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1

In the elegant capital city of the Archduchy of Estarion, the easternmost principality of the Serafin Empire

It was a cool, rainy evening in Estaviel City when Estarion’s Archduke decided not, after all, to give his in-laws the gift of his own early demise.

He was at the opera when the decision crystallized within him, sitting in the velvet-hung cage of the royal box. His father-in-law, Estarion’s Chief Minister, sat straight-backed beside him, silver moustache magnificently waxed and uniformed chest glittering with medals. His burly brother-in-law, the high general of Estarion’s armies, lounged carelessly on his other side, one leg spread out to block him from going anywhere. On the stage below, a soprano warbled tunefully about lost love, while opera glasses sparkled eagerly across the tiers, all fixed upon the most famous young widower in the audience: Archduke Felix Augustus von Estarion.

The Archduke was, of course, clothed in endless black. It was the only color ever to be found in his wardrobe nowadays, no matter how many times he requested otherwise. It would make the perfect, breathlessly awaited climax to this evening’s public performance for him to simply lean forward, overwhelmed by his so-famous grief, and topple from the high royal box onto the stage below.

Felix, the twenty-three-year-old man behind the title, had grieved his wife’s death thirteen months ago. He had grown up with Emmeline, the kindhearted daughter of his grim regent and one of the only other children he’d ever been allowed to meet. They had protected one another against her father as well as possible throughout their shared childhood, and the quiet moments of peace they’d found together had formed his sweetest memories during those cold years.

Felix had been not only glad but desperately relieved when he’d first learned, on the cusp of adulthood, that she was the bride chosen for him by the Count, rather than some foreign stranger. When Emmeline had unexpectedly been taken ill, he had held her hand to the very end—and when her eyes had been shut by the highest of the attending physicians, he had lost all dignity and wept before witnesses for the first time since his parents had died and Count von Hertzendorff had arrived to instill brutal rules of discipline upon him.

He was surprised, at the time, that his father-in-law allowed so many servants and courtiers to witness such a shameful breakdown. It was only when he finally emerged from the fog of grief, several months later, that he realized the simple truth: with Emmeline’s death, Count von Hertzendorff had lost his prime claim to the Archduchy of Estarion—so he was already planning his next move.

At three-and-twenty, Felix was too old to require a regent. In the eyes of the law, he could—theoretically—dismiss his father-in-law from the role of Chief Minister and wrench control of the army from his brother-in-law’s violent grasp. He could even choose to wed again and bring a rival family into power.

It all seemed wildly unlikely to Felix himself, who barely knew any of the other members of his high cabinet and had never been allowed a private conversation with any of them . . . but Count Gerhard von Hertzendorff had not become the most powerful man in Estarion by dismissing any potential threats on the horizon. He had been preparing, even at the moment of his daughter’s deeply disappointing death, for the worst that he could imagine to happen . . . and Felix had played directly into his hands with his “unmanly” display of emotion.

The Count would never willingly give up the power he had seized fifteen years ago. Having been appointed temporary Regent by his fellow members of Estarion’s high cabinet, he had chosen to appoint himself Chief Minister on the day of Felix’s eighteenth birthday, although he’d had the political sense to send out that proclamation in Felix’s name.

By then, Felix hadn’t even tried to protest. He had been taught for years, by means of ruthless beatings, strategic isolation, and carefully calculated starvation, that the Count would brook no challenges to his authority . . . and Count von Hertzendorff recognized no mercy when it came to enforcing his will.

The laws of the Empire and the force of public opinion were both strong enough that he couldn’t push Felix over the balcony now, in front of hundreds of fascinated onlookers. However, he could make utterly certain that no one would be surprised when news of the Archduke’s eventual, tragically self-inflicted death was finally released to the newspapers.

Felix had no doubt that all the details of that upcoming death had already been carefully planned.

He’d learned when he was young that the only way to survive and ensure Emmeline’s safety was to bury himself in the dreamy world of books and poetry and leave every higher decision to the Count’s authority. But as Felix looked across the sea of glittering opera glasses now, an astonishing realization suddenly formed within him. Those old flames of rebellion, which he’d thought so thoroughly quashed years ago, popped up a few last, burning embers after all.

He had nothing left to lose.

Emmeline was gone. There was no one else he cared for. Count von Hertzendorff had taken the utmost care to manage that state of affairs by keeping a steady flow of new servants in regular rotation.

In other words . . . no one Felix loved could possibly be hurt by his actions anymore.

The shining liberation of that realization lifted him up out of his cushioned seat and all the way to his feet. As the entire audience gasped with shock at his first-ever public breach of protocol, he opened his mouth and drew a deep breath to speak every damning truth at the top of his lungs for everyone to hear and every newspaper to report across the continent . . .

