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In the early 1880s, American actress Ella Hattan disappeared from the stage, only to reappear in 1884 as a competitive sword fighter known as La Jaguarina. Over the subsequent years, she defeated more than sixty opponents, including professional soldiers-of-fortune and cavalry officers. She proved herself expert with sabres, broadswords, rapiers, daggers and lances. Newspapers at the time dubbed her ‘Queen of the Sword’ and ‘Champion Amazon of the World’.

I hope Ella would forgive me for preferring to think of her as Our Lady of Blades.


PROLOGUE

Our Lord of Corpses

Rijou’s rancorous Court of Blades falls silent as the duellist crosses the marble floor. The city’s lords and ladies, perched in their gilded galleries like splendidly attired geese, crane their necks to admire his passage. Crowded into rough wooden benches below, merchants and artisans clothed in drab browns and greys hold their breath when he nears. Even the colossal statues of War and Death, whose outstretched arms form the archway into the courtroom, seem diminished by his presence.

Indeed, our paragon stands taller than most men, though he towers above none, gangling height being no more advantageous to his vocation than excessive brawn. The sleeves of his billowing silk fencing shirt, white as a dove’s feathers to expose any wounds he might suffer during the trial, and bound with leather straps from wrist to elbow so as not to impede his blade work, reveal the powerfully corded muscles of his forearms. Likewise, the storm-grey close-fitted fencer’s trousers draw attention to thighs and calves wound tight as coiled springs.

The duellist pauses thoughtfully at the edge of a twenty-foot ring outlined in glittering ruby mosaic. The inner circle has been masterfully carved from a single slab of alabaster whose smooth texture is well suited to a fencer’s intricate footwork. The pristine white stone makes an excellent canvas for any blood that might soon be spilled. He sheds the ceremonial side-cloak that hangs off one shoulder, setting off a musical clinking of slender bronze and silver medallions called prestiges sewn onto the velvet fabric. Each prestige honours a different judicial duel in which his skill and daring won the trial, increasing the fee he can expect for his services.

Glancing around the courtroom as if only now aware of the audience’s presence, he favours his admirers with a placid smile and faraway gaze that suggests indifference to the outcome of the day’s proceedings. He even winks companionably at the hapless young gemcutter in the defendant’s box who will, moments from now, be condemned to face him blade-to-blade in the circle. The defendant, not knowing what else to do, responds with a nervous wave of his hand, perhaps wondering whether he’s being greeted by a long-forgotten acquaintance and all this talk of sharpened steel and verdict-by-combat is merely a misunderstanding.

No one else is fooled, not the nobles gathered in their galleries nor the common folk huddled on benches. The magistrate seated atop his lofty throne has witnessed the scene about to unfold many times before, as have the black-clad advocates standing for the plaintiff and defendant at opposite sides of the dais. All those present know that there is only one talent for which this particular duellist is so richly compensated in Rijou’s Court of Blades. He wears no crown nor sits any throne, yet within the walls of this gilded palace of justice, he is more revered and beloved than any king.

Golden-haired, fair-skinned and black-hearted, his name is Dazidier Enguero, better known among those who can afford his services as Our Lord of Corpses. In a city famed for its fencers, he may well be the deadliest man to ever draw a sword from its scabbard. When the court clerk strikes the bell, his lunge will be as lightning from a cloudless sky: so sudden and merciless that those who blink will miss the moment when his rapier draws a crimson curtain over the trial.

Shh . . . Don’t tell him yet, but Dazidier is about to have a very bad day.


PART THE FIRST

THE DEBTOR’S DUEL
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The duella debtori is fought only to first blood – or so the magistrate will admonish both sides at the outset. Yet if a debtor’s duel were no more than a fencing match ended by a trifling scratch, why would his Eminence reliably invoke the abhorrence of the gods towards those who break contracts? Could it be, perhaps, to suggest that any subsequent lethal mishaps should be attributed to the gods’ divine will?

Let this be a reminder to any son or daughter of House Vauquelin who sets foot inside a duelling circle expecting to fence their opponent: a fencing match is like a chess game, won by strategy as much as skill, preparation as much as talent.

But a duel? A duel is a magic trick. That’s why the dead man always looks so surprised.

P.17 of The Hummingbird Bible,

family duelling manual of House Vauquelin


Chapter 1

Slanders and Secundiers

‘My Lord Magistrate, this is nothing less than court-sanctioned murder!’ shouts the defendant’s advocate, punctuating his outburst with the pounding of his fists upon the bronze base of a throne that rises five feet above the dais before meeting His Most Eminent Sallo Calvino’s ample buttocks.

‘We will suffer no hysterics in my courtroom, Advocate Vicendi,’ the magistrate warns perfunctorily. Well-manicured fingers slip a red tenderberry between the bars of a birdcage balanced on one arm of his elevated throne. An eager starling gobbles up the juicy morsel, trilling its appreciation, and Magistrate Calvino smiles for the first time since the trial began.

The lords and ladies in the gallery begin feeding their own caged companions, the living symbols of their noble houses. Enthusiastic warbling, chirping and squawking soon echo throughout the courtroom, leaving the young advocate locked in an unwinnable contest for the magistrate’s attention.

Vicendi’s shabby court blacks lay bare his odds of victory: worn leather shoes and patched hose rise to meet the frayed hem of an ebony half cloak that hangs limply over sloping shoulders. The scraggly curls of a black-powdered wig frame what might have been a modestly attractive face were it not already lined from despair at the futility of his profession.

Fortunes are made every day in the Court of Blades: by the fencers who fight the duels, the solicitors who secure them cases, the spectators wagering on the outcomes and, of course, the judges overseeing the trials. Alas, the same cannot be said of dewy-eyed advocates pleading for justice on behalf of penniless defendants.

Somewhere between shame and fury, Vicendi finds the courage – or madness – to say what no one else dares: ‘Must I cover myself in feathers to merit a moment of your Eminence’s consideration for an innocent man’s fate?’

The vulgar outburst is met with hisses from the galleries and gasps from the benches below. Wagers over how long the defendant will survive in the duelling circle give way to odds being set over whether his advocate will precede him to the coffin.

Magistrate Calvino, having run out of tenderberries, frowns at this latest interruption. ‘What motion would you have me consider, Vicendi? Surely you cannot expect the plaintiff to duel your client himself when he has recently become afflicted with a most troubling ailment of the lungs . . .’

All eyes turn to the plaintiff’s box on the other side of the courtroom. A middle-aged jewellery maker, luxuriously attired in a glorious new burgundy frock coat, is currently preoccupied with an inspection of its tourmaline-encrusted buttons. When he realises the court is awaiting evidence of his infirmity, he coughs unconvincingly before serving up the sort of smile typically found on the face of a cat in the process of digesting a canary.

‘Clearly Master Jolen cannot duel today,’ Magistrate Calvino concludes, though with obvious irritation at the jewellery maker’s half-hearted performance, ‘therefore this court has no choice but to rule that his secundier take his place.’

At the edge of the ruby-ringed duelling circle, the angelic Dazidier Enguero tilts his golden head left, then right, to loosen the muscles in his shoulders as he prepares to commit the entirely legal murder for which he’s been commissioned. In response, Vicendi, who might, if he straightened his back and raised his chin – and if you squinted just so – appear a little heroic in his futile quest to save his client’s life, sputters in outrage. ‘You – you cannot call it justice for an untrained civilian to face Our Lord of Corpses in the duelling circle!’

‘Cease your clucking, man,’ Magistrate Calvino chides him. ‘Have you forgotten that we are assembled this afternoon for a mere duella debtori? Trifling matters of unpaid financial obligations are fought to first blood only. By lunchtime your client will have returned home to his wife and child, having suffered nothing worse than a nasty scratch and wounded pride – though admittedly somewhat impoverished by his intransigence.’

A smattering of knowing laughter drifts down from the gallery. Slouched in the defendant’s box below, Opezo, the luckless young lapidarist whose gemstones Master Jolen has slandered as fakes to every reputable jewel buyer in the city, buries his face in his hands. Even Opezo knows that one does not hire Our Lord of Corpses to fight merely to first blood. They hire him to ensure that first blood is also last.

‘A continuance!’ Vicendi pleads the court as if from sudden inspiration. ‘A week, no more! Surely the honourable Master Jolen will have recovered from his mysterious ailment by then and be prepared to fight his own battles?’

The spectators, rich and poor alike, groan at this latest tactic. They paid good money to witness today’s duel. Now this upstart advocate would deny them their meagre entertainment? A smug-looking libertine in minstrel’s blues comes to their rescue, rising from the commoners’ benches to bellow, ‘A continuance would be medically unsound, your Eminence!’

‘What?’ demands Calvino, peering across the courtroom at this latest unscheduled interlocutor. ‘What bearing could any ruling of mine have on medical matters? Do you present yourself to this court as a physician, sir?’

The minstrel momentarily feigns concern before offering his audience a self-satisfied grin. ‘Alas, only in the treatment of broken hearts. But it requires no medical training to diagnose the patient in this case, which is why I can predict with absolute certainty that a continuance will serve only to ensure that poor Master Jolen’s cough persists unabated!’

Magistrate Calvino’s booming baritone quickly puts an end to the merriment spreading through the courtroom. ‘Sit you back down, sir!’ He turns both his attention and his ire to the defendant’s advocate. ‘And I remind you, Vicendi, that it was your client who demanded trial by combat to dispute the debt filed against him. He cannot now rescin—’

‘A debt levied in secret by the Court of Coins!’ Vicendi counters. His hand shakes with barely contained rage as he jabs an accusing finger towards the gallery. ‘A privilege afforded solely to Rijou’s Ascendant Houses, which suggests that it was someone in this very chamber who contrived the charges against my client, not their puppet Jolen!’ Now his imprudent finger stabs in the direction of Our Lord of Corpses. ‘Even now, Dazidier Enguero’s own family bolsters their failing mining ventures by wagering fortunes on the outcomes of his judicial duels!’

The scandalous accusation sets off an indignant hubbub from the other side of the chamber. ‘Unproven!’ the plaintiff’s sleepy-eyed advocate protests, wiping crumbs from the lustrous black velvet coat straining to contain his belly. ‘Unseemly!’ he adds, readjusting his own more lustrous ebony-powdered wig before turning to smile broadly at the audience, delighted to have at last contributed to the trial.

Magistrate Calvino’s eyes flitter up to the gallery, no doubt seeking guidance from whichever of Rijou’s illustrious noble citizens covertly financed today’s ruling. ‘A continuance in a duella debtori is highly irregular and would slow the wheels of justice.’ Calvino’s grumbling delivery suggests he is less than pleased with his own role in these proceedings. Nonetheless, he persists, ‘Would you deny the right of your fellow citizens to a speedy trial, Vicendi?’ Without waiting for an answer, the magistrate slams the ball of his ornately carved wooden sceptre against the bronze bell at his side. The discordant chime rings throughout the courtroom, setting the little starling to fluttering anxiously inside her cage. ‘No, sir, I say no! Had you advised your client competently, he would have accepted the merciful verdict rendered by the Court of Coins. In appealing their decision, he has left himself no choice but to argue his case with steel!’

Vicendi’s pale cheeks turn crimson. His upper lip curls in disgust. Those few in the audience sympathetic to his case watch in mute horror as he prepares to deliver his final objection. Reckless as he’s proven himself throughout the trial, there is one line the young advocate hasn’t yet crossed – one accusation that no lawyer in his right mind would dare put before the court.

‘Merciful?’ Vicendi asks through gritted teeth. ‘Merciful?’ he repeats, louder this time. ‘The Court of Coins of which you speak with such admiration has rendered many such mercies of late, has it not, Eminence? Holding secret hearings on debts filed against master artisans, indenturing them to the plaintiffs, who then conveniently transfer their contracts to one of the Ascendant Houses seated in the gallery behind you? And should the artisan in question dare challenge the ruling?’

‘We are not here to endure the opinions of a brash, unseasoned advocate regarding the rulings of our fellow magis—’

‘Then this court provides those same Ascendant Houses the legal means to orchestrate the murder of anyone who refuses bonded servitude!’

Were he to utter not a single word more, Vicendi’s transgression would already be sufficient to see him shackled in irons and dragged from the courtroom – or worse, into the duelling circle himself. Even so, he levels one final indictment upon the Court of Blades: ‘What your Eminence calls mercy would be better termed court-ordered slavery.’

The accusation settles upon the crowded courtroom like a shroud. Slavery is the one penalty banned in Tristia since the country’s founders freed themselves from the yokes of their oppressors. To suggest the nation’s courts could be tacitly complicit in bringing back such a heinous practice is to bring doubt upon the entire judicial system.

