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The Noble and the Nightingale

Adella del Amanecer is from a noble family whose
pride comes from dedication to the kingdom of Sarras. She works
long hours as a diplomat and barely has time for her sisters, let
alone romance, a fact that makes her nights feel longer than her
days, especially when she thinks about the lovely bard on the
corner.

As an ex-spy for the Firellian Empire, Bridget Leir
has fled from crises and corruption until settling in Sarras, where
she can hide as a bard. When a chance meeting with a beautiful
diplomat leads to romance, Bridget’s new life feels filled with
promise, until Sarras investigates Firellian rumblings of war. If
the truth comes out, the Sarrasians—and Adella—will never believe
Bridget’s spying days are done, and worse—Adella will be accused of
sleeping with the enemy. It’ll be the gallows for them both.


What Reviewers Say About Barbara Ann Wright’s
Work

Lady of Stone

“Yet another stellar read from Barbara Ann Wright,
Lady of Stone is a wonderful blend of magical fantasy and
lesbian romance that had me eager to find out how it all ends, and
yet reluctant to have it end.”—Beauty in Ruins

Not Your Average Love Spell

“Barbara Ann Wright mixes so much into her
story—romance, comedy, drama, action, adventure—that it threatens
more than once to collapse under the clash of themes, but those
clashes and contrasts only serve to make it stronger and more
engaging.”—Beauty in Ruins

“…a solid little fantasy tale with a lot of really
cool elements…Wright plays to all the tropes…in a way that keeps
the story fresh while preserving the surprises. …As for the
romance, that was surprisingly sweet and amusing, with four women
at the heart of the story who are entirely likable…the spark of
attraction and the emotional connections are undeniable.”—Fem
Led Fantasy

“…a great story filled with magic, wondrous creatures
and adventure but what I really enjoyed about the book was the way
that the characters grew. …It is a great thing to read in these
trying times and I took hope from it. The story pulls with enough
magic to feel like a fully fleshed out fantasy world while keeping
our heroes relatable and engaging. …I give it a full hearted thumbs
up and you should definitely check it out.”—Paper Phoenix
Ink

“I thought this was a fun and entertaining adventure
read…the fantasy aspects are very approachable. …The way the whole
plot unfolded just felt different and I loved that. What also
really impressed me was the amount of action this book had. It was
one thing after another after another all keeping me completely
glued to the book…I could not stop reading.”—Lez Review
Books

“The adventures, as mentioned above, were plentiful.
There are pirates and warriors, a yeti, giant spiders, a possible
dragon, lizard people, and in general, a lot of tough-headed
knights. The plot was definitely interesting, with a lot of twists
and turns. The writing was seasoned with beautiful writing and
truths. I highly recommend this book to lovers of fantasy and to
those that want characters to be challenged to deconstruct what
they know and learn how to live together. It’s a beautiful
book!”—The Lesbrary

“[Not Your Average Love Spell] is an
entertaining…romantic fantasy adventure comedy? (I’m not sure how
to categorise its Venn diagram of subgenres, either.) Starring an
agoraphobic witch; a bright, curious, talkative homunculus; an
archivist/scholar with a revolutionary bent; a knight who—at least
initially—believes wholeheartedly in her order’s mission to stamp
out magic; and an invasion of genocidal warriors, Not Your
Average Love Spell takes its characters on an entertaining ride
and delivers all of them a happy ending. (Except for the genocidal
warriors. Their happy ending would be terrible for everyone
else.)”—Tor.com

The Tattered Lands

“Wright’s postapocalyptic romance is a fast-paced
journey through devastation. …Plenty of action, surprises, and
magic will keep readers turning the pages.”—Publishers
Weekly

House of Fate

“…fast, fun…entertaining…House of Fate
delivers on adventure.”—Tor.com

Coils

“…Greek myths, gods and monsters and a trip to the
Underworld. Sign me up. …This one springs straight into action…a
good start, great Greek myth action and a late blooming romance
that flowers in the end…”—Dear Author

“A unique take on the Greek gods and the afterlife
make this a memorable book. The story is fun with just the right
amount of camp. Medusa is a hot, if unexpected, love interest. …A
truly unexpected ending has us hoping for more stories from this
world.”—RT Book Reviews

“The gods and monsters of ancient Greek mythology are
living, breathing entities, something Cressida didn’t expect and is
amazed as well as terrified to discover. …Cressida soon realizes
being in the underworld is no different than being among the
living. The heart still feels and love can bloom, even in the world
of Myth. …The characters are well developed and their wit will
elicit more than a few chuckles. A joy to read.”—Lunar Rainbow
Reviewz

Paladins of the Storm Lord

“This was a truly enjoyable read…I would definitely
pick up the next book. …The mad dash at the end kept me riveted. I
would definitely recommend this book for anyone who has a love of
sci-fi. …An intricate…novel one that can be appreciated at many
levels, adventurous sci fi or one that is politically motivated
with a very astute look at present day human behavior. …There are
many levels to this extraordinary and well written book…overall a
fascinating and intriguing book.”—Inked Rainbow Reads

“I loved this. …The world that the Paladins inhabited
was fascinating…didn’t want to put this down until I knew what
happened. I’ll be looking for more of Barbara Ann Wright’s
books.”—Lesbian Romance Reviews