Just as his brother-in-law’s steel-toed military boot—hidden from the rest of the audience by the low, swag-draped wall of the opera box—swept out to slam into the back of his knee, sending Felix toppling back into his seat with an undignified, yelping crash.

“The Archduke is ill!” the high general bellowed, pressing one large hand firmly against Felix’s chest to hold him down. “Close the curtains!”

Uniformed footmen leapt forward to untie the silk ropes that held thick crimson curtains open around their box.

“No,” Felix gritted, pushing against his brother-in-law’s grip, “wait! I—”

The curtains fell closed around them as a roar of sound filled the rest of the theatre, the audience losing all interest in the drama onstage.

There was no chance of being heard outside the royal box anymore.

“What the devil do you think you’re playing at?” His brother-in-law, Radomir, shifted his grip to a hard clamp on Felix’s closest wrist to keep him safely pinned. “Thinking of taking up a singing career, little brother? I wouldn’t try it, with your voice.”

“Enough of this nonsense,” snapped Felix’s father-in-law, glowering over his moustache. “We’ll have a physician summoned to the box, then bundle him home before he can cause any more trouble. You and I will stay here so no one goes into hysterics. In the meantime . . .”

Ignoring Felix, as usual whenever politics came up, the Count held up a letter that had been discreetly passed to him by a servant during the opera’s first act. “What’s all this nonsense about surrender to the Witch of the East? Do you have any idea how many hundreds of gildar we’ve sent her uncle over the years to keep those cursed mountains under our control? Damn it, Kitvaria’s directly on our border. We can’t let her little uprising win!”

“Sorry. I called back our final troops this morning . . . at least, the hundred that survived.” Radomir shrugged. “I was planning to tell you after tonight’s performance: there’s no use wasting money on any more attempts at taking back that kingdom for her uncle. It’s not worth it, even for the sake of protecting our border. She’s set a damned unbreakable spell around the whole thing. No one with an offensive weapon or a military uniform can even pass into her territory anymore! And when you add in all the monsters and misfits who’ve followed her in there over the past few months, wanting nothing more than to tear apart any civilized invaders . . .”

“Unbelievable.” The Count crumpled the letter in his hands. “So we’re to admit humiliation and defeat and leave her squatting like a spider on the very edge of Estarion? Thumbing her nose at the Empire without a qualm?”

“Unless the Emperor decides, for once, to send his own people to deal with her instead of wasting ours . . . yes,” said his son flatly. “Unless you want her to take over Estarion next—because so far, none of our troops or wizards have managed to cause her the slightest bit of trouble.”

The look of simmering fury in the Count’s hard grey eyes sent instinctive dread into Felix’s heart. He knew only too well what could come of that sort of rage. His scarred back still twinged at the memories of it.

But apparently, there was now one person in the world whom even the Count couldn’t intimidate . . .

Which meant that Felix had just discovered exactly where to run.

He only had to find a way in.
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At Kadaric Castle, deep in the wild, uncivilized Kitvarian Mountains

Four nights later

What you don’t seem to understand,” said the witch of Kadaric Castle, without looking up from the glittering silver powder that she was carefully measuring into a copper tube, “is that this is a highly inconvenient evening for a dark wizard to turn up. You know what they’re like, Morlokk—all ominous glowering and puffs of smoke and noisy incantations. They’re so desperate for attention, the first few days of any visit are always fatal to my work. Now that we’re finally finished with all of that tedious fighting, I’m in the middle of a particularly interesting experiment—”

“And yet,” said her majordomo, “the fact remains, Your Majesty, that a man in an all-enveloping cloak is currently on the road approaching our castle, clearly in answer to the advertisement that you directed me to place when we took over your uncle’s library. And if you recall any of the tantrums that other wizards have thrown in the past when they did not receive what they termed a proper welcome to our last home . . .”

The witch, Saskia, winced, her fingers stilling mid-measure. “Oh, yes, I do recall. The front hall . . . and the library . . . and the kitchen, too, wasn’t it, last time?”

“Our last keep and its inhabitants,” pronounced Morlokk, “eventually recovered from every incident we faced. We shall continue to persevere in this castle when required. However, we would all prefer to avoid any more such unnecessary calamities . . . if you think it possible.” It was difficult for an ogre to look wry; their craggy faces weren’t built for subtlety. But Morlokk had been Saskia’s majordomo for years, and he had never yet shied from a challenge.

“I see.” Saskia gave one last, wistful look at the closed beaker full of bubbling green liquid that she’d been just about to unstop for the next step of her project. “Well, you’d better show him in as soon as he arrives, then.”

“. . . Mmm?” One bushy green eyebrow rose meaningfully.