‘Would you accuse me of—?’ Magistrate Calvino’s fury gives way to an unusually grey pallor that creeps over his jowly features, as if he has just been made to swallow something poisonous to his soul.

Too late, Vicendi opens his mouth to retract his mad insinuation, but Calvino cuts him off with a slice of one meaty hand before turning to conspire with a trio of clerks holding weighty legal tomes. Dutifully, the clerks pretend to consult their texts before looking up and shaking their heads in feigned dismay. Calvino looks almost saddened as he concludes, ‘I have no legal basis for a continuance. I will overlook your seditious slander, Vicendi, but your client must—’

‘I, too, am sick!’ Opezo the gemcutter declares abruptly, leaping up from his chair in the defendant’s box.

The crowd jeers, no one taking the objection seriously. Opezo can’t be more than twenty-five years of age, and while clearly no fencer, the broad-shouldered lapidarist at least evinces the strength to hold a sword, unlike the foppish jewellery maker he’d expected to face in the duelling circle.

‘You appear hale enough to me, Master Gemcutter,’ the magistrate observes, squinting down at Opezo. ‘Would you perjure yourself in my court?’

‘But Jolen’s the one who’s lying!’ Opezo insists, gesticulating wildly across the courtroom. ‘I’ve never even done business with that crooked, counterfeiting bast—’

‘Slander!’ the once drowsy plaintiff’s advocate proclaims, beaming now that he’s justified his fees with not one but two feats of legal wizardry.

Again, Magistrate Calvino slams his sceptre upon the bell. The ingenious design of the bronze half globe is such that the harder it is struck, the more discomfiting the clang it produces. The entire courtroom covers their ears as the birds in their cages emit a cacophony of plaintive squawks and trills.

‘Enough!’ the magistrate growls. ‘We will have our duel. Today. Now.’

The final act of the trial commences as Calvino turns to the pair of scales mounted on the right arm of his throne. He begins placing tiny silver weights upon them, one after another, as if each ingot were a particular element of the case. The ritual is more theatre than judicial process: by balancing the scales, the magistrate seeks to demonstrate to the gods that the duel has been impartially constructed and now it is for them to determine the outcome.

At the very last moment, though, still clutching the last silver weight needed to bring the scales into perfect balance, Calvino pauses. The audience watches, enraptured by this unexpected hesitation. This time, the magistrate’s eyes don’t flicker to the gallery, but rise ever so slowly to the thirty-foot-tall statues of War and Death standing guard at the entrance to his courtroom.

‘It is my ruling that . . .’

Sallo Calvino goes quiet, the last silver ingot still clenched in his fist. He glances briefly at his beloved starling in its gilded cage. The bird cheeps adoringly, or perhaps hungrily, before preening its purple and yellow feathers. Magistrate Calvino holds up the little silver weight for all to see. Gently, he places it upon the scales, bringing them into balance before proclaiming, ‘In the interests of justice, it is the ruling of this court that the defendant may choose a secundier of his own to fight in his place.’

Mayhem erupts throughout the chamber. Accusations of corruption and bribery are shouted from the galleries, with neither irony nor apparent fear of retribution.

Undaunted, Magistrate Calvino smashes his sceptre upon the bell until the clamour recedes. ‘These are my terms for the duel and they are final!’ His gaze descends upon Opezo. ‘I suggest you find yourself a secundier quickly, sir.’ He points to the massive clock at the opposite end of the courtroom held in the crook of Death’s arm. The time is nearly noon. ‘I grant you seven minutes to choose your champion.’

The gemcutter’s eyes dart around the chamber in panicked desperation. ‘Why are you just standing there?’ he demands of his advocate. ‘Find me a duellist, quickly!’

Vicendi doesn’t bother getting huffy about being commanded to perform a task that is neither part of an advocate’s duties nor possible to achieve in so short a time. The process of securing the services of a duellist is a long and complex affair, often taking weeks. ‘I cannot,’ he replies simply, shuffling the papers inside his leather satchel as an excuse to avoid the gaze of his doomed client.

‘Please—!’ Opezo begs as he runs around the courtroom trying to catch the eye of those few duelling stewards in attendance, hoping against hope that one of them will offer the services of their chamber’s fencers.

One by one, the grey-suited stewards turn away.

‘I have money!’ Opezo insists, holding out a sagging coin purse, as if its mere touch might compel someone to fight on his behalf. Those he approaches lean away from him or laugh in his face. They know full well that the only reason Opezo risked a debtor’s duel in the first place is because the verdict rendered against him by the Court of Coins has already ruined him. Not even the potential fortune in duelling commissions that would surely come to their chambers from a victory against Our Lord of Corpses is enough for any of the stewards to risk the lives of their fencers.

Nonetheless, the desperate young artisan keeps pleading for someone – anyone – to take up his cause, right until Death’s clock strikes the noon hour.

‘I concede!’ Opezo shouts, throwing himself at the massive bronze pedestal rising up to the magistrate’s throne. ‘I accept the Court of Coins’ most merciful sen—’

The hideous clang of the magistrate’s bell sounds as Sallo Calvino, his grim features betraying some small hint of regret and perhaps even shame, strikes it twice more with his sceptre. ‘An accusation of defamation and false debt made before the gods cannot be revoked. Only steel can settle the matter now.’

At the magistrate’s signal, two representatives of the Guild of Weaponsmiths enter the courtroom, each carrying a red-lacquered case four feet long, six inches high and seven inches deep. The hooded swordbearers approach the edge of the duelling circle. One stands before the plaintiff’s champion, the other before the defendant. Their movements eerily synchronised, they unlatch the crimson cases and flip open the lids, revealing inside each one a single rapier resting on black velvet. The leather grips show the natural dullness of use, but the long, narrow blades are gleaming.

For a trial to be just, each blade must be newly forged, else wear in the metal could lend unfair advantage to the opponent – that’s what the Guild of Weaponsmiths insists, anyway. At the end of the trial, the blades will be shattered so they can never be used again. The manufacture of duelling weapons is one of the more lucrative industries in Rijou these days.

Dazidier Enguero, Our Lord of Corpses, draws his rapier, examines it carefully and nods to the first weaponsmith, who closes the red wooden case and withdraws. Master Jolen’s advocate at last rouses himself off his arse to perform his one remaining duty.

With a swaggering, thumping gait, he begins to stomp around the courtroom, whisking the tails of his long black silk coat as he heralds the champion. ‘Witness you now, my most worthy lords and daminas, as a living legend binds to his hand the means of the gods’ own retribution against those who bear false witness.’

Halfway to the defendant’s side, he stops and turns to smirk at the shabby Advocate Vicendi and his client, the hapless gemcutter. ‘And is any here so foolish as to doubt what their divine judgment will be?’

He spins on his heel – an elegant manoeuvre for so hefty a figure – and to the audience declares, ‘For here have the gods sent to do battle their most beloved champion, the strong right arm of justice, Death’s most sublime work of art . . .’ He leans back now, his voice a thunderous bellow as he brings the audience clapping and whooping to their feet. ‘His mother dubbed him Dazidier, son of the noble house of Enguero, but the gods and this courtroom know him by his true name . . . Our. Lord. Of. Corpses!’

The cheers are deafening. The advocate bows deeply, as though he has won the duel himself without even drawing steel. Dazidier Enguero gives a few quick swishes of the rapier. Anyone bothering to examine the blade will have noticed it is several inches too short for Dazidier’s height, having originally been selected for his client, the jewellery maker. The golden-haired duellist isn’t troubled in the slightest.

Master Opezo, tears of frustration and despair streaming down his cheeks, scrambles across the courtroom to drop to his knees before his opponent. He grabs for the blade of the other man’s weapon in the vain hope that by cutting himself he can plead the duel has ended in first blood, even though this will ensure his indenture. Enguero is too fast, though, and whips the blade away before striking the gemcutter’s wrist with the pommel.

Opezo cries out in pain. ‘Please,’ he weeps, at last accepting that Dazidier’s employers will settle for nothing less than his death, ‘make it quick.’

The beatific smile on the face of Our Lord of Corpses is unwavering as he gazes down at the defendant. ‘Take up your weapon, sir.’

The gemcutter sobs, ‘Just kill me now, damn you. Get it over with.’

Without warning, the duellist backhands him across the face. ‘Take up your weapon, sir, or I will beat you until your bones snap and your internal organs burst within the worthless shell of your body. Even that will be no release for you, however, for I will leave your coward’s hide unpierced until it becomes nothing more than a bloated sack filled with coagulated lumps of blood – these being no less rubies than the garish gobs of resin you have foisted as rare gems onto unsuspecting jewellers.’

Appreciative laughter fills the courtroom. In these refined times, a great duellist is rewarded not only for being a skilled fencer, but also a sharp-witted conversationalist.

Opezo rises to his feet and only then does the audience see why he’d wanted to face death on his knees: along the left leg of his trousers, a dark stain of urine is spreading. The terrified gemcutter had hoped to die with a shred of his dignity intact. With even that grace denied him, he stumbles, legs shaking, to where the patient weaponsmith awaits, still holding the red case open for him.

With a trembling hand, Opezo reaches for the sword he will draw once, yet never see the use of. His fingers are about to wrap around the black leather hilt when a new voice breaks the reverential silence of the courtroom.

‘I’ll fight his case.’

As one, the audience leaps from their seats, peering into the shadows beneath the arch formed by the statues of Death and War, searching for the source of the irreverent feminine voice that dared interrupt a judicial duel.

My voice, as it turns out.


Chapter 2

The Challenger

A hundred pairs of eyes swarm over me like ants, scrutinising every detail of my hair, my face, my clothes, my body. Every glance betrays a question:

Who is this woman?

How long has she been lurking in the shadows?

Does she always dress like she raided a pirate’s wardrobe?

And, of course, the most important question of all, the one that haunts every waking thought of Rijou’s élite: Is she really foolhardy enough to challenge Our Lord of Corpses?

I remain at the entrance, leaning impudently against one stone leg of the towering statue of Death, allowing the audience time to examine me. My hair is blue-black today, with elaborate curls draping down my cheeks to tickle the edge of my jaw. It’ll be obvious to anyone watching that I am young, though a woman grown nonetheless. No doubt they will be surveying the planes of my face, the shape of my nose, the line of my neck, rifling through memories of the children of the noble houses of Rijou.

A second daughter, perhaps?

No. If so, my likeness would surely have appeared in the broadsheets, announcing some upcoming marriage alliance – or the scandal of why no such union was taking place.

A distant cousin, then? Someone less likely to be remarked upon?

Perhaps, perhaps . . .

The heat in the courtroom is stifling. Unbuttoning my long, reddish-brown leather coat to reveal the tightly laced duelling waistcoat beneath raises eyebrows. My figure is a trifle too slim to be fashionable.

The paupered child of a disgraced noble house, then?

A reasonable conjecture: the fortunes of aristocratic families have always risen and fallen with the tides of Rijou’s never-ending intrigues.

Those fitted calfskin fencing trousers, though . . . they reveal thighs that are unusually muscular.

Not very ladylike, I admit, but useful to a duellist.

Might the loose, billowing ivory silk blouse partially obscured by her waistcoat be hiding similarly taut muscles underneath?

I keep my stance casual, almost indolent. It’s easier than I expected, this posing and preening. I feel like a sixteen-year-old at the Swan Revel, presenting myself before lines of suitors in hopes of making a suitable match. It won’t be kisses I’ll be exchanging with them today, though.

Is she drunk? Is this all some churlish prank? I see the nobles in the gallery are wondering as they try and fail to discern my identity, to place me within the ranks of some Ascendant or Rising or Fallen House – to rate me. Soon, though, a rare flicker of despair reveals itself in the narrowing of their eyes.

What if her nonchalance is a sign of secret knowledge? What if a new piece has been placed upon the game board, this one neither a white pawn nor black, but a grey chevalier – one with cause to believe she truly can defeat the illustrious Lord of Corpses?

Death’s clock has ticked away three long minutes since I made my entrance. It’s only now that someone in the crowd notices the unusual design of my coat, the sturdiness of the leather and the way the slender, flexible bone plates sewn inside the lining give it the appearance of supple armour.

‘A Greatcoat!’ the fellow cries out.

‘Trattari,’ another declares before spitting on the floor.

Accusations of ‘tatter-cloak’, ‘spy’ and other less flattering terms spread throughout the courtroom. In the upper galleries, several of the nobles are shaking their fists at me. I notice other hands sneaking into the folds of magnificent coats and gowns, reaching for hidden weapons that are supposed to be prohibited to the public inside the Court of Blades.