“Paladins of the Storm Lord by Barbara Ann
Wright was like an orchestra with all of its pieces creating a
symphony. I really truly loved it. I love the intricacy and wide
variety of character types…I just loved practically every
character! …Of course my fellow adventure lovers should read
Paladins of the Storm Lord!”—Lesbian Review

Thrall: Beyond Gold and Glory

“Once more Barbara has outdone herself in her
penmanship. I cannot sing enough praises. A little Vikings,
a dash of The Witcher, peppered with The Game of
Thrones, and a pinch of Lord of The Rings. Mesmerizing.
…I was ecstatic to read this book. It did not disappoint. Barbara
pours life into her characters with sarcasm, wit and surreal
imagery, they leap from the page and stand before you in all their
glory. I am left satisfied and starving for more, the clashing of
swords, whistling of arrows still ringing in my ears.”—Lunar
Rainbow Reviews

“In their adventures, the women must wrestle with
issues of freedom, loyalty, and justice. The characters were
likable, the issues complex, and the battles were exciting. I
really enjoyed this book and I highly recommend it.”—All Our
Worlds: Diverse Fantastic Fiction

“This was the first Barbara Ann Wright novel I’ve
read, and I doubt it will be the last. Her dialogue was concise and
natural, and she built a fantastical world that I easily imagined
from one scene to the next. Lovers of Vikings, monsters and magic
won’t be disappointed by this one.”—Curve

The Pyramid Waltz

“…a healthy dose of a very creative, yet believable,
world into which the reader will step to find enjoyment and
heart-thumping action. It’s a fiendishly delightful
tale.”—Lambda Literary

“Barbara Ann Wright is a master when it comes to
crafting a solid and entertaining fantasy novel. …The world of
lesbian literature has a small handful of high-quality fantasy
authors, and Barbara Ann Wright is well on her way to joining the
likes of Jane Fletcher, Cate Culpepper, and Andi Marquette. …Lovers
of the fantasy and futuristic genre will likely adore this novel,
and adventurous romance fans should find plenty to sink their teeth
into.”—Rainbow Reader

“The Pyramid Waltz has had me smiling for
three days. …I also haven’t actually read…a world that is entirely
unfazed by homosexuality or female power before. I think I love it.
I’m just delighted this book exists. …If you enjoyed The Pyramid
Waltz, For Want of a Fiend is the perfect next
step…you’d be embarking on a joyous, funny, sweet and madcap ride
around very dark things lovingly told, with characters who will
stay with you for months after.”—The Lesbrary

“Chock full of familiar elements that avid fantasy
readers will adore…[The Pyramid Waltz] adds in a compelling
and slowly evolving romance. …Set against a backdrop of political
intrigue with the possibility of monsters and mystery at every
turn, the two women slowly learn each other, sharing secrets and
longing, until a fragile love blossoms between them…”—USA Today
Happily Ever After

For Want of a Fiend

“This book will keep you turning the page to find out
the answers. …Fans of the fantasy genre will really enjoy this
installment of the story. We can’t wait for the next
book.”—Curve

“A fun, unique story with a distinctive world. This
series doesn’t imitate other popular fantasy novels. It stands on
its own. The writing is well paced and Wright incorporates a more
modern or colloquial language which makes the books easy to read.
Overall, For Want of a Fiend was an enjoyable read and I
think you would like it if you are a fan of books like Game of
Thrones or a TV series like Reign.”—Lesbian Review

“If you enjoyed The Pyramid Waltz, For Want
of a Fiend is the perfect next step. If you haven’t read
either, know that you’d be embarking on a joyous, funny, sweet and
madcap ride around very dark things lovingly told, with characters
who will stay with you for months after. The plot still moves at a
fast clip. Characterisation continues to deepen—and I love that. I
love seeing a passionate, adoring romantic relationship flanked by
friendships.”—The Lesbrary

A Kingdom Lost

“There is only one other time in my life I have
uncontrollably shouted out in cheer while reading a book. [A
Kingdom Lost] made the second. …Over the course of these three
books all the characters have blossomed and developed so
eloquently. …I simply just thought this whole novel was
brilliant.”—Lesbian Review

The Fiend Queen

“After reading this series Barbara Ann Wright has
made my favorite author list. Her writing always seems to sweep me
away to another world. The pacing, characters, and language were
all perfect. …I am so addicted to Fantasy now. I knew fantasy was
one of my favorite genres but it was always hard for me to come by
a consistent source of fantasy books. After finishing the series A
Pyradisté Adventure I knew that I had found a diamond. I can’t wait
to read the rest of Barbara Ann Wright’s works. …Read it! I am
obsessed and I don’t know how I will ever want to read a
non-fantasy Lesfic ever again. I literally felt drunk off the
series. Even after I was done with this book I thought about it
constantly for at least two days.”—Lesbian Review
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Prologue

Bridget froze as she heard barking.

Dogs. She was finished. Why did they have to use the
damned dogs to track her?

Peering around a tree, she tried to ignore her
icy-cold hands and searched for signs of pursuit, but she couldn’t
see anything through the mass of pine trees and dense undergrowth
of ferns and thorn bushes. Her pilfered trousers hadn’t protected
her legs much, and if that wasn’t uncomfortable enough, she’d
picked the coldest, wettest day of the year so far to escape. If
her luck wasn’t going to hold for better foliage and milder
weather, she should have expected it to collapse in other areas as
well.