Saskia followed his gaze across her outfit: the comfortably worn old grey gown covered by a sensible apron, itself covered with stains from old experiments, and a cheerful purple handkerchief that held her long, thick hair out of danger’s way.

She liked that handkerchief. It had been sewn for her by a wickedly bawdy old goblin chieftain last year. She thought it looked quite well against her pitch-black hair and pale skin.

She sighed, though, as she accepted the inevitability. “You’re right, of course. As usual.” Shaking her head, she stepped back from the lectern where she kept her notes. “I’ll be ready in a quarter of an hour. If you could prepare the entrance chamber?”

“I’ll start the skulls boiling now,” said Morlokk, and he bowed his way out of the room, letting the heavy wooden door fall shut behind him.

Saskia’s shoulders sagged as she trudged towards the door at the opposite side of the room, leaving behind all of her lovely, smelly, interesting magic to prepare herself to overawe yet another tedious wizard.

Really, if she’d known how much protocol was involved in being a famously wicked queen, she might never have overthrown her uncle in the first place.
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The first sign that Felix was nearing his destination came when a line of skulls suddenly burst into flames directly ahead of him. Green fire belched from open eye sockets and gaping jaws all along the winding road. It led high up the mountain to a massive, shadowy castle in the distance, finally lit now by those wildly leaping flames.

It was an intensely unnerving sight. But in the last four days, Felix had faced so many unnerving new discoveries that he was almost—almost—inured to any shock.

He’d been so lucky—suspiciously lucky!—in his escape from the archducal palace that he’d spent the first day of his journey unable to stop peering over the shoulder of the all-enveloping hooded black cloak that he’d scavenged from the depths of his wardrobe as his only, paltry means of disguise. Why hadn’t anyone caught him on his stealthy way out? Was this all a trap?

Of course, he hadn’t dared show himself in the archducal stables, and without any coins, he couldn’t hire a horse for his journey, either. Incredibly, though, Felix had found a mare grazing unattended in a farmer’s field, only four hours’ walk from Estaviel City. Guilt had nearly choked him at the theft, but desperation had won the internal battle.

He’d find a way to repay that farmer one day. He would. And with luck, that sweet mare would have found her way home by now, too . . . because no matter how desperate he might have become, Felix wasn’t cruel enough to risk her life with his in the terrifying, thirty-foot-high wall of rippling magic he’d found waiting for him on the Kitvarian border.

It was that impossible sight that had brought home the reality of his destination. As he’d stared at that eerily rippling line of air before him, stretching across the horizon to both sides, every hair on Felix’s arms had stood up with prickling awareness.

Over the years, he’d seen more than one public demonstration of strength performed by Gilded Wizards in the Serafin Empire’s service—but even when three or four of those highly trained wizards worked together, not one of their demonstrations neared this level of power. Yet the notorious Witch Queen of Kitvaria had famously created this on her own.

How could any mortal hold so much magic in her body? And how could anyone stand against her?

Leaving the mare behind, he’d stepped through her creation with his eyes held fatalistically wide open, prepared to accept whatever came.

What he’d actually found on the other side was three hulking, moss-covered trolls with five-foot clubs lying in wait for any would-be invaders. They, too, had formed an overwhelming sight—the first magical creatures he’d ever seen outside of books, clearly prepared to enact brutal violence upon him, just as every warning pamphlet in the Empire claimed—but the fact that they waved him on after a cursory look at his black cloak had stunned him even more.

He supposed the fact that he wasn’t carrying a weapon must have been proven when he’d crossed through the barrier. Still, he’d expected, at the very least, a demand for his intentions before they allowed him to safely pass into their kingdom. Instead, they voluntarily offered up gruff directions to the queen’s own castle before he could even ask that question.

It was almost as if they’d been expecting him . . . which would have worried him far more if he hadn’t already been floating in a haze of disbelief, sleeplessness, and surreality.

How could all of this have been so easy?

He’d tried to escape so many times when he was young. He’d made such careful, detailed plans every time, only to be thwarted, again and again, until he’d finally learned better. The Count was always waiting, always ready, impossible ever to defeat . . .

So it had been almost eight years since the last time he’d even tried. After that last attempt, he had finally given in, his back in shreds, his voice hoarse with screams, and his chest suffused with a despair so deep, it felt almost like relief. If there was nothing left to hope for, he’d thought, then at least there was nothing left to fear.

How many years ago had the Count finally relaxed his guard?

The bitterness of that question could have brought him to his knees. But the sloping mountain path that led to Kadaric Castle was far too narrow and rocky to risk any stumbles. It was, in fact, an absurdly impractical place to seat the center of any government—even Felix knew that much. But then, the sort of person who greeted her visitors with flaming skulls probably didn’t care what anyone else thought of her decisions.