You need not fear the King’s Travelling Magistrates, my Lords and Daminas. Upholding the law? Saints, no. I’m much too busy settling the scores the law has already forgotten.

A quartet of Court Wardens, unsure what they’re supposed to be doing but presuming it involves placing me in irons, begins a lurching march towards me. I casually duck under the outstretched arm of the first one and saunter into the ruby-ringed duelling circle to stand before the weaponsmith still holding out his polished red-lacquered case. The wardens halt their approach at the edge of the circle. Duelling is a sacred thing in Rijou, after all, and the entire court heard Magistrate Calvino rule that the gemcutter was entitled to a secundier.

‘Let’s get on with it, shall we, sweetheart?’ I ask Dazidier Enguero as I draw the defendant’s rapier, before turning back to salute the overdressed and excessively scented sewage who fancy themselves Rijou’s élites. ‘High time someone in this august chamber gets skewered, don’t you think?’

The crowd gasps, the gemcutter gapes and the magistrate’s clerks shuffle the pages of their ponderous legal tomes in search of a reason to prohibit my participation in the proceedings.

Our Lord of Corpses merely narrows his eyes in contemplation of how best to end me.

Are you ready, my darlings?

Watch closely now. Don’t even blink because, as the old fencing bibles remind us, a duel to the death isn’t a chess match.

It’s a magic trick.

And I’ve waited seven long years to perform mine.


Chapter 3

The Mine Girl

Ten Years Earlier . . .

‘This isn’t your home, you know,’ the honey-haired girl informed me.

‘It’s not?’

That was odd. The lady who’d brought me here, Viscountess Zephine, had been very specific that this was to be my home from now on. Then again, she hadn’t seemed very reliable on such subjects; she’d also informed me that we were to live in a ‘modest villa’ – whatever that was – but this had to be a palace. Or maybe it was a mansion. I wasn’t entirely sure of the difference.

The ocean of white marble floors and gleaming golden trim made me squint. Even after six days above ground, my eyes were still accustomed to the perpetual gloom of mine shafts and the endless haze of dust that made you cough every time you took a breath (they didn’t call Domas Lacrima ‘the House of Tears’ for nothing). Flowering vines snaked up the walls to ceilings so high and bright I imagined it must be like being atop a mountain and staring up at the sky. A family of hummingbirds darted about, stealing nectar from the flowers before disappearing an instant later.

‘Why do you let birds in your house?’ I asked.

The other girl – Kareline, they’d told me her name was – glared back through narrowed, menacing eyes that didn’t suit her pretty blue and silver dress. In Domas Lacrima, when someone looked at you that way it meant they were about to thrash you.

A tidily dressed and very polite man who’d bowed a great deal had placed a tray of fruit and cheese on a table next to me. There was a knife on the plate, though the edge didn’t look very sharp, but it was better than nothing. I readied myself to snatch it up and stab the girl, but then she said, ‘The hummingbird is our house sigil, obviously.’

I froze. Had she decided not to fight me?

She was pointing down at a twelve-foot-wide circle in the floor made up of hundreds of shimmering blue tiles forming the picture of a hummingbird holding a gem in its beak.

‘Don’t you even know what a sigil is?’ she asked, and rolled her eyes the way people sometimes did in the pits – usually when they were having seizures because of too many years breathing in dust. I doubted this girl had ever stepped inside a mine.

‘How many people live here?’ I asked, playing for time.

Viscountess Zephine had said her daughter was thirteen, but that hadn’t meant much to me until she’d added that Kareline was two years older than me. I hadn’t actually known I was eleven years old – it’s not something you need to know in the prison mines. But the overseers keep detailed records on those sentenced to serve in the House of Tears and I supposed that must extend to those with the misfortune to be born there too. So I was eleven.

Kareline didn’t look much bigger than me. We both had orangey-yellow hair – although mine had been dyed by the Viscountess on the journey here. Kareline’s was far softer and shinier. There was something different about her face, too. It wasn’t just that her skin was so clean and smooth. It was that when I looked at her, some hidden part of me wished I was looking in a mirror.

My beautiful Kareline, that’s what Viscountess Zephine had called her when she’d introduced us. Maybe I would be beautiful too, when I turned thirteen.

Kareline sighed. I guess my question about how many people lived in this house had tired her out, or maybe being pretty was a lot of work. That must be why she’d decided not to fight me. ‘Me, my mother and my brother, Farren – oh, and the servants.’

‘Servants?’

Again she rolled her eyes. I thought this time for sure it must be a seizure, but she repeated, ‘Servants. Twelve for the household, two groomsmen for the stables, three women who look after the gardens, and of course the house guards. Usually we just have six chevaliers because Mummy is such an excellent duellist, but if a rival family calls a vendetta against House Vauquelin during the Blood Week, then we hire a lot more.’

‘House Vauquelin?’

‘This,’ she said, stamping a foot on the tiled circle with the hummingbird symbol. ‘My family. We are the Vauquelin, one of the Ascendant Twelve Houses of Rijou.’ She scowled. ‘And you aren’t.’

I did a quick tally in my head of all the people she’d mentioned. I was pretty good at counting. ‘Only twenty-six?’ I looked around again. ‘This entire mansion for just twenty-six people?’

You could fit a hundred prisoners just in this room. Parlour, I corrected myself. Viscountess Zephine had been very specific that this was a parlour, and a parlour was where very important people gathered to discuss philosophy and politics.

At the far end of the parlour was a huge staircase rising up in a spiral like a rock snake. There had to be at least two more floors up there, and another one below, since the staircase went down as well. Domas Lacrima never held fewer than three hundred prisoners, but all of our cells put together would easily fit into this house.

Kareline noticed me eyeing the staircase. ‘Don’t even think about going into my private chambers,’ she warned. She still didn’t reach for the knife, though.

People who made threats without backing them up didn’t do very well in Domas Lacrima. I felt a little sorry for this mean-spirited, pretty girl. She wouldn’t stay pretty long once she talked that way to the wrong person and they started cutting her face.

‘How are we getting along?’ Viscountess Zephine asked, strolling into the room.

Zephine, Viscountess Vauquelin and Ascendant Holder of the Chalice of Shipping – whatever that meant – was beautiful too, but in a different way. She was thin, like me and Kareline, but even with all the ruffles on her gown you could tell she had strong, broad shoulders. She walked the way fancy people walk. I’d seen them at Domas Lacrima, when they came to buy prisoners to work their private mines. But there was something different about Viscountess Zephine: as if she were just pretending to be sauntering along aimlessly, when all the while, she was secretly stalking you. I waited, expecting a weapon to suddenly appear in her hand.

‘Why did you bring her here?’ Kareline demanded. ‘She’s stupid and she’s ugly and I’ll bet she’s already stealing things.’

‘Kareline,’ her mother scolded, ‘what a wretched thing to say to your soror!’ She reached over and stroked my hair, the way prisoners sometimes stroked the rats they’d tamed in their cells. ‘Natazia is a good girl. She’d never steal.’

It was nice of her to say so, but also wrong. I’d already pilfered two oranges and a piece of cheese from the tray when no one was looking. These people weren’t very good at protecting their food.

‘I don’t need a soror. I don’t want a fake sister.’ Kareline’s eyes filled with tears, even though she hadn’t even been hit yet. ‘How could you do this to Farren? He’s going to think you brought her because you don’t love him any more.’

The Viscountess’ expression flashed from annoyance to warmth and back again. Maybe their house symbol was the hummingbird because their feelings darted around so much?

‘Why don’t we ask your brother, then?’ she suggested. ‘After all, a certain little snoop is spying on us right now.’

I whirled around, looking for this intruder, but wherever he was, he wasn’t close enough to attack me and the door to the outside was still open so I could get away if I ra—

‘I’m not spying,’ piped an indignant voice from the top of the staircase. ‘I just wanted to see her is all.’

Down the spiral stairs trudged a boy, younger-looking than me, with brown hair flopping over a pale forehead and a slump in his narrow shoulders. Farren, that’s what Kareline had called him. He walked funny, legs shaking as he clomp-clomp-clomped down the stairs. He kept having to grab the banister to steady himself, but his step floundered every time.

‘Be careful, my love,’ Viscountess Zephine called out.

‘I’m fine,’ he said, but he sounded annoyed. He was a nice-looking boy, now that I could see him closer – not pretty, like Kareline, but he smiled a lot more.

Once he reached the bottom of the stairs, he continued his awkward, trembling walk until he was standing before me with his hand held out. ‘I’m Farren,’ he said. ‘I’m your new brother. I’m sorry I spied on you.’

I’m your new brother. The words took me by surprise and when I opened my mouth to respond, nothing came out. Farren’s hand was still sticking out, quivering, as if he were afraid of me. Only, his face didn’t look afraid at all. He was trying to be nice to me, and that made me sad for this kind boy with the terrible sister he couldn’t even fight because he was weak and filled with tremors. In the mines, they smothered boys like him in their sleep.

‘I’m sorry you’re defective,’ I said at last.

I barely caught the blur of honey hair and expensive blue fabric before I was stumbling back, my cheek stinging. I hadn’t even heard the warning growl in Kareline’s throat before she’d struck me.

If she’d grabbed the knife first, she could have killed me. Maybe she still would.

‘Never say that about Farren again,’ she warned. ‘Never!’

‘Kareline!’ Viscountess Zephine shouted, putting herself between me and her crazy daughter. ‘Tazia didn’t mean what she said; she doesn’t know any better.’ The Viscountess turned to me. ‘We don’t use that word, not here. Even if you hear others say it at school, you won’t repeat it at home, do you understand?’

A rule. Finally, something that made sense. In Domas Lacrima they teach you how to follow rules. ‘I will never speak that word again, ma’am. Never.’

Again she got that strange look on her face like she was both relieved and worried all at once.

‘It’s okay,’ the boy said, pushing past his sister. ‘I don’t care if people call me that.’

‘Kareline,’ their mother said, ‘take Farren out to play – but no more fencing with sticks, hear me?’

Still glowering at me, the girl took her brother by the arm and kept him steady as they headed outside.

‘Kareline will come around,’ Viscountess Zephine said to me. ‘She’s not sure what to make of you yet.’

She pointed towards two chairs set on opposite sides of the table with the tray of fruit and cheese, and when I sat, she produced a rolled-up piece of paper from the sleeve of her gown. It was the contract for my purchase from the mines.

‘Did they teach you to read in Domas Lacrima?’ the Viscountess asked.

‘No, ma’am.’

‘Not “ma’am”. You must call me Madera now. Do you know what that means? It’s what you call the lady of a house who adopts you.’

‘Mother?’ I suggested.

She shook her head. ‘Madera – it’s not the same thing. In some duchies they don’t distinguish between an adopted child and a natural one, but in Rijou, bloodlines are very important. Did they teach you about other places at Domas Lacrima? Did you learn geography, law, politics?’

‘No, Madera.’

‘Languages?’

‘Yes, Madera—’ I thought about that a moment and then realised she must have meant could I speak more than one. ‘No, Madera.’

She frowned. ‘Well, then, what did they teach you in Domas Lacrima?’

I felt very stupid, then, and worried that if I didn’t prove myself she would take me back. I had only known freedom and fresh air for the six days of our journey here, but already I was determined that no matter what it cost me, I would never return to those mines.

I reached for the knife on the table and, with the blade pointing downwards, held it in a reverse grip. You could put more force on it that way. Viscountess Zephine’s eyes went wide and she shoved herself back, the legs of her chair screeching on the marble, but I was already pressing the edge of the knife into the hard surface of the table with all my might. I managed to scrape a little piece off, and when that was done, I started on the next.

‘What are you doing?’ she asked, watching me.

‘I’m digging, Madera. In the mines they teach us to dig.’

She brought her chair closer and placed her hand on mine. ‘I didn’t bring you here to dig, Natazia.’

I wasn’t stupid. I knew a great house like this wouldn’t want an eleven-year-old girl to work their mines, but I had not the slightest idea why she’d chosen me. ‘Am I to be a slave for one of your children, Madera?’ I hoped it would be Farren. I didn’t think I’d like belonging to Kareline.

Viscountess Zephine’s eyes went wide with horror, though she no longer looked afraid of the knife in my hand. ‘Never,’ she said, quietly, but with such vehemence that I was scared I’d offended her.

‘Please,’ I said, forcing myself not to whimper. People who whimper don’t survive in the mines. ‘Don’t send me back. I’ll be good. I won’t ever—’

She shook her head, one of her copper curls coming undone from the elaborate comb keeping it in place. ‘Slavery is against the law in Tristia,’ she said, staring at me as if it were terribly important that I believe her. ‘Centuries ago, our ancestors – all of our ancestors – were brought here as slaves. We fought back against our oppressors and sent them scurrying away across the oceans.’ She rapped the knuckles of her right fist against the small round table as if she were preparing to smash it in two. ‘Slavery will never have a place in Tristian society!’ More softly she asked, ‘Do you understand now?’