Like hunting dogs.

She imagined Baxter’s wrinkled face scowling at her.
“Run, you lumbering ox,” he’d say, “or brambles won’t be the only
thing tearing your trousers!”

She took to her heels again, hoping the soldiers of
the Firellian Empire and their stupid dogs would be thrown off by
the rain as much as they were no doubt annoyed by it. Ah, yes,
having her pursuers being nicely irritated when they caught her
would be a continuation of her lucky streak all right.

All worth it not to live a lie anymore, not to kill
anymore.

She laughed at herself as she ran. The first part
was a bit of bullshit. Any life she had from now on as an ex-spy
for the empire would be as much a lie as the countless assignments
she’d completed.

Well, yes, damn it, but it would be her lie.
And after long enough, it could become the truth.

As for the killing, well, she’d do her best.

The barking turned into howling. Closer now. They’d
found her scent. Bridget cursed. The soldier’s coat she’d stolen
had long ago lost its buttons, and she gave up trying to hold it
tighter around her. She pumped that arm as she ran, clutching her
mandolin case with her other hand.

Any truth she’d ever find in the future had to have
music in it.

The sound of the Kingfish River had been a murmur
for the past mile, but now it grew to a roar, drowning out the
sounds of pursuit. At least she was still headed in the right
direction. This far downriver, she should be well out of the rapids
but still high enough to be carried swiftly away.

Forcing down her fear, she repeated Baxter’s last
words to her in her head. “Once you hit the water, ducky, you’ve
got around twenty minutes before you get so stiff, you can’t move.”
He’d shaken a long finger in her face. “No more than twenty, mind.
You’ll drown before you freeze to death, but as you’ll be dead, I
doubt that will be much of a comfort.” Then he’d given her a rough
hug and had practically shoved her out of his office. He probably
thought that saving her from a long good-bye made up for training
her as a spy in the first place.

It didn’t, but she still counted him as a friend.
Sort of. And he went up in her estimation when she broke through
the trees and saw a large bundle of broken branches sitting on the
muddy bank of the swiftly moving Kingfish River.

Bridget sprinted for the bundle, recognizing it as
the old spymaster’s trick for disguising a small, overturned boat.
She caught a hint of shouts coming from the trees, and her heart
pressed into her throat.

With shaking fingers, she secured her mandolin case
under the oilskin tarp fastened inside the circular boat on the
bottom, so it would hang over her head as she floated. The case fit
next to a pack Baxter had supplied when he’d hidden the tiny
craft.

“Thanks, Bax,” she whispered as she lifted the boat
and hurried toward the river, keeping it the wrong way up so it
would cover her. “Just another tangle of branches and flotsam
hurtling downriver in the early fall. Nothing to worry about. The
traitor probably drowned. Let’s all go home.”

If only.

Now to actually get in the damned river.

“Here’s to the devils.” She plunged in, not letting
herself think.

The cold hit her legs like a hammer, and she sucked
in a breath so hard, her chest ached. Any later in the year, and
this would be unthinkable. It was pretty difficult to think of now,
but as she waded up to her chest and lowered the boat over her
head, she could think of little else.

The current grabbed her, yanking her away, taking
her breath again. She curled her hands around the oar wedged over
her head and picked her feet up, letting the river have its
way.

Twenty minutes, Baxter had said. That was the same
as singing, “Break Not My Heart, O Lady Fair,” five times or so.
Even fifteen minutes should carry her well out of sight of this
batch of pursuers or any others who’d made it to the river. She
could force herself to concentrate that far.

Bridget sang through chattering teeth, searching her
body for sleepiness or a pull like invisible weights on her limbs.
Nothing. She was wide-awake and taut as a board. Maybe Baxter had
been wrong about the temperature of the river at this time of year.
She felt no hint of his ultimate sign of danger, a creeping,
unexplainable warmth.

Hell’s teeth, that would be a relief.

She began the song again but hesitated. Was this the
second time through or the third?

Blasted cold. It was the third. Definitely. The
first line was…was…

Bridget growled and shook her head. Damned song, she
knew it by heart. It had four refrains. Or was it five?

Something thunked into the boat. She gasped
and swallowed a mouthful of water, freezing her tongue, her teeth,
her chest, too cold to taste of anything but ice.

Now she knew what winter tasted like.

Bridget laughed, swallowing more water, now lulled
by the river within her as well as the one without.

Damn it all, when had she gotten so sleepy?

That meant something, an important something.

If she’d been at home, Baxter would have been
shouting at her, but she couldn’t hear him. Again, strange. She
usually carried his voice wherever she went. He was father, mother,
teacher, judge, confessor. “All the gods in heaven, and all the
legions in hell,” he’d said when her training had begun.

Another thunk. Bridget’s eyes went wide as
she pulled her chin from the water. It wasn’t so bad, really, not
anymore. Baxter had been wrong and not just about the cold. She’d
had parents beyond him. She looked up and caught sight of the
mandolin case.

Clear as glass, she heard him again. “If you drown,
the only thing you have of your mama will wind up at the bottom of
the river.”

By the devils, it would not.