According to the stories he’d heard, Queen Saskia not only delighted in surrounding herself with vicious, inhuman monsters—she was one herself and always had been.

By the time he reached the final pair of skulls, Felix wasn’t even surprised to see the great black wooden doors swing open before him without a single servant in sight. The flaring green light from the skulls sent lurid streaks into the darkness of the entry hall beyond.

The only magic ever allowed in any of the twelve archduchies that made up the Serafin Empire was carefully leashed Gilded Wizardry, kept safe for the nonmagical citizens through rigorous, lifelong Imperial training and strictly enforced regulations. Before he’d crossed into Kitvaria, Felix had never seen a nonhuman creature in his life. Until today, he couldn’t have imagined the sight before him.

But the only way to guarantee his own survival was to secure the patronage of a ruler more powerful than the Count—and he could only pray that Queen Saskia’s enmity with his tormentor would convince her to grant him shelter in this kingdom, so famously full of all manner of magical horrors and misfits.

If she decided to feed him to her monstrous friends instead?

Well . . .

Felix lifted his head and squared his shoulders beneath his cloak. At least, for once—no matter what happened next—his father-in-law wouldn’t have the satisfaction of deciding his fate.

Felix took his life into his own hands for the first time in far too long and stepped into the gaping hole of the castle entrance.
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Saskia’s crown of bones was poking into her skull, and it itched. She would have reached up to rearrange it—or at least to give her head a good scratch—but Morlokk loomed on one side of her massive throne while Mrs. Haglitz crouched on the other, both looking appropriately doom-ridden and forbidding. She couldn’t bear the looks of disappointment she would get if she let them down so badly.

So she lifted her chin and curled her upper lip into an appropriately disdainful sneer as she flicked her fingers in the direction of the great doors at the opposite end of the reception hall. They crashed open in response to her command, and she prepared to look unimpressed.

It wasn’t difficult. A tall, slim figure stepped silently into the hall, wearing a cloak so oversized it could have hidden half an army and pacing as slowly and deliberately across the ancient flagstones as if he were waiting for a cheering crowd to hail his wizardly progress.

Honestly, how many more times would she find herself inflicted with men so drunk on their own power that they insisted on constantly interfering with her work? From the bullying magical guards her uncle had first forced upon her through all the tedious assassins he’d sent after her escape . . .

Once she’d finally dealt with his nonsense by taking back his stolen throne, she’d been naive enough to imagine that she’d be free of the plague of interruptions forever after.

Saskia’s nostrils flared with intense irritation as the doors slammed shut behind her latest guest. He didn’t even give her the petty satisfaction of jumping at the echoing crash.

“Well?” Back in her laboratory, the silversand she had so carefully prepared would be losing more and more of its efficacy with every passing minute. “Out with it!”

The cloaked figure stilled at her demand . . . but surprisingly, he didn’t respond with any of the sinister bluster that most of his ilk seemed to prefer. Instead, there was a long moment in which she gathered the unsettling impression that he was studying her far too keenly from within the shadowy folds of his hood. Then he stepped gracefully forward and spoke in a low and perfectly calm voice. “Your Majesty, Queen Saskia. You honor me with your welcome. I appreciate—”

“Yes, yes.” Saskia waved one annoyingly beringed hand to speed him up. “And I appreciate that you haven’t tried to blow up any pieces of my home to prove your power, like the last one did.”

“Ah . . . ?” The cloaked figure’s head tilted in what looked dangerously like a warning gesture.

Saskia’s two most loyal retainers both stiffened as one, bracing for an explosion of magical offense.

Argh. This was one of those moments when, as Morlokk was always ready to point out, Saskia needed to focus more on diplomacy than potions, wasn’t it?

“I’m sure your power is extremely impressive—far more impressive than any other dark wizard’s,” she said swiftly, “but let’s cut to the bone, shall we? We both know why you’re here, and if I don’t return to more impor—that is, to my own work, quickly, I’ll have wasted an entire batch of silversand. I’m sure you know how difficult it is to get hold of any of that nowadays, what with the Archduke of Estarion being more of a pigheaded brute than ever!”

“. . . Ah.” There was another long silence. “Your Majesty, I think, perhaps . . .”

“Must we discuss the terms first?” There were no clocks in this hall to help her gauge the time; she flung a desperate look towards the high windows that she’d had chiseled for her crows and bats, but all she could see through them was a steady, pressing darkness. “I thought the advertisement had covered all of that, but I suppose, if you’re not satisfied with the payment offered . . .”

“It’s not the payment.” Yet another maddeningly long pause lingered in the room before he finally continued, sounding distinctly choked. “The Archduke . . . that is, on the matter of the Archduke of Estarion . . . or his policies . . .” He cleared his throat. “I can’t . . .”