I nodded. I didn’t point out to her that she had bought me from a prison mine and that prisoners aren’t much different than slaves since you can do pretty much whatever you want to them. Perhaps it was the impudence of that thought that made me ask, ‘Why did you bring me here then, Madera?’

Gently, she took the knife from me and flipped it over before placing it back in my hand. I was now holding it as a weapon.

‘Rijou is a dangerous place, Tazia. Even at school, even among other children, there are many threats to a family such as ours. Among the Ascendant Houses, each generation is called an epocha, and the order of their birth dictates each sibling’s role in the governance of their family. A mother is expected to give birth to no fewer than three children: the first to rule, the second to champion and the third to study. Do you understand?’

‘So Kareline will be the ruler?’

‘Yes, she’s the eldest.’

‘She’ll probably enjoy that.’

Viscountess Zephine’s smile came and went quickly. ‘When Kareline was born . . . the pregnancy was difficult. I became ill for a long time and the doctors warned me that I mustn’t have any more children. But I had to, Natazia. A noble family which fails to produce enough heirs soon becomes a target for those who would seek to take our place among the Ascendant Houses.’

‘So you had Farren.’

She nodded. ‘He is a wonderful boy. Clever, so very clever. And kind, which is a miracle in this city. But he is . . .’

A test, I thought. She’s waiting for me to call him defective again and then she will punish me to ensure I never forget. I would not fall into her trap.

‘He is perfect,’ I said.

She stared at me for a moment and then her bottom lip trembled almost like Farren’s hands had done. She grabbed me before I could get away. These people were faster than they looked.

‘Lovely girl,’ she said, lifting me up from the chair and squeezing me to her chest. ‘Lovely, lovely girl,’ she kept repeating before finally letting me go. ‘You’re right, Tazia. Farren is perfect. And so are you.’

All at once, I understood why this great lady had come all the way to Domas Lacrima to spend so much money for the release of a prison-born child whose only right to live came from the necessity that someone serve out her parents’ sentences after they died.

‘Three children. The first to rule, the second to champion,’ I said, repeating her earlier words. ‘But Farren is younger than I am, isn’t he?’

She nodded, her eyes never leaving mine. ‘Farren can be a scholar. He will study and explore and seek ways to expand our family’s shipping ventures after I am gone – but only if he is allowed to grow to adulthood. Only as long as Kareline is able to hold House Vauquelin.’

I looked at the knife, its blunt edge good only for cutting cheese. It seemed to me that Viscountess Zephine had gone all the way to Domas Lacrima just to buy a second cheese knife.

‘They don’t allow house guards to accompany children to school, do they?’ I asked.

‘You’re quick.’

Finally we were on familiar ground. ‘Other children can be dangerous when they want to be,’ I continued, ‘when they’re told who to go after and how much to hurt them. When the other boys and girls try to hurt Kareline or Farren, I am to fight in their place.’

My new madera placed her hands on my cheeks. Her expression wasn’t hard to read any more. She looked grateful, and ashamed.

‘The laws are different here from other parts of the country, Natazia. The Greatcoats aren’t permitted to enforce the king’s justice in Rijou. Duke Jillard allows the great houses to feud and slaughter each other, and children . . .’ She closed her eyes a moment. ‘This is the price of your freedom, Natazia. You will be my children’s champion for as long as you can still fight. It isn’t fair, not to you, nor to them, but this is how it must be.’

I didn’t know how to fight. What I knew was how to hide, how to keep my head down. I also knew when to keep my mouth shut, which is why I didn’t say these things to Viscountess Zephine. But I think she must’ve known, because she lifted my chin with her finger and said, ‘We will teach you the ways of the sword and the fist. You will learn how to fall and get back up again, how to suffer a blow without crying or cowering. These skills will not be enough for you to win, but they will keep you fighting until those children of the other high houses, sent by their vicious and cowardly parents who lack the courage to face me in the duelling circle themselves, at last relent.’

The sadness returned to her eyes as she reached over to touch my cheek again. ‘It is a cruel thing I ask of you, Natazia. I would not blame you if you came to hate me for it.’

She rose from her chair then, and took me by the hand. She guided me up those grand spiralling stairs all the way to the top and into a room so beautiful that when she said it was mine, I forgave her for everything she had done, and everything she would ever do to me. The bed was so soft I could have slept for a hundred years had it not been for the sound of the door creaking open in the middle of the night.

I clutched the little cheese knife under the covers.

‘I don’t care what anyone says,’ Kareline whispered, standing in her night robe at the foot of my bed. ‘You aren’t my soror. You aren’t anything. I am Kareline Vauquelin, daughter of Viscountess Zephine, heir to the most honourable of Rijou’s twelve Ascendant Houses.’ She turned and padded back to the door. Just before she closed it behind her, she said, ‘And you? You’re no one. No one of consequence.’


Chapter 4

The Trouble with Testaments

‘No one of consequence?’ Magistrate Calvino bellows down from his throne. ‘This court commands that you state your name and title and you glibly come back at me with “no one of consequence”?’

The rumble coming from somewhere deep in his chest recalls that of the overseers in the House of Tears. It threatens to set my hands to shaking. But no matter how much I still smell the damp, wretched mine shafts filled with the sweat of those being worked to death and the fouler stench of those already dead, no matter that even the strongest liquor won’t burn away the taste of stagnant water and mouldy slave bread from my tongue, still I have done what none before me could: I have escaped a prison the devils themselves would curse as too cruel a place for any soul to spend eternity.

‘You’ll have to pardon me, your Magnificence,’ I say, flashing the magistrate an impudent grin. ‘My mind was elsewhere.’

My cavalier words trigger tentative chuckles from the crowd, but they do not endear me to Magistrate Calvino, who is wagging his sceptre with such deadly intent that I wonder if he’s planning to hurl it at me.

‘Do you think this is a game, girl?’ He doesn’t wait for an answer, instead swivelling his head so abruptly towards the nearest of his clerks that his jowly cheeks arrive sometime after his chin. ‘Run across the square to the Court of Plumes and fetch the City Sage. Assuming the senile old fool hasn’t drowned in his soup bowl, have him bring a veritas blade to draw a vial of blood. Let his supposedly gods-given talent compare this presumptuous interloper’s bloodline to those in the Crimson Registry and reveal her identity to the court!’

The City Sage. Damn me for a fool, I let myself become too swept up in my role as an arrogant duellist. Now my insolence is going to see me in irons before my plans have even begun to—

‘What’s this?’ Calvino rumbles suddenly at the clerk who, rather than rushing off on his assigned mission, is whispering anxiously in his master’s ear. Calvino’s eyes go wide with disbelief – and no small amount of embarrassment – as the hushed tidings are repeated to him. A moment later the magistrate’s gaze turns back to the statue of the god Death towering over the entrance to the courtroom. ‘To die on the toilet, of all places,’ he says with a solemnity not shared by the audience.

Calvino bashes his bell once more, commanding respectful silence so that he can once again focus his ire on me. ‘I’ll ask once more, madam. Will you reveal your name to this court, or must I pause the trial to call for a duella interrogito? Let us see if putting a veritas blade in the hand of Our Lord of Corpses loosens your tongue!’

Dazidier Enguero looks especially enthused by that possibility. Fortunately, while there’s no legal basis for me to refuse a City Sage divining my bloodline, the threat of a duella interrogito is an eventuality for which I’ve come prepared . . .

. . . with a rhyme.

My Lord Magistrate, though you may detest

what my earnest refusal would seem to suggest,

no hint of insult seek I to render,

though I beg your Eminence do remember:

The law does not compel we reveal

the names of those whose profession is steel,

for I came not some heroic tale to tell,

but rather a talent for bloodshed to sell.

My opening stanza wins me a mixture of delight and befuddlement among the court. Some titter excitedly, others huff and puff in search of an appropriate rebuke for my apparently callow behaviour. Only a few in the crowd gaze back at me with curious eyes that tell me they’ve recognised one of our illustrious city’s long-forgotten judicial traditions – the elegia copletta, the rhyming attestation.

For his part, Master Opezo, the unfortunate and now utterly baffled gemcutter, stands mute with his sad little bag of coins dangling from one hand, still unsure whether he will live or die this day.

Join the club, friend.

I give him a wink and, with the tip of my rapier, scoop his coin purse from his hand before flicking it overhead in a wide arc that lands the pouch in the lap of Advocate Vicendi. The meagre pittance probably isn’t enough to cover his fees, but at least he’ll leave here with a memento of the trial.

I turn to Dazidier Enguero and finish my little poem, this time in alternate rhyme:

As to my purpose, I confess it remorseless.

For there’s only one reason I came:

To ensure the self-styled Lord of Corpses,

Finally lives down to his name.

More people are nodding their heads now, recalling that there was a time when the most prestigious magistrates required advocates appearing before them to make their cases in rhyme. It was considered a sign of respect for the court, as well as a means of ensuring that lawyers had to actually consider their statements rather than simply blurting out the first objection that came to mind.

I spot a blue-jacketed minstrel in the corner – the one who’d made the witty joke earlier about Master Jolen’s cough. He’s favouring me with an approving smirk. Of course he approves; I’m making it that much easier for him to compose the trial song he’ll be performing in taverns around the city tonight for those not wealthy enough to while away their mornings in the Court of Blades.

Magistrate Calvino gapes at me from his lofty perch, looking genuinely perplexed. He surely recognises the tradition, but can’t be sure whether I’m honouring him or mocking him mercilessly.

Dazidier Enguero, on the other hand, has no confusion on that score. ‘I claim insult!’ he cries.

‘I should hope so, sweetling,’ I reply.

He forgets to put the rapier back in its case before striding over to me. Coming within measure like this, armed as he is, gives me the right to strike without warning. Alas, doing so would defeat the point of my presence here.

Sneering at my stained and patched coat, Dazidier makes sure that the entire court sees how little he fears what it represents, which tells me he fears it a great deal indeed. ‘You think that tattered leather garment means anything here?’ he snarls, only belatedly remembering to add ‘whore’ at the end.

‘What, this old thing?’ I ask, slipping the coat off my shoulders. I toss it negligently to one of the Court Wardens, who catches it reflexively, then glances up furtively at Magistrate Calvino as if fearing he might have just imperilled his job. ‘I can’t claim ownership of the smelly thing, to be honest. I merely borrowed it.’

‘From whom?’ Calvino asks.

‘A dead woman, your Eminence. I promise to return it the very instant she asks for it back.’

The magistrate begins to huff and puff about impropriety, but it’s Dazidier’s gleaming smile, for which he is so well known, that catches my eye. ‘Tomorrow you can deliver it in person,’ he declares. ‘Today I will merely beat you within an inch of your life, but in the morning I will file a duella honori against you, and by afternoon you will hear Death strike his clock in your name.’

Duellists. They insist on turning everything into a melodrama.

Careful not to stab my confused client standing behind me, I curtsey. ‘Death would have to learn my name first, wouldn’t he?’ I ask. ‘In any event, I would be delighted to dance with you tomorrow, my Lord of Corpses, but I’m afraid I have an appointment with my coiffeuse.’ As I stand back up, I let the point of my rapier rise in line with Dazidier’s groin as a reminder not to come any closer. ‘And you, I’m afraid, will be indisposed.’

There’s a great deal of commotion as the advocates for both the plaintiff and defence – to say nothing of the magistrate and his clerks – finally remember that, in theory anyway, this is their courtroom.

Our Lord of Corpses glares at me, hoping to break through what he believes is a mask of smug self-confidence. As others debate the legality and legitimacy of my right to act as Master Opezo’s second, I turn to scrutinise the audience.

Where are you hiding, damn it? I need proof that it was one of you who engineered the gemcutter’s downfall. Surely you wouldn’t want to miss the moment of your victory?

But the crowd are too many, their own masks too firmly in place, and my gaze darts to and fro, always searching for the next blade or fist or club that could take me unawares.

You’re in a courtroom, not a mine shaft, I remind myself. No one’s going to sneak up on you. In Rijou, murder is a civilised affair.

The touch of a hand on my elbow surprises me. As I spin round, I flick the rapier’s blade up high so that I can bring the pommel down with brutal force.

Shatter the wrist first, then grip the fingers with your left hand and bend them back further so you can draw the rapier into line and drive the blade into—

I stop myself just in time. My soon-to-be client’s threadbare advocate is saying something to me. I conceal my near attempt on his life by bringing the guard of the rapier to my chest and pretending to salute him.