Bridget forced her limbs to work past the invisible
weights. It felt like dragging a plow just to move her arms. With a
grunt, she turned the boat over in one shaky motion, glad she’d
practiced it so many times in Baxter’s bathhouse that she could do
it in her sleep.

Too soon to show herself to any potential hunters?
So be it. She was getting out of this cursed river now. Besides, it
didn’t matter if anyone saw this face. Only Baxter had ever seen
her without a disguise. She’d take off her makeup and prosthetics,
and they’d never track her by looks.

She was babbling in her head, wasting time. “Get
in,” she tried to say, but her teeth were clamped so hard, their
grinding drowned out the river. She pulled up on the boat but
slipped back into the water, her limbs like liquid, too.

She tried again, failed again.

“Get in, damn you.” One more pull, and she could be
safe and away, ready to show her actual face to the world.

And if the soldiers were waiting and shot her full
of arrows, well, she wouldn’t be cold anymore.

Bridget threw her head back and laughed as she
pulled up a third time, imagining Baxter goading her, calling her
names, signs that he actually liked her.

“Damn you, too, Bax!”

One final shove, and she was up, in the boat,
safe.

Sort of.

“There’s more to do, ducky,” the Baxter in her head
said, but he sounded as smug as she felt.

Bridget didn’t bother to look toward the bank. She
stripped as quickly as she could while lying on her pack and case,
cast the stolen uniform into the river, then pulled a blanket from
under the oilskin and wrapped up in it. Branches and clouds rushed
past overhead, and she smiled when the sun caressed her through a
gap in both.

Luck was taking a turn.


Chapter One

Adella was determined not to lose her temper this
time, but the Firellian ambassador seemed equally determined to
touch every single nerve in her body.

Ambassador Lancel de Maupassant was an oily little
man, and not just because of his personality. His salt-and-pepper
hair shone with some kind of grease, his mustache curled up at the
ends with it, and his pointed goatee fairly dripped. Adella
supposed the purpose was to make him shine like a jewel in the
candlelight, but he only oozed like a pantomime villain.

He and his aides lined one side of the large table
in the gilded meeting room. They were all as pale as fish bellies,
but Adella couldn’t really fault them for never seeing the sun.
That was an ambassador’s affliction, one she shared.

“Clause one hundred and four,” de Maupassant said,
his quick smile displaying a gold canine.

“Has already been covered,” Adella said.

De Maupassant’s black eyes shifted to her, as did
those of Dolores Vega, Adella’s superior, but Adella would not be
one of those secondary ambassadors who never spoke their mind. It
was her brashness that had gotten her this coveted position at
thirty-four, and she wasn’t going to shut up now.

“Your aide is correct,” de Maupassant said,
inclining his head. “But there are several clauses we should like
to reopen.”

We indeed, as if he was an oligarch and had
the right to the royal plural. The Firellian Empire didn’t even
employ multiple ambassadors. Who was this we?

“Ambassador del Amanecer is correct, however,”
Dolores said. “Clause one hundred and four has already been argued
to the satisfaction of both parties. Reopening those issues is a
step backward.” She waved a hand heavy with jewels, a flash of
wealth, before touching a lock of gray hair that had been left to
coil over her right shoulder. The gesture drew the eye to the
elaborate curls and braids atop and behind her head, a coiffure
also bedecked with gems and the large silver pin denoting her
status both as noble and an ambassador, another reminder that the
people of the Kingdom of Sarras had deep coffers.

Compared to her, de Maupassant’s velvet clothes and
hat seemed like rubbish. But quite a few baubles caught the light
as he spread his hands, too. “Perhaps we should adjourn before
tempers begin to fray.” He smiled Adella’s way, and she nearly dug
her fingernails into the varnished table, the same show of temper
she’d displayed at the last meeting.

Her aide Juno tapped her knee lightly, reminding her
that the meeting wasn’t over yet.

“Of course, if you’re tired, Ambassador,” Dolores
said, and before de Maupassant could argue his vigor, she waved to
her aide, who leaped to open the door. “The sentinels will show you
to your rooms.”

De Maupassant and his delegation stood and bowed,
and Adella’s side of the table did the same. She heard one of de
Maupassant’s aides mumble in Firellian amidst the shuffling of
departure. “Keeping diplomats under guard is an insult.”

She nearly threw her pen at him, nib first. A
country that never allowed any foreign diplomats inside its borders
was an insult. If the Firellian Empire admitted ambassadors, Adella
and Dolores would be there now, and they’d no doubt have guards,
too.

Of course, if the empire wasn’t also known for
employing more spies than soldiers, there wouldn’t be as much need
for a round-the-clock guard here in Sarras.

When the Firellians had gone, Dolores turned to
Adella. Her aide Cristoff drifted to the other side of the table
and began tidying wineglasses and bottles. Juno joined him, and
they began a quiet, we’re-not-eavesdropping kind of conversation
about the weather.

“Adella,” Dolores said, her voice quiet and even.
“Tell me what I’m about to say.”

Heat filled Adella’s cheeks, and she resisted
touching the smaller badge in her own hair, a nervous habit
acquired when she was promoted to secondary ambassador. She did
not need its reassurance. “That I should keep my temper in
check.”

“Is that not the same counsel I gave after our last
meeting?” Her gray eyes weren’t hard or unforgiving, merely
patient, but it was a weighty kind of tolerance, the fortitude of
mountains.

