us from view. Then I walk
				straight into their circle. Violetta stays where she is, looking on quietly.

			It takes a moment for the attackers to notice me
				there—not until I walk right over to the quivering malfetto boy and stand in
				front of him do they finally see me. They hesitate.

			“What’s this?” the ringleader
				mutters, confused for a moment. His eyes dart across the illusion still covering my scarred
				face. What he sees is a whole, beautiful girl. His grin returns. “Is this your whore,
				filthy malfetto?” he taunts the boy. “How did you get so lucky?”

			A woman beside him gives me a suspicious look.
				“She was the other gambler in our circle,” she says to the others. “She
				probably helped the boy win.”

			“Ah, you’re right,” the
				ringleader replies. He turns on me. “Do you have other winnings on you, then? Your share,
				perhaps?”

			A couple of the other attackers don’t seem
				so sure. One of them notices the smile on my face and gives me a nervous stare, then looks back
				at where Violetta waits. “Let’s just finish this,” he protests, holding up a
				pouch. “We got the money back already.”

			The ringleader clicks his tongue. “We are
				not making a habit of letting people go,” he replies. “Nobody likes a
				cheat.”

			I shouldn’t be using my powers so
				carelessly. But this is a secluded alley, and I can’t resist the temptation anymore.
				Outside their ring, Violetta tugs faintly against my energy in protest,
				sensing my next move. I ignore her and stand my ground, slowly unraveling the illusion over my
				face. My features quiver, transforming gradually so that a long scar begins to emerge over my
				left eye, then the disfigured skin where my eye used to be, the rough, abused flesh from an old
				wound. My dark lashes turn pale silver. I’ve been working on the precision of my
				illusions, how fast and slow I can weave them. I can wield my threads of energy more accurately
				now. Bit by bit, I reveal my true self to the ring of people.

			They stare, frozen in place, at the scarred side
				of my face. I’m surprised that I enjoy their reaction. They don’t even seem to
				notice the malfetto boy scrambling out of the circle to press himself against the
				closest wall.

			The ringleader scowls at me before pulling out a
				knife. “A demon,” he says, with a subtle note of uncertainty.

			“Perhaps,” I reply. My voice comes
				out cold. It’s a voice I am still getting used to.

			The man is about to attack when something on the
				ground distracts him. He looks down at the cobblestones—and there, he sees a tiny ribbon
				of bright red snaking its way along the grooves. It looks like a little lost creature, wandering
				back and forth. The man’s brows furrow. He leans down toward the tiny illusion.

			Then the red line bursts into a dozen more lines,
				all darting away in different directions, leaving trails of blood in their wake. Everyone jerks
				backward.

			“What in the gods—?” he
				starts.

			I weave the lines furiously
				across the ground and then up along the walls, dozens turning into hundreds into thousands,
				until the entire street is covered in a harsh field of them. I blot out the light filtering down
				from the lanterns and create an illusion of scarlet storm clouds overhead.

			The man’s composure cracks, revealing
				alarm. His companions take hurried steps away from me as the bloody lines cover the street. Fear
				clouds their chests, and the feeling sends a surge of strength and hunger through me. My
				illusions make them afraid and, in turn, their fear makes me stronger.

			Stop. I can feel Violetta pulling on my
				energy again. Maybe I should. These attackers have already lost their thirst for more money,
				after all. But instead, I shrug her off and keep going. This game is fun. I used to be more
				ashamed of such a feeling, but now I think—why shouldn’t I hate? Why shouldn’t
				it bring me joy?

			The man suddenly lifts his knife again. I keep
				weaving. You can’t see the knife, the whispers in my head taunt him. Where is
					it? You just had it a moment ago, but you must have left it somewhere. Even though I can
				see the weapon, he looks down at his hand with rage and bewilderment. To him, the knife has
				vanished completely.