‘You needn’t offer such obeisances to me, mistress. I merely seek your advice.’

‘My advice?’ I offer up a duellist’s laugh – quick, thin, never letting it induce the eyes to pinch and thus reduce the range of my vision. ‘My advice, good advocate, is that you take your seat. It’s apt to get a bit bloody in the circle.’

Vicendi stares back at me with bemusement. ‘The testament, my Lady. As Magistrate Calvino has acceded to your acting as defendant’s champion, I need to know how I should present you to the court.’

The testament, right. I really must pay more attention. The other side has performed their little song and dance about justice and the gods, so now it’s our turn. Dazidier Enguero is waiting for me, already in position, no doubt considering how best to exploit my unfamiliarity with the contours of the duelling circle and the slickness of its alabaster surface.

But there’s more to a court duel than who wins or loses; there is the tale told afterwards. My purpose requires that I make an impression on these people – the kind of impression that leads to invitations to grand balls, indecent trysts, fiendish intrigues and, most important of all, offers of employment as private duellist for one of the Ascendant Houses. Unfortunately, in all my planning to reach this moment, I neglected to consider the testament, and Vicendi doesn’t look the type to give my introduction the flourishes it requires.

‘If you’ll allow me, my Lady?’ asks another man who’s come rather too close for his own safety.

I turn to find the rakish minstrel in the blue jacket standing behind me. On closer inspection, the man himself is nowhere near as handsome as his smile, although I doubt anyone’s told him that. Everything about him is lank, from his lazy, indifferent posture to the limp brown hair that doesn’t so much frame his face as slump alongside his cheeks. But he’s a confident devil, I have to give him that. Already he’s gazing out at the audience as if to claim them for his own.

I dislike people taking the stage in the middle of my own performance.

‘I thank you for your offer, sir, but I’m quite capable of—’

He all but ignores me as he gives Vicendi a playful slap on the shoulder. ‘Rest easy, Advocate, I’ll herald our mistress to the court.’

‘You?’ Vicendi asks with far more acid in his tone than I’ve heard thus far. ‘My Lady, I must warn you away from this man, this disreputable wastrel, this infamous philander—’

‘How dare you, sir?’ the minstrel demands with mock haughtiness. ‘A philanderer misspends his days in unpaid sexual adventures. I’m well compensated for my seductions.’

‘You’re a courtezano?’ I ask, wondering how someone who looks so slovenly makes such a living.

‘Bézan Grise, at your service.’ He gives me a bow that would have required a great deal more effort on his part to reach perfunctory, then winks at me. ‘Whichever service best pleases you.’

‘Again, my Lady,’ Vicendi protests, ‘I urge you to allow me to make the testament on your behalf. Bézan Grise is—’

‘Notorious,’ the minstrel cuts him off yet again. ‘Detested, reviled, and frequently drunk.’ He wags a finger in the air as if he’s just remembered something important. ‘Though far too sober at the present moment – a situation I’d dearly like to rectify, which will be considerably easier to do once you’ve paid me my heralding fee.’

Without any of us having noticed, he’d purloined the bag from Vicendi and now empties out the gemcutter’s coins into his palm. ‘Gods and saints love you, man,’ he says, shaking his head at Opezo, ‘for it appears no one else does.’

The audience laughs, delighted by this unexpected turn of events. I suspect Bézan Grise is well known around the city’s taverns and brothels.

‘Enough of this buffoonery!’ Magistrate Calvino growls from high atop his throne. He slams his sceptre once again and Bézan looks up in mild surprise.

‘Where were we?’ the minstrel asks, glancing about as if only now realising he’s in the middle of a courtroom where blood is about to be spilled. ‘Ah, yes, the testament. What to say . . . what to say?’

He is apparently oblivious to the magistrate’s glare.

I’m about to boot his arse out of the circle before he further complicates my plans when Opezo stammers, ‘Tell Jolen he’s a bastard!’ Now that it won’t be his blood washing the floor, the gemcutter’s veins are filling with righteous indignation. ‘Tell them all that he’s a bastard, and a liar, and a—’

‘I think I’ve got the gist of it,’ Bézan says, and gently pushes the big man towards the defendant’s box outside the duelling circle.

‘Forgive me, Lady,’ Vicendi persists, still apparently hoping I’ll dismiss the minstrel. ‘Despite Master Opezo’s desires, the testament must address the key points of our—’

Bézan prods him away, too. ‘I promise, Advocate, I’ll say only bad things about the bad man, good things about the good one, and then our two duellists can go stabby-stabby on each other a while so the worthy nobles in the audience can return to feeding their precious birds and you and I can go and get magnificently drunk.’

That wins him another round of laughter from the crowd.

Vicendi throws up his hands in disgust and abandons the duelling circle.

I look up above the dais where Magistrate Calvino’s jowls are practically swelling with sanctimonious outrage.

‘Do you—?’ He coughs, possibly choking on his own hypocrisy, before wagging his sceptre dismissively at Bézan Grise and asking me, ‘Do you intend for this scandalous good-for-nothing rake to be your herald, Lady . . .’ Calvino hesitates, lacking either a name or a title for me, then with the hint of a wry smile that belies his otherwise bellicose demeanour, he declares triumphantly, ‘Lady Consequence?’

The audience laughs, nobles and commoners alike. The magistrate has at once reasserted his authority and tacitly endorsed the chicanery they all seem to be enjoying. Even Dazidier looks pleased to see me the butt of Calvino’s joke.

‘Lady Consequence,’ I repeat quietly under my breath as the crowd goes silent once more. ‘I like it.’

There’s a moment as I hold a finely made rapier in my hand, with all these gentles waiting for me, mesmerised by this charade I have wrapped around myself, when I almost believe this could be a life for me: Lady Consequence, the mysterious swashbuckling duellist, sent by some irreverent saint to rain mockery down on the Court of Blades. Then I recall that my reason for returning to Rijou probably wouldn’t please the saints – not the nice ones, anyway.

‘Have you any skill at this heralding business?’ I ask Bézan Grise in a whisper.

He takes advantage of my need for discretion, bringing his lips far too close to mine. ‘Depends. Do you want me to fill the people of this courtroom with love and admiration for your talents, or to enrage Dazidier Enguero and his employers against you?’

‘The latter. In the extreme.’

Bézan grins. ‘My specialty, as it happens.’

He spins away from me, spreading his arms wide as he addresses the crowd. ‘My Lords and Daminas! Witness now what the gods valiantly tried to make plain to you with your own eyes.’ One arm swings out like a ship’s yardarm towards the plaintiff’s corner, where Master Jolen scowls uncomfortably beneath the audience’s sudden scrutiny. ‘That scoundrel, that so-called “jewellery maker”’ – Bézan covers one side of his mouth with his palm as if sharing a secret with the entire audience – ‘in truth, a fabricator of gaudy baubles so unsightly they can only have been fashioned to mirror his own rat-like countenance – that two-legged spleen is nought but a foul slanderer whose deceitful attempts to justify his flimsy trinkets to his customers contrive to unlawfully dispossess my client, a good man, an honest man, an impeccable artisan of the finest gemstones, Master . . . Oh Hells, what was his name again?’

The audience roars with laughter.

‘No, really,’ Bézan says in mock helplessness. ‘Who is this poor fool?’

‘Opezo,’ the advocate whispers furiously at him.

‘Right, of course!’ The minstrel resumes his wandering perambulation around the court. ‘As I was saying, these malefactors have cravenly sought to steal from Rijou’s own favoured son, Master Opezo, first his income, then his freedom, and here today, with the recruitment of a notorious blackguard’ – he thrusts an accusatory finger at Dazidier Enguero, who is now trembling with rage – ‘a contemptible lout whose only redeeming quality is the legendary inadequacy of his sword arm, our client’s very life. I declare to you, my Lords and Daminas, that the slanderous Master Jolen and his benefactors, who hide like cowardly mice in this very courtroom, will not win today. The gods will not allow it. She will not allow it.’

He’s pointing at me now. His hand opens as if inviting me to dance, but then his fist closes and he raises it on high. ‘She comes to us nameless, my brothers and sisters: a mystery. An omen. A whisper on the wind soon to become a hurricane. A warning to all malefactors and malfeasants that Justice may wear a beguiling face and a tattered coat, but she also comes bearing a sharp blade, thirsty for blood. In modesty she claims to be “no one of consequence”, but by nightfall, you, I, and every man, woman and child in this city will know her by her most deserved title . . .’

Bézan Grise holds them like that, suspending their very breaths even as the clock held above all our heads by the statue of Death ticks away the seconds. I notice Vicendi in his chair in the defendant’s corner shaking his head wildly as if he’s guessed the minstrel is about to hugely overstep the bounds of his assignment.

Bézan looks at me a good long while, a mischievous imp contemplating his latest trick upon hapless humanity. The next words are bellowed so loudly that no one in the room will ever doubt they’d heard him proclaim me: ‘Our. Lady. Of. Blades!’

Our Lady of Blades.

The sudden intake of breath from all those gaping mouths is so sharp as to make me wonder if there’s any air left inside the courtroom. The sobriquet Bézan has so glibly thrust upon me is one sought by every female fencer in the city. It is a title many of them would kill for: the traditional honorific bestowed upon Rijou’s Ducal Champion – an honour granted only once in the last hundred years, and not held since the days of the unrivalled Curzia Enguero, who just happened to be grandmother to Dazidier and worse – far worse – his sister, Spada.

‘Too much?’ Bézan asks.

Despite his protestations of sobriety, the wine on his breath is almost enough to soothe my nerves. ‘Just a touch,’ I reply, but he’s already strolling away from the duelling circle and out of the doors of the courtroom, clinking Opezo’s paltry coins in his palm and leaving chaos in his wake.

The audience erupts in outraged fury, many demanding my immediate arrest, a few even shouting demands for a duella honori against me.

Dazidier begins spewing every name he can think of for me, eventually settling on just repeating ‘whore’ over and over until foam appears at the corners of his mouth.

Magistrate Calvino slams his sceptre again and again on his brass bell, trying in vain to regain control of his courtroom. After nearly knocking his poor starling’s cage from the arm of his throne, he hurls down his sceptre in frustration and mutters so quietly that I doubt anyone but Dazidier and I can hear him, ‘For Hells. Go ahead and kill each other.’

Our Lord of Corpses needs no more invitation than that. He takes a short hop to enter the circle and follows with a lunge that shapes him from the heel of his back foot to the tip of his rapier blade into an arrow shot straight for my heart.

In response, I close my eyes and spread my arms wide, as though to embrace a lover – one whose arrogance is about to betray him.


Chapter 5

The Hummingbird

Nine Years Earlier . . .

‘Are you trying to get yourself killed?’ Kareline asked.

The polished brass lanterns swaying from the ceiling above the Vauquelin family fencing salle twinkled mercilessly, distracting me with their flickering flames. Apparently this was by design, as a proper swordswoman should be able to focus on her opponent no matter what else takes place around her. But even after a year away from the mines of Domas Lacrima, my eyes still got confused by bright lights. The lanterns kept winking at me, demanding my attention and tricking me into ignoring the more subdued reflections from Kareline’s blade.

‘Ow!’ I cried out.

Again I’d lost track of the tip of her sword, and paid for it with a nasty welt across my cheek. Our blades weren’t sharp, but Kareline was an expert in whipping the slender steel so that even when I did manage to parry, the blunted tip came around my guard and stung the exposed skin of my face.

‘You were already ugly when we started,’ she observed.

I should have kept my mouth shut, let her amuse herself with insults rather than blows. That’s what a sensible mine girl would’ve done. But I was so desperately tired of being sensible and afraid.

‘Would you be less cruel to me if I were prettier?’ I asked.

Kareline didn’t so much as raise her own weapon into a guard position. She just strolled about the twelve-sided dodecahedron piste, forcing me to keep turning on my heels or risk her outflanking me.

A proper duelling circle is – well, it’s a circle. But when training, it’s better to see all the different angles for thrusts and defences. Lines were engraved into the polished mahogany floor beneath our feet, along with various inscriptions of mathematical formulae meant to offer insight into the relative strengths of one line of attack against another – yet more things to distract me.

‘I’ve been doing my best to improve your countenance, really I have,’ Kareline went on, ‘but I’m afraid it’s just not working.’