“It is…serrah,” she added hastily, hoping the
respectful term of address would garner some goodwill.

It got a ghost of a smile. “You’re not a trainee any
longer, Adella. What is an ambassador’s greatest weapon?”

“Patience.”

Dolores nodded and clasped her hands in front of her
gray, impeccably tailored gown. Its simple silhouette flattered her
spare frame, the lace neckline falling around the edge of her
shoulders. The silver thread running through the fabric was another
reminder of wealth and power. “Patience is the river that wears
down the stone.”

Adella gnawed her lower lip. “What if I played fire
to your water? I could make them angry and off guard, and you could
provide the calming influence they will open up to.”

“And when I retire? You will burn out of control.”
Dolores gave her a wry smile as she gathered her papers. “You can
hardly expect the secondary you select to play your patient
counterpoint and lead the discussion.” She stepped toward the door
before tapping Adella’s bare shoulder with her pen. “And stop
biting your lip.”

Adella chuckled, gathered her own papers, and swept
her long skirt around her chair as she followed Dolores into the
halls of the Bastión, the seat of government power in the Kingdom
of Sarras. She breathed in the smell of wood polish, paper, and an
aged smell that reminded her of old leather. Whether she was
walking inside the halls or viewing the four-story bulk from
outside, it never failed to make her proud.

She smiled at the sight of carved woodwork and
intricately painted ceilings, at the portraits of ancestors from
every noble family in Sarras, including her own. As always, sadness
followed pride. She and her sisters were the last of the del
Amanecers.

But they would leave their mark.

Adella shook both thoughts away. “You will stay here
forever if I have anything to say about it, serrah.”

Dolores smiled over one pale, freckled shoulder.
“You did not tell me you were some sort of supernatural creature,
Adella. If you have the considerable power to extend life, could
you not also give me a back that aches slightly less?”

Adella paused at the door to Dolores’s office.
“Consider it done.”

With a laugh, Dolores waved her across the hall. “I
want an annotated report of that meeting within the next two
hours.” She drew herself up, though she only reached to Adella’s
nose, and Adella had never considered herself tall. Still, Dolores
had a presence that loomed. “Make a special note of every instance
which required more patience on your part.”

Adella managed not to sigh as she bowed with one
hand angled across her waist. When Dolores went inside with
Cristoff, Adella crossed the hall to her own office, Juno on her
heels.

“I didn’t think it went that badly,” Juno said as
she shut the door. Her blue gown was plainer than Adella’s
cream-colored affair, but it was well-made and entirely suitable
for the cousin of a noble family. The badge in the two simple
plaits that circled her head like a crown was the merest bit of
sparkle amid her dark hair.

Adella was tempted to pull her own elaborate hairdo
apart, but she didn’t want to have to bribe Juno to wrangle the
mess into shape again. That wasn’t her job, and they already had
plenty to do.

Not even bothering to sweep her skirt to the side,
Adella collapsed onto the leather cushion in her desk chair. She
didn’t care if she wrinkled anything. “Dealing with that oily tick
of a man is like chewing glass.”

“Have you ever considered another profession,
serrah?” Juno’s dark eyes twinkled.

Adella considered scowling but chuckled instead, so
happy her aide wasn’t a fawning sycophant or a tradition-bound
twerp. “I’ve met several ambassadors from the other blasted
countries Sarras trades with. None of them are like that man. If
the Firellian Empire let us inside their borders, we wouldn’t have
to deal with de Maupassant, either. He’d be working with the
Sarrasian ministers just as Dolores and I should be working with
the Firellian ministers in the damned empire.” She swiveled her
chair side to side and glared at nothing.

Juno sighed. “It would be nice to get to snoop
around the empire.”

“I would not snoop.”

“Certainly not,” Juno said with a straight face.
“You would never.”

“Quite,” Adella said with a sniff.

“You would just turn a blind eye while I did
so.”

Adella swallowed another laugh. “Are you quite done
being cheeky? Can we get on with writing this report now?”

Juno readied her pen at her own small desk in the
corner. “Whenever you like.”

The sooner they did it, and the sooner Adella added
her own thoughts about patience, the sooner they could leave work
for the day. She could let the greasy smiles of de Maupassant and
the mumbles of his aides drift from her mind as she began the short
walk home through the square, past a certain corner, where
listening to one particular street performer had become the
highlight of her days.

An hour later, they’d nearly finished the report,
but something about it didn’t sit right. Adella frowned and chewed
her lip until Juno tutted at her.

“If that’s all, serrah, you have but to sign it.
I’ll hand it over across the hall, and you can probably still
catch…” She lowered her head when Adella glanced at her, but her
smile was hard to miss. “Whatever or whoever you would like to see
before it gets dark.”

Adella sighed. She’d told Juno about the singer on
one occasion, but some of her admiration must have showed in her
face. It was Juno who’d told her such street performers were called
nightingales, which was charming, but Adella often thought of them
as troubadours, characters from old tales who were known for being
great lovers as well as great musicians.

A nice fantasy to waste time with…but not at the
moment.

“There’s something wrong with the report,” Adella
said.

“Wrong?” Juno glanced down at where she’d been
writing. “I’ve written everything exactly as you’ve said it,
serrah.”