“Oh, I know.” Incoherent rage vied only with despair as the most popular reaction whenever this topic came up within the magical community. She should have known better than to bring it up when her silversand was waiting. Saskia’s fingers tightened around the arms of her throne with the effort of infusing sympathy into her voice. “We all wish only the worst to come upon him, of course, but I’ll tell you what I’ve told everyone else, including my own First Minister: I’ve dealt with more than enough battles for the time being. If anyone wants to send me the Archduke trussed up on a plate, I’ll be more than happy to see to his execution, but otherwise, I’ll settle for keeping my own people safe and my work undisturbed.”

Possibly, she shouldn’t have added that last note. Judging by Morlokk’s barely withheld sigh and the wizard’s blank silence in response, it might not have sounded quite as sympathetic as she had intended.

Oh, botheration! She’d waited weeks for this batch of silver-sand to arrive so she could test her theories out. If they did work, she could do far more good for her kingdom than even the most accomplished wizard ever would. She was finished with placation!

“All I need you to do is sort out the library for me,” she said sharply. “Arrange it all into some reasonable order, set aside anything that looks particularly dangerous or useful, and catalogue the contents. Do you think you could do that?”

“I . . . probably could.” He still sounded disturbed, perhaps still embroiled in the emotional turmoil of whichever unfortunate memories she had stirred up with her earlier, careless reference. “But . . . that is, the moment I remove this cloak, you’re going to . . .”

“Of course, we’d all be traumatized by your sinister magnificence if we witnessed it unhindered.” She sighed. “I understand the danger, believe me. Many—many—wizards have explained it to me before, in”—mind-numbing—“detail.”

Unable to sit still for even a single moment longer, she leapt to her feet and hurried down the stone steps to the flagstones before him, her crimson silk skirts rustling. “Keep the cloak on as much as you like,” she told him briskly. “We’re quite used to it, I assure you. Or you could wear a nice mask, if you prefer! I think the last wizard left behind a silver moon-mask from one of his rituals—I’ll see if Mrs. Haglitz can root it out for you. My uncle kept a collection of masquerade half-masks stashed somewhere in this castle, too. Feel free to use any of them.”

“But . . .” From within the depths of the cloak, a black-gloved hand appeared, reaching towards her. “Your Majesty, I really must . . .”

“Morlokk and Mrs. Haglitz will see to everything you need!” she caroled brightly over her shoulder as she strode towards the closest side door. “They’ll show you to your bedchamber tonight and direct you to the library tomorrow morning. I’m sure you’ll be pleased with your accommodations. My uncle always liked to put up his visitors in style.” Unlike his family.

“But—!”

Ignoring his final, outraged protest, she lunged through the side door and slammed it shut behind her. The moment that she was safely out of view, she yanked her queenly skirts above her knees and hurtled down the darkened passageway as purposefully as if she were still a girl on the run from her uncle’s minions.

She had no more time for interruptions.
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Felix stared blankly at the closed door. His head was whirling again—and this time, not just from exhaustion. The moment he’d glimpsed that extraordinary, beautiful, terrible figure in her nightmarish crown of bones, the earth had seemed to shift beneath his feet. For all he knew, it really might have; judging by that magical barrier between their realms, Queen Saskia was more than capable of bending the physical world to her will.

But what—how?

“Sinistro.” The massive ogre who hulked on one side of the empty throne growled out the unfamiliar word, and Felix’s attention snapped immediately to the most terrifying of the two occupants left in this hall.

He had seen depictions of ogres many times before, of course, in textbooks and in the sort of prints that were hawked by vendors around Estaviel City, passed with gleeful horror from hand to hand and finally left to flutter onto the crowded pavements for passersby to trample. In those prints, the ogres were generally shown rampaging through peaceful Estarian villages, adorned only in loincloths and smeared blood and wielding their giant fists and tusks against small children.

The ogre before him now was disconcertingly different and yet no less intimidating. That perfectly fitted, silver-trimmed black uniform and stylish crimson waistcoat, studded with buttons at least as big as Felix’s palms, only emphasized the inhuman breadth and bulk of its vast chest and arms, while the gold caps that covered the sharp tips of its tusks brought attention to that barely shielded danger. Its yellow eyes held far more intelligence than he’d expected . . . and they were fixed upon him now with open speculation, while Felix remained in frozen silence.

Damn it!

Wincing at the realization, he sent up thanks to Divine Elva that the hood of his cloak so thoroughly hid his face. The ogre before him might think him eccentric in his silence, but at least it hadn’t seen him gaping like a fool. His parents and every one of his tutors in courtly courtesy would have been ashamed if they had seen him gawking at anyone—human or not—in such an uncouth manner.