			The attackers finally give in to their
				fear—several flee, while others huddle against the wall, frozen. The ringleader turns and
				tries to run away. I bare my teeth. Then I snap the thousands of bloody lines across him,
				pulling them as tight as I can, making him feel the slice and burn of razor-thin threads ripping across his flesh. The ringleader’s eyes bulge for a moment before he
				falls, shrieking, to the ground. I tighten the sharp threads around him like a spider trapping
				prey in her silken web. It feels like the strings are sawing through your skin,
					doesn’t it?

			“Adelina,” my sister calls out
				urgently. “The others.”

			I take in her warning just in time to see two
				others gather enough courage to rush toward me—the woman from earlier and another man. I
				lash out, washing the illusion over them too. They fall. They think their skin is being ripped
				from their flesh, and the agony bends them over double.

			I am concentrating so hard that my hands are
				shaking. The man struggles toward the end of the street, and I let him crawl. What must it be
				like, seeing the world right now from his point of view? I continue pouring the illusion over
				him, imagining what he must be seeing and feeling. He begins to sob, using all of his strength
				for every movement.

			It is nice, being powerful. Seeing others bend to
				your will. I imagine this must be how kings and queens feel—that with just a few words,
				they can ignite a war or enslave an entire population. This must be what I fantasized about as a
				little girl, crouching on the stairs of my old home, pretending to wear a heavy crown on my head
				and look out at a sea of kneeling figures.

			“Adelina, no,” Violetta whispers.
				She’s standing beside me now, but I am so focused on what I’m doing that I hardly
				sense her there. “You’ve taught them enough of a lesson. Let them go.”

			I tighten my fists and keep
				going. “You could stop me,” I reply with a tight smile, “if you really wanted
				to.”

			Violetta doesn’t argue my point. Perhaps,
				deep down, she even wants me to do it. She wants to see me defend myself. So instead of forcing
				me to stop, she puts a hand on my arm, reminding me of our promise to each other.

			“The malfetto boy escaped,”
				she says. Her voice is very soft. “Save your fury for something greater.”

			Something in her voice cuts through my anger.
				Suddenly, I feel the exhaustion of using so much energy all at once. I release the man from my
				illusion’s hold. He collapses onto the cobblestones, clutching at his chest as if he could
				still feel the threads cutting through his flesh. His face is a mess of tears and spit. I take a
				step back, feeling weak.

			“You’re right,” I mutter at
				Violetta.

			She only sighs in relief and steadies me.

			I lean down toward the trembling ringleader so
				that he can have a good look at my scarred face. He can’t even bring himself to look up at
				me. “I’ll be watching you,” I say. It doesn’t matter if my words are
				true or not. In his state, I know he won’t dare test it. Instead, he just nods in a rapid,
				jerky movement. Then he staggers to his feet and runs away.

			The others do the same. Their footsteps echo down
				the street until they turn the corner, where the sound blends into the noise of the festivities.
				In their absence, I release my breath, my courage spent, and turn to Violetta. She looks deathly
				pale. Her hand has clasped mine so tightly that our fingers have turned
				white. We stand together on the nowsilent street. I shake my head.

			The malfetto boy we saved couldn’t
				have been Magiano. He isn’t an Elite. And even if he were, he’s already run away. I
				sigh, then kneel down and steady myself against the ground. The entire incident has only left me
				bitter. Why didn’t you kill him? the whispers in the back of my head say to me,
				upset.

			I don’t know how long we stay here before a
				faint, muffled voice overhead startles us.

			“So much for being nice, eh?” it
				says.

			The voice is oddly familiar. I glance around at
				the higher floors around us, but in the darkness, it’s hard to make out anything. I take a
				step back into the middle of the street. Off in the distance, the sounds of celebrations
				continue.

			Violetta tugs my hand. Her eyes are fixed on a
				balcony across from us. “Him,” she whispers. When I look, I finally see a masked
				figure leaning against the balcony’s marble ledge, watching us in silence—it’s
				the operator who ran our gambling game.