The cruellest part of her disdain was that it did nothing to keep me from wishing I could be more like her. At fourteen, Kareline was already a stunning beauty and a devilishly skilled fencer. She was clever, too: expert in all the proper ways to behave and converse with anyone, from foreign dignitaries seeking an audience with Zephine to snooty messengers delivering formal insults from enemy houses, and even stablehands and gardeners (all of whom she treated with meticulous kindness and respect). Kareline could jot out the indecipherable diagrams of intrigues, while helping her mother counter the plots against her from rivals hoping to embarrass her at court and undermine House Vauquelin’s ranking among the Ascendant Twelve.

Most of all, though, where I had spent my whole life feeling clumsy and scared, Kareline wasn’t afraid of anyone or anything, not if they threatened her family – and especially not if they threatened Farren. She was like . . . like some swashbuckling, sword-wielding heroine with a hummingbird perched on her shoulder risen from one of the blue and silver tiled mosaics depicting the grand traditions of House Vauquelin in the upstairs hall.

In the back of a little notebook Viscountess Zephine gave me to practise my letters, I kept a list of all the things I’d tried over the past twelve months to get Kareline to like me – or at least, to lessen her incessant spitefulness.

1. Tell her she’s pretty.

2. Compliment her on being good at everything.

3. Do whatever she tells me to do.

4. Do things she wants me to do without her asking.

5. Give her gifts even though I can’t afford nice things and she’ll just throw them in my face anyway.

6. Do not cry when she’s mean to me.

7. Cry when she’s mean to me.

8. Stop trying to make her like me and instead show her how much I care about Farren who is the only person she loves in the whole world and prove to her that I will never let any harm come to him no matter what.

That last one hadn’t worked out at all. In fact, that’s how things had got so bad between us.

‘Go on, Tazia,’ she said, the venom in her voice making it clear she hadn’t forgiven me for the incident at school last week and never, ever would. ‘Show me how you stood up for my brother when the Engueros were bullying him.’

‘I tried!’ I shouted, my movements sluggish and awkward from the bruises that were still purple and puffy, and weighed down by more guilt and shame than I’d ever believed possible. ‘I did everything Mother taught me to—’

Like a snake, Kareline’s tip darted out at me. I brought my guard up, but at the last instant, her point weaved beneath my pommel to come around and hit me in the throat. I gasped without getting any air into my lungs and fell to my knees, convinced that the blunted tip had crushed my windpipe.

I’m going to die on this stupid fencing piste, I thought helplessly, tearing at the collar of my fencing shirt, choking to death just like I would have if Zephine had left me in Domas Lacrima.

I heard Kareline’s footsteps on the marble floor as she came to tower over me. ‘Never call her that. She is Viscountess Zephine to you, or “madera” if you must. Not a drop of her blood flows in your veins. You will never be her daughter.’

That was what had made Kareline decide to murder me? Daring to call the Viscountess ‘mother’? Such a small thing . . . but had I done it on purpose? Had I brought this on myself because maybe, just maybe, I was sick and tired of my ‘soror’ treating me like a slave?

Suddenly the muscles in my throat unclenched and I sucked salty, sweat-filled air into my lungs. The sounds that croaked out of my throat were like the hideous rasps of a dying animal.

‘Surely you would be happier back at home,’ Uncle Delino observed from the doorway, laughing.

The finely dressed, soft-bellied scholar son of Kareline and Farren’s father’s line leaned against the frame as if he ruled House Vauquelin rather than his sister-in-law. Not that his ambitions ended at merely governing the household. With his brother a year dead, Delino was intent on persuading Zephine to marry him – for the good of the family. I sometimes suspected he’d be equally content to marry Kareline when she turned of age.

He would often turn up unannounced when his niece and I were scheduled to practise, and he provided impressively convoluted explanations to the Viscountess when my bruises could not plausibly be the result of a friendly practice bout. At the end of those visits, Delino always made sure to remind me that while I had clearly tried my best, I’d only proven how ill-suited I was to the role for which Zephine had mistakenly selected me, and wouldn’t it be better for everyone if I went with him in his nice carriage and let him return me to Domas Lacrima where I belonged?

‘Yes, Tazia,’ Kareline said, stepping back to her first position on the piste. ‘Why don’t you just lie down a while and we’ll have the servants carry you outside. You can sleep in one of the kennels tonight and in the morning crawl your way back to your proper home.’

So damned smug. They were all like that, these children of Rijou’s great houses. At school the teachers couldn’t even ask a question of their pupils without the answer coming back laden with self-important disdain. Everything was a performance to the idle rich: a competition won by starting with a thousand advantages and then claiming everything had been achieved through talent.

In the mines, I’d thought myself clever. Before he died, my father had taught me what he could during those precious moments between the back-breaking work of clawing out what few shards of raw sapphires, rubies and romantines remained in the long-depleted shafts. But how do you teach a child to read when there are no books and no light to read by? How do you teach her anything when hunger and exhaustion crash over you like a rockfall every night?

The private school I now attended with Kareline and Farren was, they frequently reminded me, the finest in all of Tristia. So far, all I’d learned there was that I knew nothing. I studied every spare minute I could while others hardly worked at all, but I was still rubbish at every subject – mathematics, languages, history. I’d started so far behind that I could never catch up. The worst of it was that it turned out I was even bad at fighting.

I had only one thing these prim and preening nobles lacked: I’d been born into a harder world than Kareline or Uncle Delino or the rest of them could ever imagine.

And I was never, ever going back.

‘I am the duellist daughter of House Vauquelin,’ I said, curled in a ball on the salle floor, repeating words I didn’t believe. Viscountess Zephine reminded me of them, over and over again, as I lay crying in my room almost every night. ‘I am its shield.’ I stretched out an arm to grasp the leather-wrapped hilt of my lousy fencing foil. The blade had bent again in the fall. I rose unsteadily to my feet, determined that no matter what else, my point would strike Kareline at least once before this was over. ‘I will be its sword.’

She sneered at me. ‘Where was Farren’s “sword” when two sons of House Enguero ambushed him in the school refectory last week?’

Her blade lashed out and knocked mine out of line, exposing me to a simple, elegant thrust to the stomach that hurt like the devil.

‘Where was House Vauquelin’s “shield” when Dazidier and Taridan Enguero beat Farren over and over and over again until, thank every saint living and dead, their older brother Galdrien heard the screams and ran to put a stop to it? Can you even conceive of how weak it made our family appear when an Enguero had to rescue my brother?’

Doubled over from the pain, I wished Galdrien would come to rescue me. Darker-haired and slighter of build than his younger brothers, yet all the more handsome for it, he’d been so kind, so decent. When he’d come upon us in the refectory, he’d leaped into the fray, shoving his brothers aside and standing between them and Farren until, at last, the teachers returned. Meanwhile, I’d been wailing like a trapped alley cat, my wrist twisted behind my back by Syldia Leander while her brother Castilis whispered awful promises in my ear of the things he’d one day do to me.

It shouldn’t have happened that way. In Rijou, even children have rules about duelling. Castilis, sitting next to me in rhetoric class, had warned me about Dazidier and Taridan’s plan, and convinced me that together we could teach the Engueros a lesson. He’d told me that when he looked at me, he didn’t see a mine girl, he saw a brave and beautiful hummingbird.

And like an idiot, I’d believed him.

The instant the first blow had been struck, the Swan Twins had switched sides. Castilis Leander had laughed as he reminded me that theirs was a Rising House beneath the wing of House Enguero. What fool would believe such a bond could ever be broken?

Of all the lessons I’d failed to learn in this awful city, surely the most egregious was my ignorance of the ever-shifting relationships between all these Ascendant, Rising and Fallen Houses. Farren had paid the price for my ignorance with a broken ankle that might never heal properly.

‘The Engueros will keep coming after him,’ Kareline said, and even her rage and hatred of me couldn’t hide her despair for her brother. ‘They will keep tormenting him to humiliate our house before the rest of the Ascendant Twelve. This is how the game is played in Rijou – because if Viscountess Zephine can’t protect her own children, how can House Vauquelin be entrusted with one of the twelve great monopolies on which the ducal economy depends?’

‘It’s all about money and petty vendettas to you people,’ I said bitterly.

The balled tip of her sword came at my face like a bolt of lightning hurled by a vengeful god, stopping less than an inch from my left eye. ‘It’s about family, you stupid, stupid mine girl!’

‘Niece, please,’ Uncle Delino said with mock despair, gently pushing aside the blade as he came to stand between us. ‘Look at the poor creature. She doesn’t understand at all, does she?’ The silver and blue silk frock coat walling me off from Kareline and her fencing sword terrified me more than ever. ‘Family is everything in Rijou,’ Uncle Delino began. He turned to look at me, but I knew he was talking to Kareline. ‘More than our names, more than our dreams – more than our very lives – our family is who we are. It is the one thing about us that is eternal. Our bloodline begins before we are born, and we continue to be a part of it even after we die.’

‘Madera said I was—’

Uncle Delino cut me off, leaning closer to whisper in my ear, ‘Here is something you might understand, little mine girl, because you must have witnessed it in Domas Lacrima. Desolation is the wound that never heals. Zephine suffers such a wound every day, not only because of my brother’s death, but because she knows that her failure to give him more heirs has left Kareline and Farren in constant danger.’

I wanted to shout that this was all I thought about, my role to fight in their place, because it was the only thing keeping me from returning to the mines. I wished I could scream it so loud that his fleshy cheeks would ripple back on the bones of his face as if he were standing in a hurricane.

‘Zephine hides it,’ he went on, ‘but desolation is slowly driving her mad. She makes enemies out of potential allies, favouring weakling families like the Tiarrens instead of the Leanders, who could actually advance our political aims. Worse, she sides with the king’s meddling Greatcoats against her fellow Ascendant Houses. Sometimes, I think she secretly longs to become a Greatcoat herself! Do you know what my beloved sister-in-law did last night, little mine girl? She accused Curzia Enguero of murdering a mining overseer who was spreading drunken rumours about some secret horde of romantines hidden in the bowels of Domas Lacrima.’

Kareline gasped, so I guessed she hadn’t been aware of her mother’s plans. ‘Did she . . . ?’

He shook his head. ‘Curzia Enguero is getting past her fighting days. She refused the duel, of course, as is her right as Ducal Champion, and the magistrate threw out the case. But that Zephine dared challenge Our Lady of Blades at all is madness! She hasn’t been herself since my poor brother died.’

He turned his attention back to me. ‘But of all her reckless acts of late, the most delusional is imagining that dressing up a mine girl in pretty clothes and handing her a sword will protect that which is more valuable than all her untenable ideals or this house or even our shipping rights.’

He jabbed a finger at Kareline as if he were pointing at his personal property, but spoke to me. ‘Family, Tazia. In the end, it is all we have.’

And I have none, which means I have nothing and am worth nothing.

‘I’ll do better,’ I promised earnestly. ‘I’ll study harder, fight any—’

‘Will you murder one of the Enguero boys?’ Uncle Delino asked, not giving me a chance to finish. ‘Dazidier broke Farren’s ankle. Will you sneak into his bedchamber tomorrow night and slit his throat?’ He leaned closer. ‘Will you drop poison into his soup at school to sicken him?’ Whispering, he added, ‘Will you slip a vial of that same poison into the pocket of your closest friend the next morning so that their house takes the blame instead of ours?’

‘I . . .’

‘Stop stammering, girl. The question is simple enough. Would you commit murder and watch an ally hanged for the crime, if that’s what’s necessary to protect this family?’

I had spent the first eleven years of my life in what everyone there – my father, the other prisoners, the overseers, everyone – had claimed was the cruellest, most brutal place in the entire world. How naïve they had all been.

‘Zephine, Viscountess of Vauquelin, adopted me so that I would become her children’s champion,’ I insisted, ‘not an assassin!’

‘A champion?’ Uncle Delino asked, stepping back so I could see Kareline.

The coldness in her gaze told me that her uncle’s speech had convinced her more than ever that her family needed to be rid of me.

‘A daughter of House Vauquelin begins to fence at the age of five,’ he declared, ‘not at eleven, when the muscles have developed too much to absorb the proper forms.’

Kareline, picking up her cue from the smirk he shot her, swung the blade of her training sword in the air in an uncomfortably accurate parody of my own clumsy efforts.

Her uncle chuckled in appreciation.

‘By age six,’ he went on pompously, ‘the child knows the eight fundamental attacks and defences. She can stand in a proper en guarde position without complaint for as long as the master commands.’

My own legs had been burning for the last hour.

‘At nine, she can apply all thirteen of the duelling principles. She will fence with boys her age and older, and if she can’t beat them more than half the time, the lessons become considerably more painful.’

There was something in Kareline’s posture . . . an eager anticipation of something to come. She’s going to lunge, I realised, preparing myself to parry. Let her come to you. Forget Uncle Delino’s mockery. Ignore the damned swaying lanterns. Focus on your defence. Just get that right and figure out the rest afterwards.