“I do beg your pardon.” Gathering his wits together, he tried to recall exactly what the monster had just said to him. Sinistro? He didn’t recognize the word, but it had carried the ring of a title. Considering that he was, apparently, meant to carry himself off as an expert librarian-slash-dark-wizard from now on—Elva preserve me!—he should probably not ask for explanations. “Ah . . . Morlokk, I presume?” He nodded as politely as he could within the constraints of the hood.

“I am Her Majesty’s majordomo,” said the ogre, in a deep and growling voice that somehow managed to convey an accent of high culture while still sending cold, instinctive warning down Felix’s spine. Like Queen Saskia, the ogre spoke Kitvarian rather than Imperial Serafin, but fortunately, Felix had been drilled in all of the continent’s native languages early in his childhood . . . and, in a useful reminder, the formation of Morlokk’s title also included a clear gender.

From now on, Felix would have to remember to think of the ogre as him, not it. The Count would have snapped a scorching rebuke if Felix had ever dared refer to any inhuman creature in such a respectful fashion—but Queen Saskia had shocked the continent by declaring all sentient creatures in her domain to be equal citizens. It was a complete overturn of her own nation’s previous laws as well as a stark contrast to those in place across the Empire, and Felix would do well to remember that difference if he wanted any chance of fitting into his new role.

“And this is Mrs. Haglitz, Her Majesty’s housekeeper.” Morlokk gestured with heavy courtesy to the troll woman who huddled on the other side of the throne, wrapped in a black-and-purple embroidered shawl that covered most of her large head and the top half of her body. Only the tip of her long, green nose poked out, but somehow, Felix still gathered the strong sense of a suspicious glower coming from deep within. Hidden bottles and jars clinked noisily from within her coverings as she gave a notably late and grudging half-curtsey.

Felix nodded deeply in return. “I’m pleased to meet you.”

“Hmmph.” The tip of that green nose twitched sharply with Mrs. Haglitz’s sniff. “We’ll see. Just don’t come rummaging around my pantry without asking, especially if you’re planning to try out any new spells. And if you think I’ll stand for any more of my good curtains and bedcovers being burnt up in some wizard’s rage—!”

“Ah . . .” Felix blinked twice behind his hood. “I’ll do my best to restrain myself.”

Morlokk sighed and reached up with one massive, gnarled fist to rub at his rock-studded forehead. “I assure you, Sinistro, Mrs. Haglitz means no disrespect. We merely . . . understand how easy it is to forget about such mundane and lowly concerns when bearing the, ah, burden of such immense power.”

“I see.”

They actually imagined they might be in danger from him? It was so far from the truth that Felix could have laughed hysterically . . . if he didn’t understand exactly what would happen when this misunderstanding was inevitably uncovered.

“If anyone wants to send me the Archduke trussed up on a plate, I’ll be more than happy to see to his execution.”

“Sinistro?” Morlokk repeated. “Shall I show you to your bedchamber?”

The world was tipping woozily around him, and he knew he’d more than likely be killed in the morning . . .

But after four long days of travel, Felix couldn’t bring himself to turn down the prospect of at least one proper sleep beforehand.

“Lead on,” he said firmly, and did his best to pace in a sinister and wizardly manner from the entry hall.
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Felix woke to utter darkness. Was it the middle of the night? In his first, unsettling moment of confusion, his mind grasped frantically for possible explanations. Had the Count’s assassins finally arrived and woken him by slipping through the door? Or . . . ?

No. Felix’s body felt well rested for the first time in days. Better yet, the bedchamber around him was safely silent, with none of the telltale heavy breathing of the brutes the Count usually sent to inflict his calculated punishments. The room was only pitch-black now because a previous dark wizard who had slept here had demanded thick curtains no sunlight could pierce—something which Morlokk had pointed out as a pleasing feature when he had left Felix here last night.

. . . Because Felix was meant to be a dark wizard.

Ah. Memory lanced him. For one shameful moment, he seriously considered pulling his blankets over his head and hiding from the truth of it forever.

Instead, he took a slow, deep breath, ignored the gnawing hunger in his stomach with the ease of long habit, and set his mind to working out this latest challenge.

As his tutors had always been quick to remind him, Felix had been given the priceless gift of a classical education, for all that it had focused—on his regent’s orders—on abstract mathematical equations and poetry scansion rather than practical government affairs. So, what exactly did he know about wizards?

Firstly, of course, that there were two sorts: the carefully leashed and regulated Gilded Wizards who were allowed within the Empire, and the sinister dark wizards who flourished outside of it in the various small kingdoms around the continent that had, thus far, stubbornly resisted the Empire’s civilizing influence.

Within the Empire, any children who showed magical tendencies were carefully identified at an early age, removed from their families, and placed into established schools where they could be safely trained to control their more dangerous natural impulses and funnel their power towards the good of the state.