“No, Juno, your work is impeccable, I’m sure. It’s
not just the report. It’s the entire negotiation, this whole visit.
These are minor trading disputes, unworthy of a visit at all.
Couriers could have carried these messages back and forth, and no
great upset would have come from the time lost.”

“It would with all the renegotiating the Firellian
ambassador seems inclined toward,” Juno said with a snort.

“That’s another thing, our lack of progress. Surely
de Maupassant has better things to do than argue about the total
weight of fish that can be taken from the river by any one boat at
a time, especially when the increase we proposed is not that far
above the terms that were already in place.” She stood and began to
pace behind her desk, the doubt in her building now that she’d
voiced some of her concerns.

“And these interruptions.” Adella tapped her chin
with one finger. “I will admit, I shouldn’t have let my annoyance
show, but what kind of ambassador calls a halt to a meeting because
a junior clerk gets a bit testy?”

“You’re a secondary ambassador, not a junior
clerk.”

Adella waved the comment away. “I read every report
concerning de Maupassant before his arrival. I would expect him to
ask for my removal before calling a halt to the proceedings. This,
all this”—she picked up a handful of paper from her desk and waved
it around—“is all…shit.”

Juno gaped.

“Busywork,” Adella amended, but her anger was up
now, and theories were flying through her mind. “He’s keeping us
busy, but why?”

“Why?” Juno asked, leaning forward, face as intense
as if she was watching a play.

“I don’t know. Perhaps he’s trying to lull us into a
stupor so he can sneak some other proposal past us. He could be
waiting for information about another of our neighbors, and he
wants to be here to see how it affects us, how he could turn it to
the empire’s advantage. He could be trying to distract us while the
empire prepares to invade, for all I know.”

“It’s far more likely to be something in the realm
of your first guesses,” Juno said with a smirk common to folk from
the border towns between Sarras and the Firellian Empire. They took
their duty to maintain the walls and natural earthworks very
seriously, and they’d never been breached. The only time the
soldiers of the empire had set foot on Sarrasian soil, they’d had
to capture part of the Kingdom of Othlan to the east and come in
from the side.

“Well, whatever he’s up to, let’s lay it all before
Dolores, and then we can go…home.” Adella ignored Juno’s grin and
marched past her and across the hall. With Juno standing behind
her, she presented the report and told Dolores of her
suspicions.

When the tale was done, Dolores sat in silence for a
few moments and frowned softly at her massive desk with its
intricate carvings. The light coming from the windows had faded
into evening. All the nightingales would have flown.

“Interesting,” Dolores said, breaking Adella’s
reverie. “There may be something in it.”

Adella waited for more, some command to action. When
nothing came she asked, “What do we do?”

“Do?” Dolores lifted a hand. “We watch and wait.
What else would you have us do?”

Adella fought the urge to cry, “Why are you asking
me?” Dolores was the senior; she should know. “Something,” she
offered lamely. Heat suffused her cheeks, and she ducked her
head.

Dolores chuckled softly. “I will think on what
you’ve said and add it to my own thoughts. But we are not alone in
caring for our homeland. We have guards along our borders and
ambassadors in other kingdoms, all of whom would warn us of danger.
As for de Maupassant trying to sneak more important provisions past
us, well, we must be vigilant. Do not bother yourself yet, my dear.
You will find that most of these negotiations are no more than what
they seem: boring posturing. As for the others?” She shrugged. “We
must wait and see. We cannot shake the answers from de Maupassant’s
mouth.”

A pity.

With a sigh, Adella nodded. “I know you’re
right.”

“Good.” Dolores sat forward a bit. “You can return
home with a lighter heart, yes?”

“Yes.” Adella tried not to make the word sound too
morose. “Shall we walk out together?”

“I’ve a while longer yet. I was just getting to my
mail.”

Adella leaned forward, craning her neck at a stack
of envelopes to Dolores’s left. “Any missives from our neighbors
warning about Firellian trickery?” she asked, only half joking.

“I think not, though I do have one from a certain
border town.” She peered around Adella. “Roundtop is your family
home, is it not, Juno?”

“It is, serrah,” Juno said softly, her eyes
wide.

“And Elena Garza is your…”

“My mother, serrah.” Now she’d gone pale, too.

“Bad news?” Adella said softly, taking Juno’s
hand.

Dolores shook her head. “If it were bad news, she
would write to Juno herself, I think. More likely, this is a mother
fed up with a daughter who doesn’t write home often enough, so she
appeals to the superior of her daughter’s superior.” She lifted a
silver eyebrow.

Juno swallowed, and pink suffused her pale cheeks.
“I have…neglected her a little, serrah.”

“You wouldn’t be the first.”

Adella fought the urge to laugh. Elena Garza must be
quite a woman indeed and not only because she caused such anxiety
in her daughter. It took courage to write to an ambassador
demanding news of one’s wayward child.

“I’ll take it, serrah,” Juno said softly, stepping
forward.

Dolores pulled the letter back. “Oh no. It’s been a
long time since I had to answer to a mother for the conduct of a
young lady. The fact that this is business instead of pleasure will
not affect my nostalgia.”

Adella couldn’t contain a small chuckle at the
thought of Dolores having to defend her intentions to the parents
of many a lady in her younger days.

Or even now, for that matter.

Now Adella was blushing, too.

“We’ll be off, then,” she said brightly, towing Juno
with her toward the door. “Good night, Dolores.”