Kareline showed no sign of attacking, though, not until her uncle said, ‘By the age you are now, no daughter of House Vauquelin would be caught by so simple an attack as this!’

His words were like the release of an archer’s fingers on the bowstring. Kareline’s assault was so graceful it was like watching an arrow fired from a hundred yards away. I felt as if I should have all the time in the world to dodge the shaft or even knock it right out of the air. Kareline wasn’t slow, though. She was fast – so fast! She took two passing steps and then leaped up high into a tiero jetté like a cat pouncing on a helpless mouse. I was ready, though, and so very determined not to let her hit me again. I got my blade up in the correct position to counter.

But then the cat became a hummingbird.

Mid leap, as if she’d known exactly where I’d place my weapon, she batted my blade out of the way. Instinctively I lurched back, inadvertently giving her exactly the distance she needed to land with her point back in line and the tip striking me dead centre in the chest.


Chapter 6

A Reputation for Recklessness

The tip of Dazidier Enguero’s rapier stutters to a halt barely an inch from my clavicle. I know this, even though my eyes are closed, because I hear the audience gasp. And, of course, because I am not dead.

In prison, fights were a simple affair: Win. Lose. Live. Die. Here, though, in this vast, airy courtroom with its polished marble floor and towering statues, among these elegant worthies with their tame birds and untamed intrigues, there is something duellists value even beyond life and death: prestige. In the Court of Blades, these intricate metal tokens are the currency of renown, as intangible as a story, yet more prized than any gemstone. A fencer’s record of victories, daring feats of glory accumulated during perilous duels like sapphires dug from unyielding rock, is precious enough to buy passage into the most exclusive parlours and debating salons in the city.

In the mines, to possess something of value is to invite others to take it from you. Our Lord of Corpses wears his reputation like a fine cloak. The problem with cloaks is that you tie them around your neck. This makes you much easier to strangle.

Dazidier Enguero is famed as one of Rijou’s deadliest fencers. That coveted legacy is also a burden he must uphold. I, on the other hand? Despite Bézan’s scandalous attempt to dub me ‘Our Lady of Blades’, all anyone sees is a slip of a woman with a loud mouth and a boastful manner. Given Dazidier’s esteemed reputation and my lack of one, impaling me on the very first lunge without my even attempting a parry would have proven me a naïve amateur and him a brutish lout. Worse, he would have opened himself to prosecution, for while the accidental – however conspired – death of an opponent during a fight to first blood is considered an unavoidable risk of the profession, a duellist who plainly kills by design can be charged with murder. Had I not intervened in the trial, Our Lord of Corpses would have batted the hapless gemcutter around a few times until he’d scared him into reckless action; only then would he have contrived to kill Opezo ‘by accident’. That is the service for which you hire a man like Dazidier Enguero, and that is why he stopped short on his lunge.

I open my eyes and bring my rapier’s forzita – the thickest part of my blade near the guard – down hard on my opponent’s vebla, the sharpest but thinnest part of his. The tip of his sword goes swinging out of line, but of course he’s far too fast for me to take advantage of the moment. In a flash his point returns to aim squarely at my chest as he retreats out of his lunge.

The two of us have fallen out of measure now, so neither can strike in a single tempo. ‘Are you suicidal?’ he asks.

That’s a fair question – one that the old woman who kept me alive for seven years in the House of Tears asks me daily ever since our escape.

‘I’ve come to Rijou fully intending to abandon the life to which I was born,’ I inform Our Lord of Corpses.

The ambiguity of my answer provokes as much anger as confusion. Dazidier is not a man who takes kindly to being denied what he wants. ‘Who are you?’

We begin to circle each other. He will be searching for imperfections in my style – a subtle imbalance in my step; the slight droop of the arm signalling a weakness in the shoulder; perhaps the twitch of the blade that reveals too much tension in the grip.

For my part, I have more important concerns than Dazidier Enguero’s many, many flaws since none of them involve his fencing skills. ‘Did you not hear the magistrate bequeath my name, sweetling?’ I take a sideways step along the line of the circle so I’m almost facing the audience now. ‘I am Lady Consequence! And does not consequence follow close on the heels of every bad deed? I have come merely seeking my due.’

Dazidier takes his own step, a little wider than mine, seeking to get just off-line of my blade where he can initiate a double lunge to my liver. An unpleasant way to die, that.

‘So you’ve come here for me,’ he says, as if there could be no other explanation.

I chance a small smile and wiggle the tip of my sword at him. ‘You have been rather naughty of late, Dazidier.’

I let him think on which of his various misdeeds brought me here, while my own attention goes to the noble lords and daminas in the gallery. I need to see who is most concerned with the outcome of this duel: who is glaring at me through narrowed eyes; who shows the glint of sweat on their brow at the chance – however slim – that Our Lord of Corpses will lose today.

Dazidier and I exchange a few thrusts and parries. Nothing serious, just little tests of speed, reflexes and how accurately the other places their point. The blades chime pleasantly, adding melody to our dance, but nothing more.

The simple truth is that Dazidier Enguero is the least of my cares. My interest is in the gemcutter Opezo and specifically, who orchestrated the duella debtori that would make a bloody example of him. Who among Rijou’s wealthiest citizens has the most to gain from bringing indentured servitude back to this already loathsome duchy?

The reason I’d worn a dead woman’s greatcoat into the Court of Blades this morning was to unnerve whoever among the nobility might be involved in such a scheme. Rijou’s Ascendant Houses despise the King’s Travelling Magistrates almost as much as they fear them meddling in their affairs.

You needn’t worry about me, my Lords and Daminas, I think, stealing a glance at the galleries while Dazidier delivers a flourishing quartet of angled thrusts. I evade them by giving ground. I don’t care if you drag this entire duchy into a pit deeper than any in Domas Lacrima. I just want my brother back.

Dazidier’s almost backed me up to the edge of the duelling circle. He’s setting me up for his copo di grazo – the final masterstroke that will restore his reputation and put me in the grave.

Not yet, sweetling, I think as I take my final backwards step. Not until I’ve found your secret patron, the preening pigeon whose feathers I will pluck and pluck until I can make wings of my own and rebuild my family’s nest higher than any of you can ever reach again.

The flaw in my plan is that the nobles of this city spend their entire existence mingling with their adversaries: political opponents, business rivals and fellow bleak-hearted malefactors, all plotting and scheming to destroy entire families. They learn to banish despair and worry from their features, lest they be used against them, which is foiling my efforts to prove my suspicions about precisely who is pulling the strings of Our Lord of Corpses. The one I seek is simply too good at hiding; I need to force them to reveal something they aren’t skilled at concealing: glee.

‘Well, darling?’ I ask Dazidier, flicking the tip of my blade in the air between us as I dance three steps in a row along the circle, once again forcing him to adjust his stance. ‘Are we to spend the afternoon waltzing together or can we get down to the business of me beating you senseless in front of your admirers?’

The Engueros have always been easy to goad. Dazidier feints a step to the right, forcing me to follow if I am to keep him in front of me. At the last instant, he pivots on his back foot and unexpectedly changes his angle before launching into a magnificent tiero jetté.

Dazidier’s lean body is breathtakingly graceful as he leaps up, creating a lovely arc that starts at his splendidly muscled legs, continues up his torso and along the line of his arm. His blade knocks mine aside as he turns his wrist to create a sharper downward angle with his sword that brings the point past my guard, aimed straight for my heart.

How very Enguero of him. All talent and no artistry.

The beauty of this moment seems to slow time down, but Death’s clock ticks away at the same steady pace, and by the time anyone in the breathless crowd is aware of what Dazidier is doing, it’s already too late.


Chapter 7

Tenacity

Nine Years Earlier . . .

‘Brava!’ Uncle Delino cheered, clapping the fingers of one hand against the palm of the other with the swift rhythm of a hummingbird’s wings.

Kareline gave him a curtsey, cheeks flushed with pleasure at his approval.

I was hurting so much, I couldn’t breathe. It wasn’t just from the impact of the blunted steel sword slamming into my chest – in Domas Lacrima you got used to pain – but from the total lack of concern in Kareline’s face for how much I hurt. This girl was supposed to be my soror, yet she was breaking me with scorn as much as skill.

‘Are you crying again?’ she asked, stalking me as I staggered out of the circle to lean against the wall, determined not to fall again, but wanting so badly to huddle in a heap and wait for the pain to end. My foil fell from my grasp, clattering to the salon floor.

Kareline’s weapon rose ominously once again, the tip seeking me out like an exuberant hunting hound.

‘Kareline, stop!’ Farren stumbled into the room, leaning heavily on the crutch he now depended on, thanks to my failure to protect him. The doctor had warned that he might never again walk unaided, which would make him even more of a target for his family’s enemies.

‘Get out, Farren,’ Kareline said, but even when she tried to be stern with her brother, still you could hear the adoration in her voice. She wanted so badly to be house champion, to protect her family and take care of her brother, but her mother had adopted me for that.

‘Come now, Farren,’ Uncle Delino said, grabbing the boy in an affectionate hug, leaving the crutch to fall next to my foil. ‘Stop playing the little Greatcoat, sticking your nose in everyone else’s affairs. Go back to your books. Take it from a fellow scholar son: the greatest victories are won with words, not blades.’

‘Kareline, Tazia did try to defend me,’ Farren insisted, struggling in vain to extricate himself from his uncle’s arms. ‘She tried really hard!’

Uncle Delino carted him out of the fencing salle, surreptitiously nodding to Kareline. She frowned, her lower lip starting to quiver as if she were the one being punished, not me, but the look in her eyes was as sharp and sure as steel.

That’s when I understood.

The two of them were done trying to convince the little mine girl to abandon House Vauquelin of her own accord. I wasn’t being punished for having failed to protect Farren; I was about to be crippled, to ensure I could never fail him again.

‘Leave me alone, Kareline,’ I warned her.

‘Do you know who first taught me to fight?’ she asked, grabbing me by the shoulder and shoving me back into the middle of the piste. ‘My father. My mother fought many more duels than he had during the Ascension Wars which won us our place among the twelve great houses, but she refused to teach me. My father, though, he believed I could be a great duellist – that with the right training, I might eventually take the title of Our Lady of Blades from the Engueros.’

‘Kareline, please, don’t do this,’ I said, unable to hold back a sob. I wanted to fall at her feet and beg her for mercy.

‘My father’s dead now,’ she said flatly, tossing her own sword away. ‘He died barely a month before Mother went to the House of Tears to buy you.’

Tristia has no slavery, I reminded myself. No one can buy me.

‘Father was murdered. I’m certain the Engueros did it, though we’ve no proof. House Enguero holds the charter for gem-mining in Rijou, did you know that? Domas Lacrima belongs to them.’

The falcon sigil did hang above the overseer’s door, but I’d never made the connection before.

‘You belong with our enemies,’ Kareline said. ‘You’re practically one of them.’

I swung at her, but she ducked beneath my clumsy blow and drove her fist into my stomach.

‘They have a daughter my age,’ Kareline informed me, although it was hard to hear her over my retching. ‘Her name is Spada. She’s the one who broke Farren’s ankle while you hid underneath him, remember? Spada,’ Kareline repeated. ‘In archaic Tristian it means sword.’ She grabbed me by the collar and hauled me up. ‘Do you understand, you worthless little mine girl? The Engueros named their second child Spada because that’s what she is: the blade of House Enguero!’

Kareline paused in her abuse just long enough for my eyes to focus on her again. Why did she care whether I understood her reasons for hating me or not?

‘Those gem mines of theirs are almost depleted now,’ she went on. ‘Domas Lacrima hasn’t yielded a single romantine in years. They’ve dug so deep that one day soon the shafts will collapse, and so will the Enguero family fortunes. Theirs will become a Fallen House – unless they can convince Duke Jillard to grant them another house’s monopoly – something valuable, like textiles or metalworking.’ Her face came so close to mine that I could feel the flush radiating from her cheeks. ‘Or shipping.’

That was House Vauquelin’s monopoly – Farren was always talking about how one day he’d sail the seas on the great Vauquelin merchant ships and explore far-off continents.

Kareline slapped me, apparently deciding my glazed look meant I wasn’t paying attention. ‘Someday soon, Spada’s father is going to send her after me.’ Even through her rage, I could hear the terror she was trying to hide. ‘Spada will hurt Farren in ways that will leave me no choice but to challenge her to a duel. It won’t be a legal duella honori, of course, because we’re under-age, but I’ll have to fight her anyway, because otherwise the whole city will know that House Vauquelin is weak. And if that happens, my family’s future will be ruined, just like that.’ She snapped her fingers in my face.