Outside the Empire . . . well, there, Felix’s knowledge ran into a darkness nearly as complete as that which filled this bedchamber now. His tutors had simply agreed that outside the Empire, life was generally lawless and full of peril. There, dark wizards were left to their own devices, allowed to sell their wicked services to any bidder, while monstrous creatures prowled the woods and wilds and the worst magical villains were allowed to mingle in high society.

But as for any useful details about exactly how those notorious dark wizards were meant to go about their dastardly work . . .

Sighing, Felix forced himself out of his comfortable bed and strode across the luxuriantly carpeted floor to pull open the thick curtains and face the day ahead.

The view outside stopped his spiraling thoughts completely.

Yesterday, he had trudged his way through the rocky landscape in a fog of weariness and aching muscles, mindlessly following the winding carriage road without raising his gaze from the ground until those flaming skulls had forcibly seized his attention.

Now, his stomach abruptly dropped as he found himself looking out over a vast drop—the other side of the high crag that this stone castle perched upon. Swallowing, he unlatched the leaded window and put his head outside. Cold wind buffeted his face and hair as he stared out at the winding river, far below, that cut through the mountains. Even higher peaks rose in the distance, stabbing towards the wide blue sky. Birds skimmed and circled overhead, letting out hoarse and predatory calls that sent a strange thrill prickling through his skin.

His fingers closed instinctively around his window frame, tightening hard to keep his body grounded.

How could this wild, untamed landscape exist in the same world as the busy, cobblestoned streets of Estaviel City—much less the polished and elegant halls of the archducal palace that had enclosed him all his life?

Felix had never felt so unanchored, adrift from all he’d ever known . . .

But every shockingly cold, fresh breath he drew tasted enticingly like freedom.
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“Your riding gryphons are fighting again,” Saskia informed her uninvited guests. She pressed her delicate coffee cup against her forehead, hoping that its soothing heat might make up for the racket of screeches and growls that had broken out just beyond the closed library doors.

It didn’t work—but the noise didn’t seem to bother either of the infamously wicked queens who were currently lounging about on her couches, paging through her uncle’s books without an apparent care in the world. Ugh! She squeezed her eyes closed against the sight.

If it had been up to Saskia, she would still have been fast asleep in her own bed after a long night of fascinating experimentation. Adding silversand to hellbane did work every bit as well as she’d hypothesized! The possibilities opened up by that discovery were exhilarating—but nothing else seemed to be working at all, starting with today’s unexpected and unwanted meeting of the Queens of Villainy.

It was Queen Lorelei of Balravia, of course, who had named the three of them when she’d appeared four weeks ago in a whirl of sparkling fae magic, blonde curls, manic pronouncements, glittering scarlet lips, and gleeful demands.

“We’re the only three queens still holding the line against the gods-damned Serafin Empire, and even our so-called allies in the other free kingdoms all loathe us for holding power instead of ceding it to a man. We need to stand together to stay strong!”

Saskia was, in fact, quite certain that what she needed was magic and time alone to work on it in order to maintain her own strength—but, as she had quickly learned, it was difficult to edge in a word of debate when Lorelei was in full flow. At the time, wrung out by a hundred other demands in the wake of seizing her uncle’s throne, it had seemed easiest to nod along so she could shoo the continent’s most scandalously blood-soaked seductress on her way.

That, however, had been before Saskia realized that she was expected to attend monthly sociable meetups, of all horrifying prospects. She had shuddered and tossed aside the invitation that arrived in a puff of rose petals on her desk two weeks ago. However, when she’d failed to arrive today, the other two had used one of Lorelei’s shimmering fae portals to travel here instead and make themselves fully at home in her private castle library, which was not open to visitors. They’d been safely ensconced there—with delicious refreshments supplied by Saskia’s own traitorous servants—by the time she was finally rousted out of bed.

It was no wonder they were hated and feared across the continent. Together, they really were unstoppable.

“I rather like the look of this one,” Ailana announced, entirely ignoring the furious gryphon shrieks that rattled the door. Her voice was cool and unaffected, matching the pale blue of her gown and the plain, neat chignon that held her curling dark brown hair high above her light brown neck—a distinct contrast to Lorelei’s wild and unrestrained curls, which were currently bedecked with lush poppy petals and busy shedding pollen onto Saskia’s favorite seat. Indeed, everything about Ailana’s attitude signaled such emotionless detachment that it would have been only too easy to forget she was there.

However, as much as Saskia tried not to pay attention to gossip from the outside world, she knew enough not to underestimate the Queen of Winter. Ailana of Nornne had earned that nickname across the continent when she enclosed an entire invading army in ice, using ancient aelfar magic even more perilous than the winters of her northern domain . . . and the book that Ailana was currently leafing through was one of the most ancient and dangerous tomes of magic in this whole mishmash of an unsorted library.