			My sister leans close to me. “He’s an
				Elite. He’s the one I sensed.”

        
    
        

			The irony of life is that those who
				wear masks often tell us more truths than those with open faces.

			—Masquerade, by Salvatore
					Laccona

			Adelina Amouteru

			He doesn’t react when he sees us looking
				back.

			Instead, he stays slouched against the wall and
				unstraps a lute from his back. He plucks a few strings thoughtfully, as if tuning the
				instrument, and then flings off his dottore mask with a grunt of impatience. Dozens of
				long, dark braids tumble down around his shoulders. His robes are loose and unbuttoned halfway
				down his chest, and rows of thick gold bangles adorn both of his arms, bright against his bronze
				skin. I can’t make out his features well, but even from here, I can tell that his eyes are
				a bold honey color and they seem to glow in the night.

			“I’ve been watching you two make your
				way through the crowds,” he continues with a sly smile. His gaze shifts to Violetta.
				“It’s impossible not to notice someone like you. The trail of broken hearts left in
				your wake must be long and fraught with peril. And yet, I’m sure
				suitors continue to throw themselves at your feet, desperate for a chance to win your
				affection.”

			Violetta frowns. “I beg your
				pardon?”

			“You’re beautiful.”

			Violetta flushes bright red. I step closer to the
				balcony. “And who are you?” I call up to him.

			His notes turn into a melody as he starts to play
				in earnest. The tune distracts me—despite his flippant attitude, he plays with skill.
					Hypnotizing skill. There was a place behind my old home where Violetta and I used to
				hide inside the hollows of the trees. Whenever the wind rustled through the leaves, it sounded
				like laughter in the air, and we would imagine it was the laughter of the gods as they enjoyed a
				cool spring afternoon. This mysterious person’s music reminds me of that sound. His
				fingers run along the length of the lute’s strings in fluid strokes, the song as natural
				as a sunset.

			Violetta glances at me, and I realize he is
				making up the tune on the spot.

			
				He can lure you straight off a cliff and into the sea with music from his lute.
			

			“As for you,” the boy says
				in between notes, shifting his attention from Violetta to me. “How’d you do
				it?”

			I blink at him, still distracted. “Do
				what?” I reply.

			He pauses long enough to shoot an irritated
				glance at me. “Oh, for the gods’ sakes, stop being so coy.” His voice stays nonchalant as he plays. “You’re obviously an Elite. So.
				How’d you do it, with the blood lines and the knife?”

			Violetta gives me a quiet nod before I go on.
				“My sister and I have been searching for someone for months,” I say.

			“Is that so? Didn’t know my little
				gambling stand was so popular.”

			“We’re looking for a Young Elite
				named Magiano.”

			He stops talking and plays through a fast series
				of notes. His fingers fly along the lute’s strings in a blur of motion, but the notes each
				come out crisp and clear, absolute perfection. He plays for what seems like a long time. There
				is a story in his notes as he makes up the melody, something cheery and wistful, maybe even
				humorous, some secret joke. I want him to answer us, but at the same time, I don’t want
				him to stop playing.

			Finally, he pauses to look at me.
				“Who’s Magiano?”

			Violetta makes a muffled sound, while I
				can’t help but cross my arms and sniff in disbelief. “Surely you’ve heard of
				Magiano,” my sister says.

			He turns his head to the side, then gives
				Violetta a winsome smile. “If you came here to ask me my opinions about imaginary people,
				my love, then you’re wasting your time. The only Magiano I’ve ever heard of is a
				threat mothers use to make their children tell the truth.” He waves one hand in the air.
				“You know. If you don’t stop lying, Magiano will steal your tongue. If you
					don’t pay proper tribute to the gods on Sapienday, Magiano will devour your
				pets.”