Her laugh followed them into the hall.

When the door had shut, Adella rested a hand on
Juno’s arm. “I’m sure it will be all right.”

Juno nodded but still looked a bit miserable. Adella
thought to invite her for a drink, maybe cheer her up, but Juno
shook her head and seemed to rally. “Go on, serrah. I’ll tidy the
office and lock up. Night has yet to fall.”

Her nightingale might still be playing. Adella
didn’t even bother to argue. “Thank you, Juno.” Guilt pricked her
as Juno began tidying papers, still looking maudlin. “Maybe—”

Juno put her hands on her hips. “Clearly, I need to
walk you out.” With a smile, she took Adella’s arm and walked her
to the cloakroom at the front of the building. “Be off with you,”
she said.

Adella took the kindness offered, grabbed her cloak,
and hurried toward Bastión Square.


Chapter Two

Bridget hesitated to put her mandolin in its case.
The other nightingales had either already left or were packing
their instruments and putting their coats on, but Bridget didn’t
want to go without seeing her.

The nobles and other worthies of Sarras were easy to
spot. She’d learned of their lavish clothes and intricate hairdos
during her tenure as a Firellian spy. She’d even seen some in
smaller Sarrasian towns, but those paled in comparison to the
notables in the capital city.

The city, which was also named Sarras, just like the
country. And they used serrah as a polite term of address for
everyone, another word that sounded like Sarras and meant something
like “citizen.” Bridget sighed as she laid her mandolin in its
case. Why couldn’t people so imaginative in dress and form put a
little more effort into all areas of their culture? Their buildings
also lacked grandeur, at least on the outside. All made of the same
gray stone, all squat and dull save for the occasional pillar or
statue, they lacked the spectacle of Firellian architecture. Even
the square she performed in seemed dull, with foot upon foot of
slate tiles and a single fountain with four stone lions vomiting
water all day.

Baxter would have scowled at her. “All that effort
to escape, and she’s bored,” he’d say.

Yes, she should be thanking all the gods and devils
for that. And Sarras wasn’t without a few points in its favor. The
buildings might be dull, but they seemed impregnable, not that she
had to test that now; evaluating defenses was part of her old life.
In the three months since she’d arrived in Sarras, she hadn’t once
considered going back to the empire, even if her nostalgia for the
minarets, buttresses, spires, and multicolored stone of the city of
Montagne Noire sometimes got the better of her. And even if her old
instincts never seemed to leave her.

Like noting how difficult it would be to do some
breaking and entering.

Movement from the corner of the square caught her
eye. Night was falling, and traffic had faded to nearly nothing,
taking any chance at tips along with it, but Bridget was glad she’d
waited. The buildings of Sarras might not be beautiful, but the
women certainly were.

This one in particular.

Adella del Amanecer. Bridget had learned her name
the day after first seeing her pause to listen in the square. One
pint of ale to a fellow nightingale had done the trick. Adella was
a noble, a diplomat, a blond-haired, blue-eyed goddess with skin so
pale it seemed luminous and a figure to make hourglasses commit
suicide in envy.

Why she didn’t use a carriage was anyone’s guess.
Her elaborate gowns must be heavy. The weather had to play havoc
with the pearls in her coiffure, but she walked every day, her only
concession to the weather being a voluminous cloak for snowy days
and a wide parasol when it was wet. Her skirts usually concealed
her feet, but when she’d held them out of a puddle one day, she’d
revealed stout boots instead of dainty shoes.

Beauty, intelligence, and foresight? It was all
Bridget could do not to fall at her feet in worship.

Now, here she came, later than usual, but her eyes
lit up as if happy to find Bridget lingering, too. And her course
didn’t change, even though Bridget had packed her mandolin. Maybe
she hoped for a private performance at her home.

Gods, if only.

“Good evening,” Adella said when she was close
enough. She had stress lines around her eyes and a small hunch in
her shoulders that might not be coming from the chill in the air,
but she smiled as if shaking off her worries.

Out of all the times Bridget had imagined them
speaking, a simple “good evening” had never occurred to her. It was
always more like, “Follow me to yonder inn, peasant, and service me
roughly.”

Bridget ducked her head and hoped the dusk hid her
smile. “Um, hello, serrah.”

“Adella,” she said, placing a hand on her bosom
right where her cloak opened and just where her dress dipped to
show her cleavage.

Bridget told herself not to stare. “Bridget.” She
didn’t stutter, at least, having at last gotten used to using her
real name.

And then…silence.

Bridget waited. Adella was a diplomat. She had to
have something to say or could figure out a conversational topic
easier than Bridget could. Or maybe that was just when she was at
work, and she didn’t like to talk when off duty. Right now, she
seemed…lost.

Bridget knew the tension from a demanding job when
she saw it. That had been her face and shoulders all through her
twenties. If Adella didn’t want to make decisions once her work was
finished, that was one service Bridget was happy to provide.

One of many, but she didn’t let herself get carried
away.

“Let’s get a drink,” she said, making it a statement
instead of asking a question. It was harder to refuse that way. She
smiled widely as she picked up her case.

Adella’s instant of hesitation turned into something
like relief. “I suppose I have time,” she said, the dimples in her
cheeks beyond charming. “The Crown has an amusing little
chardonnay.” She went pinker. “Or so I’ve heard.”