Lorelei, who lay stomach-down on the facing sofa with her fashionable leather boots kicked off nearby and her long layers of berry-colored chiffon skirts trailing onto the floor, leaned precariously over to see what Ailana was pointing at. “That old cantrip?” She sniffed dismissively. “Not worth the trouble, trust me. It might work to break a fae spell that was already weakened, but gathering nettles with your bare hands hurts—and I can think of far better things to be doing at midnight on a full moon.” Her lascivious wink left no room for misinterpretation.

Ailana, who had clearly grown inured to Lorelei long ago, only raised one sardonic eyebrow before turning the page without further comment.

“Don’t you think you should separate your gryphons?” Saskia winced as the screeching outside grew even more heated. “Or shift them to the stables, at least?”

“Nonsense!” Lorelei tossed aside her own ancient reading material in a careless gesture that sent delicate pages fluttering free from its spine. “They’ll settle down as soon as Ailana’s steed agrees to give mine proper precedence—and my sweet Bluebell doesn’t care for stables. Being around too many horses that he’s not allowed to eat makes the poor boy cranky.”

“I don’t recall my Frost ever losing a battle over precedence,” Ailana murmured without looking up from her own book. A small smile twitched at the corner of her lips. “Bluebell might finally see sense this time, though.”

Another crash sounded just outside the library doors, and a lance of corresponding pain pierced Saskia’s head.

“Enough!” Setting down her empty coffee cup with an impatient clatter against its saucer, she jumped to her feet. “Perhaps your kingdoms are so peaceful that you have time for empty chatter, but I have actual work to do. We’ve all seen each other’s faces and remembered that we’re allies, just as you wanted. Now, if you’ll pardon me . . .”

“We are here to work.” Ailana calmly set aside her book. “We were only giving you enough time to wake up properly first. Was the coffee not strong enough?”

Ha. Mrs. Haglitz had taught the cook here to make proper troll coffee. If it had been any stronger, Saskia wouldn’t have been able to wrestle it out of its pot in the first place.

“I understand,” Lorelei said sympathetically as she pushed herself into an upright position on her seat, tucking her legs up beneath her. “It’s always dreadful to be woken early to talk about business when I’ve been up all night playing with some delicious new toy. There’s a new opera composer I met just last week . . .”

Saskia stifled a groan.

Ailana’s upper lip curled as she reached for the saucer that held her cup of fragrantly cinnamon-laced tea. “Haven’t you learned your lesson yet when it comes to musicians?”

Lorelei’s blue eyes narrowed dangerously for an instant. Then she blinked her long, sparkling eyelashes and the glint of warning was gone, leaving her expression implausibly guileless. “Oh, I count on them to spread my fame now, darling. That’s the difference between you and me, remember? I don’t hide my heart like a coward and pretend I can keep myself safe.”

Ailana’s teacup rattled as sudden frost raced across the saucer below, encasing the patterned crockery in fine white crystals. Still faintly smiling, she took a long sip and set the saucer back on the table.

Saskia sank back onto her seat with a sigh. At least that saucer didn’t look cracked. She would have more than enough household complaints to deal with once Mrs. Haglitz discovered whatever destruction those gryphons had wreaked outside.

Still, that sight had been the reminder she’d needed. It wasn’t worth risking war with either of these powerful women only to win herself a few more hours’ sleep. Saskia refilled her coffee cup, took a deep, sustaining sip of the thick dark brew, and growled, “Fine. What did you want to discuss?”

“Our next moves, of course.” Lorelei’s voice was suddenly crisp and businesslike as she leaned forward, all eyelash batting abandoned. “You’ve managed to bring the Serafin Empire to a halt at your border . . . for now. But you know they won’t give up that easily.”

Saskia’s fingers tapped irritably against the side of her cup. “The Archduke’s high general ordered all of his troops to retreat almost a week ago.” It had been an unspeakable relief to finally leave the tedium of battle behind and return here to focus on her real work . . . if only visitors would stop interrupting it.

“Von Hertzendorff may have surrendered this first round to you, but we all know the Archduke won’t give up his plans that easily. This kingdom was held as a client state in the palm of Estarion’s hand for well over a decade. He and his former regent both sank significant funds into bribes to keep the upper hand over your uncle. He won’t be prepared to give up that investment so easily—and neither will Emperor Otto in Fiora.”

“That man’s a menace,” Ailana said with quiet conviction. “Since inheriting the Empire, he’s been held back by his most powerful advisors, but in private, he’s growing more and more obsessed with proving himself to be the equal of those ancient Serafin emperors who held the entire continent for
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