			I open my mouth to say
				something, but he continues as if talking to himself. “That’s enough proof, I
				think,” he replies with a shrug. “Eating pets is disgusting, and stealing tongues is
				rude. Who would do such a thing?”

			A little ribbon of doubt creeps into my chest.
				What if he’s telling us the truth? He certainly doesn’t look like the boy from all
				the stories. “How do you operate your gambling game and win so frequently?”

			“Ah, that.” The boy
				continues playing his song for a while. Then he stops abruptly, leans down toward us, and holds
				both hands up. He smiles again, flashing his teeth. “Magic.”

			I smile back. “Magiano’s tricks, you
				mean.”

			“Is that where the word comes from?”
				he asks lightheartedly before slouching backward again. “I didn’t know.” His
				fingers find the lute’s strings and continue playing. I can tell we’re losing his
				interest. “Nothing more than sleights of hand, my love, tricks of the light and a
				perceptive use of distraction. And, you know, the help of an assistant. He’s probably
				still hiding somewhere, stupid boy, scared out of his wits. I warned him not to run.” He
				pauses. “That’s why I’m here talking to you, you know. I wanted to tell you
				both that I’m grateful you saved my helper, and now I’m going to leave you to enjoy
				your night. Best of luck to you in finding your Young Elite.”

			The other malfetto was working with
					him all along. I take a deep breath. Something about the way he says Young Elite
				triggers an old memory. He does sound familiar. I know I’ve heard his voice before. But where? I frown, trying to place the memory. Where, where
					…

			And then I realize it.

			My prison mate. When the Inquisition first
				arrested me and threw me in their dungeons, I had a half-crazed companion in the cell next to my
				own. A laughing, giggling, singsong voice, one belonging to someone who I’d thought had
				gone mad from his long imprisonment. 

			
				Girl. They say you’re a Young Elite. Well, are you?
			

			He sees the recognition in my eyes, because he
				pauses again in his playing. “You’re making a very odd face,” he says.
				“Did you eat a bad lamb skewer? That happened to me once.”

			“We were in prison together.”

			He stops at my words. Freezes. “I’m
				sorry?”

			“We were in the same prison. In the city of
				Dalia, some months ago. You must remember—I know your voice.” I take a deep breath,
				revisiting the memory. “I was sentenced to burn that day.”

			When I squint at him in the darkness, I notice
				that he has stopped smiling. He turns his full stare on me.

			“You’re Adelina Amouteru,” he
				murmurs to himself, his gaze wandering across my face with renewed interest. “Yes, of
				course, of course you are. I should have sensed it.”

			I nod. For a moment, I wonder if perhaps
				I’ve told him too much. Does he know that the Inquisition wants us? What if he decides to
				turn us in to the Merroutas soldiers?

			He considers me for what
				seems like hours. “You saved my life that day,” he adds.

			I frown in confusion. “How?”

			He smiles again, but it’s different from
				the sweet grin he gave Violetta. No, I’ve never seen a smile quite like
				this—cat-like, one that slants the corners of his eyes and gives him, for a moment, a
				fierce and savage look. The tips of his canines gleam. His expression has transformed his entire
				face, turning him into someone both intimidating and charismatic, and every thread of his
				attention is now trained on me, as if nothing else in the world existed. He seems to have
				forgotten about Violetta entirely. I don’t know what to make of this, but I can feel my
				cheeks starting to flush.

			He stares at me without blinking, humming with
				the music as he plays. Then he looks away and speaks again. “If you are searching for
				Magiano, you will have better luck finding him in the abandoned bath halls of southern
				Merroutas, a building once called the Little Baths of Bethesda. Go there tomorrow morning at
				first light. I’ve heard he prefers negotiating in private places.” He holds a finger
				up. “But be warned—he doesn’t take orders from anyone. If you want to talk to
				him, you’ll have to give him a good reason.”

			And before Violetta or I can say anything in
				return, he pushes away from the balcony, turns his back, and disappears inside the building.
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