Bridget couldn’t help a chuckle as she gestured at
her own clothes, a dark blue jacket dotted with colorful patches
and brown trousers with ragged hems above old boots. “Sadly, I am
not up to the dress code of the Crown, serrah.”

“Ah.” Adella flushed and glanced around as if
searching for a way out.

Bridget sensed this whole daydream falling apart.
Baxter would say, “Don’t think, dummy, act.”

“Come on. I know a place.” Bridget slipped her free
arm through Adella’s and began walking. Adella gave a little laugh
and went along. “I’m not sure what chardonnay is, but if you’re
looking for amusing, there’s a gin cocktail at the Donkey’s Rest
that’ll have you smiling in no time.”

Baxter would have been proud.

Adella had a little smile on her face as they walked
across the square and down the cobblestones of Mercy Street, one of
Sarras’s main thoroughfares. The happy look slipped a little when
they turned down a narrow brick lane that connected the spacious
and affluent Oligarch’s Ward with the narrow, crowded Trade
District.

Bridget patted her hand. “Don’t worry. It’s not far,
and we’re not going near the Tides or Haymarket.” Both were even
more crowded and far seedier than here. The residents of the Trade
District might be poorer than Adella was used to, but they took
great pride in their homes, washing their stoops and making sure
only the best washing was left to dry on the lines overhead.

The embarrassing stuff with holes in it was hung up
inside.

The Donkey’s Rest was a riot of light and noise in
the falling darkness. A crowd had already gathered outside the
front door, laughing and drinking and smoking cigars which Serrah
Nunez didn’t allow indoors. A few turned to give Adella curious
looks, but they’d had nobles in before. Bridget paused under the
streetlamp with them and slapped a couple of backs, calling a
greeting, and they turned back to their own conversations.

“You’ve been here before,” Adella said.

“I rent one of the attic rooms with another
nightingale.”

“Do they give you a discount for bringing in the
people you pick up in the square?” She had a teasing look in her
eye, one that bloomed into her extraordinary, dimpled smile when
Bridget winked.

“Having never done so until tonight, I wouldn’t
know. I get the occasional free drink when I play.” She led Adella
through the few patrons clogging the door, but conversation became
impossible in the sudden noise.

Bridget’s roommate, Videl, was playing on the tiny
stage, and her lively fiddle music had a few patrons dancing
between the small tables that crowded the floor from the stage to
the bar across the back. The large chandeliers and wall sconces
glowed with light. Every table held at least one patron, all with
glasses or decanters, and most people wore uniforms or livery,
though with the top buttons undone.

Adella’s smiling look faded as she glanced around
the room, no doubt noting the lack of available seats. Bridget
winked again and led the way down the side of the room, nodding to
the servers as she passed. The crowd didn’t know the secret spots
available to those who lived here and who brought back the
occasional date.

Bridget had told the truth before. She’d never
brought anyone from the square.

A curtained alcove stood near the bar. Bridget
paused before it, gave a wave to Serrah Nunez behind the bar, and
drew back the heavy red velvet, revealing a little table and two
chairs. It was a monarch’s nest, a holdover from an older time that
had always been reserved for royalty back when Sarras had not only
a monarch but one who wanted to drink with the people.

That was probably how they’d ended up being
overthrown.

Serrah Nunez’s little nest was reserved for staff
and residents, and the servers were ready to get pushy to keep it
that way. They’d all used it a time or two if only to duck away
from the patrons for a moment.

“A perk of the job?” Adella asked as they sat.

Bridget partly drew the curtain, blocking some of
the noise. “You’re very astute.” One of the servers dropped off two
gin cocktails and departed quickly, causing Adella to raise one
perfect eyebrow. “When they’re busy, they assume I want my
usual.”

“And that your…companions want the same?”

Bridget sighed. If this sort of thing continued,
Adella was going to think her some mad seducer with a routine. She
pointed to the glass. “I can get you something else.”

“Not until I try it.” She took a tiny sip and seemed
pleasantly surprised. She gave another of those world-weary sighs
and sagged. She undid the cloak clasp on her right shoulder and let
the heavy garment rest on the back of the chair. Bridget shed her
jacket, too, as the room was much warmer than outside, thank the
gods.

Adella turned her head slowly as if stretching tired
muscles. Bridget wished they knew each other well enough for her to
offer a massage for those silken shoulders.

“Well,” Baxter would have said, “no time like the
present to make friends.”

“Long day?” Bridget asked.

Adella nodded slowly and sipped her drink. “One of
those that comes with a problem you can’t solve, and you just have
to wait and see if it works out.”

“Oof.” That described much of her former life as a
spy. “But you can’t keep from worrying about it at the same
time.”

“You’ve got it.”

Her training wanted her to offer to listen, to help,
to groom this possible source. She told that part of her mind—a
part Baxter had created along with his words of wisdom—to
shut up. She was curious because she was interested and wanted to
listen because she already cared about Adella a little. She
couldn’t help but care about someone whose job seemed to be
devouring them bit by bit.

“You work in the Bastión, right?” Bridget asked.

Adella nodded.

“Then I don’t suppose you can tell me about the
problem and share the worry?”

With a sad smile, Adella shook her head. “But thanks
for the offer.” She leaned forward and rested
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