‘It’s not my fault!’ I cried. ‘It’s like you say, I’m a mine girl – I never claimed to be a duellist! Your mother promised to teach—’

Kareline talked over me, as if she couldn’t hear me at all. ‘Mother says you’re to be our champion. You’re supposed to protect the brother I love more than anyone in this world.’ She slapped the side of my head, right above my ear. ‘But you’re weak, Tazia.’ Her palm came at me again, but when I raised my arm to stop her, she dropped her right hand and slapped me with her left. ‘And you’re slow.’ When her arm came back to deliver a third blow, I didn’t wait, but tried to shove her away from me. She swayed back for an instant, then leaned forward and clapped both my ears at the same time.

I howled, as much in frustration as pain.

‘Go ahead,’ she said, ‘snivel away. But when you’re done with all that weeping and wailing, tell me how you could ever keep my brother safe once our enemies decide to kill him.’

‘I can fight,’ I cried.

‘What’s that? You can fight? How? Tell me, Natazia, because every day for a year I’ve gone to school terrified for Farren, and every day I’ve watched you fail at everything you attempt. Mother went to that stupid prison to find someone who looked like they were related to us because she assumed you had to be tough to survive in the mines, but she was so wrong. They don’t feed you enough to be strong, and all they teach you is to do as you’re told, not to be fast and clever. So tell me, Soror, what great skill did you pick up in all those years in the House of Tears that should make Spada Enguero fear you?’

I’d stopped crying now. Even my breathing had slowed. When I finally spoke, it was too quiet for Kareline to hear.

‘What’s that?’ she asked, leaning closer, her hand raised to strike me again.

In my bedroom was the notebook Viscountess Zephine gave me, and on its last page was the list I made of every way I had tried to stop Kareline’s cruelty. The very last thing I wrote with a pen that had no ink, because I didn’t want anyone to see what I’d written, but I wanted to always know it was there, just in case: the one lesson I did learn in Domas Lacrima.

I looked into Kareline’s eyes, those beautiful, vicious, blue-and-gold-flecked eyes that glittered like the romantines so prized in Rijou: gemstones dug from unyielding rock by prisoners treated like slaves in a country that prided itself on having outlawed slavery centuries ago. ‘I said, in the House of Tears, we learn tenacity.’

For a moment, my foster sister stared at me, confused, trying to figure out what good tenacity would do someone so inadequate at swordplay. That’s when I drove the tip of the cheese knife I’d sharpened on the very first night I’d come to House Vauquelin right through her sword hand.


Chapter 8

Mercies and Mirrors

Dazidier’s rapier pierces the air between us, a single razor-sharp talon he means to drive straight into my heart. A fencer’s reflex would be to jump back in hopes of regaining distance, but Dazidier’s graceful vault has given him the advantages of reach and position: all he needs do is alter the angle of his blade and the completion of his dive will bury the point in my chest. That’s the virtue of a tiero jetté.

My instincts aren’t those of a fencer any more; they are those of a woman who has spent the last seven years forced to fight up close, to punch and kick and claw and scratch. When you’re small, you learn never to retreat, because bigger and taller adversaries can most easily strike you from a distance. That’s why the moment Dazidier Enguero had begun his lovely jetté, I’d stepped into it and turned my back to him.

Only a fool gives her back to an opponent. If they get their arm around your neck from behind, you’re finished. But Dazidier – ah, Dazidier is a true fencer. It’s not in his nature to brawl at close distance. He lands with his sword arm over-extended past my shoulder, almost as if he were defending his lady-love from some unseen attacker. I drive my elbow high up into his stomach with all the punishing force my muscles can deliver. The old woman who taught me the manoeuvre claimed it was a favourite of the Greatcoats to exploit the instincts of superior swordsmen. For an ancient order of pompous travelling magistrates, they don’t mind playing dirty when it suits them. Fortunately, neither do I.

A whoosh escapes Dazidier’s lips. His breath tickles my ear. The strange elixir of this unexpected intimacy and the blood-rush of the duel confounds my senses. For one brief instant, I find myself unaccountably aroused. I cure myself by striking my opponent twice more in the ribs.

Dazidier lurches back, desperate to acquire the distance he needs for our blades to regain their relevance. I don’t give it to him. His attention has been on my face and body, trying to discern my strengths and weaknesses as a fencer. He’s never bothered to look at my hands. If he had, he’d have seen how misshapen my knuckles are from being battered against the jaws of those I was forced to fight in the House of Tears. They’re tough as stone and twice as hard.

Before Dazidier or the audience can make sense of our awkward embrace, I turn to deliver two more quick jabs with my left fist. The first goes to his eye, so he’ll have a harder time judging distance. The second blow is to his throat. It’s a dangerous move – all he has to do is drop his chin and I’ll end up with a broken, bleeding hand, which will mean first blood goes to him. But he doesn’t get his chin down in time. The luxury of never having to face an opponent weaponless has left Dazidier unprepared for such raw savagery.

He gurgles, then drops to his knees, gasping for breath. His rapier falls from his grasp as his eyes begin to water from the creeping terror that his throat has been crushed – that his life is over and his body simply doesn’t know it yet.

‘You’ll live,’ I reassure him, quietly enough that no one will hear us over the cries erupting from the audience. Stepping back, I place the tip of my rapier on his shoulder.

‘Cut me, then, damn you.’ He coughs. ‘Luck and deceit have won you the match. Cut me and be done with it.’

I shake my head. ‘Grasp the blade.’

A hush falls over the entire court, all except for Magistrate Calvino, who is harrumphing nervously, probably worried the flow of bribes to his personal coffers will dry up should he fail to stop the duel in time to salvage the reputation of Our Lord of Corpses. Everyone else is watching me. Opezo’s cheeks are still stained with tears, but in the trembling of his lips is a quiet prayer that I am some saint come to his rescue. Vicendi’s earnest stare betrays his hope that perhaps I really am a Greatcoat, sent by the new king to end the corruption of the Court of Blades. Others perceive me as a curiosity, a shiny gem to be plucked and hoarded, or else a pawn to be used in their games of intrigue.

I am none of those things.

‘Grasp the blade,’ I repeat, ‘or you may not like where I put it next.’

Dazidier glares up at me with a hatred that burns hotter than rage or even lust for my death. It’s one thing to lose a duel, but to voluntarily grasp your opponent’s blade, sliding your hand down its length until blood seeps through your fingers – to end the fight with cowardice rather than risk a deadlier wound? That really will tarnish Dazidier’s beloved prestige.

His next words are more panicked than menacing. ‘If you force me to grasp the blade, if you bankrupt my reputation this way, every duellist seeking favour with my family will hunt you down in every dark alley throughout the entire duchy, the law be damned.’

I lean back and make a show of gazing at him quizzically. With my free hand I gesture to the defendant’s box. ‘My unwitting client, Master Opezo, came here to protect his honour and you sought to take his life as punishment. Esteemed Lord of Corpses, do you not see the pleasing symmetry here, that instead of taking your life, I offer you the chance to make restitution with your honour?’

My jibe sets off a few chuckles from the crowd, but those are quickly silenced. I’ve escalated the game here and no one wants to get on the wrong side of the players.

‘Just cut me, damn you,’ Dazidier hisses, holding out his arms. Sweat has stripped his golden locks of their lustre. There’s a plea in his voice that might have elicited my sympathy were I not so profoundly unconcerned with his dignity.

Now, I tell myself, though my heart is trembling and it’s taking all my nerve to keep my sword hand from following suit. Do it now, just as the old woman taught you, or walk away before it’s too late.

With my blade still on Dazidier’s shoulder, I turn my head to offer a plaintive look to the crowd. ‘Well, my Lords and Daminas? I must confess, my gentle heart is touched by the anguished pleas of Our Lord of Corpses, the melancholic desperation that suffuses his ev—’

The end comes in three ticks of Death’s clock. First, I feel my blade swept aside as Dazidier bats the flat away with his palm. Next, I hear the scrape of his rapier on the marble floor as he snatches the hilt. His thrust is like the crack of a whip, but by then, I’ve spun a quarter-turn clockwise so that I’m parallel to the blade, grabbing it just above the forzita and squeezing as hard as I can to hold it in place. Dazidier is stronger than I am and could easily yank it away, were it not already too late.

The courtroom goes silent. The witnesses desperately try to make sense of a sequence of events their eyes couldn’t follow, mesmerised by the tableau before them.

I am balanced on my back leg, the flat of my opponent’s blade inches from my face, the polished steel like a mirror. I angle it quickly until the gallery above and behind me comes into view. Amid the cacophonous silk- and velvet-clad nobles, two figures stand close together, staring back at me with still-widening smiles on their faces, cheeks flush with impending victory. They’ve forgotten that a duel isn’t a game to be won; it’s a magic trick. Like everyone else in the courtroom, they’re staring at the wrong blade.

Dazidier’s secret employers are alike in height and younger than most of their fellow nobles, nearer my own age of twenty-three. Violet-eyed, with hair the colour of moonlight, their obscenely full lips and sleek jawlines befit the sensual, almost languid postures that suggest carnal pleasures to be found beneath their fine ivory brocade coats and silk garments. Their perverse beauty reminds me of the classical oil paintings that art dealers insist were rendered by masters in the throes of religious ecstasy.

I watch their smiles fade as they finally notice the tap-tap-tap of blood dripping to the floor. Their eyes go to Dazidier Enguero’s wound and the seven inches of my rapier presently embedded between his fourth and fifth ribs.

I’m glad it’s you, I tell them silently, satisfaction and disgust filling me in equal measure. Calamity and betrayal have always been the rivers upon which you glide.

Castilis and Syldia Leander, the Swan Twins. They’re even more beautiful now than they were in the days of our youth, and no doubt twice as treacherous.

I’m about to put an end to this ugly business with Dazidier, but then, as if some invisible hand guides my own, I adjust the blade just so. A third figure stands alone, no one else daring to come too close. She wears the regalia of House Enguero: a lush brown cloak edged in gold over velvet robes hemmed in fashionable but unwieldy diagonals.

Spada Enguero’s glare cuts through the crowd like a sabre through silk as her hand reaches across her body for a rapier that isn’t there. By now, she’s contemplating who will die first for the embarrassment her brother’s failure has brought her. A bead of sweat trickles down my back and I can feel the cold grey eyes of the statues of War and Death gazing down at me – yet it’s Spada’s darker eyes that undo the years of training I spent preparing for this moment.

If she recognises me . . .

There is no one to recognise, I remind myself. The girl she despised is long gone. All Spada sees is some irrelevant foreign duellist come to make her fortune. Her wrath will fall first on those closest to her – that’s always been her way.

I almost pity her brother. How could he know his sister had wagered a fortune on the outcome of a trivial duella debtori? No doubt he considered the bribe offered him by the Swan Twins to murder rather than simply wound the gemcutter an insignificant betrayal.

It takes all my self-control not to wink at the reflection of Castilis and Syldia in my blade. But my unwitting benefactors are already beating a hasty retreat from the gallery – though not before casting a withering glare at the dismayed Sallo Calvino for his last-minute blunder into ethical behaviour.

A conscience is a lovely thing to find in oneself, your Eminence. Alas, I fear yours will bring you no happiness.

Dazidier slumps to the floor at last. Carefully, I let my rapier follow so as not to worsen the injury. Seeing his own blade still held in my left hand, he looks up at me with a desperate need for reassurance in his eyes: will he endure this cold invader buried in his body, or does the good God Death beckon to him even now? How many opponents have fallen at Dazidier’s feet with that same pleading question in their gazes? I doubt he bothered to give them an answer.

I glance over at the crowd, many of whom await with bated breath the well-earned demise of Our Lord of Corpses. I notice a young boy, no older than twelve, grasping the hand of a girl who looks to be his older sister. It’s all I can do not to run to him.

It’s not him, I remind myself. Farren is a man grown by now, just a week shy of his nineteenth birthday.

But the uncertainty in the boy’s gaze, as if what I do next will forever define for him what it means to be a duellist, reminds me that I did not climb out of those mine shafts only to sink to the level of the Engueros.

I toss the rapier away to clatter along the floor and signal for the court physicians. A trio of red-robed figures carrying black leather satchels rush to Dazidier’s side. They’re already tut-tutting about this grievous wound and the end of such an illustrious career.

I kneel down to whisper in Dazidier’s ear, ‘The physicians will tell you such an injury never fully heals. Your friends, your family, they will conclude that you can never again be the swordsman you once were. But they’re wrong, Dazidier. Do you hear me? They’re wrong, all of them. A body can be broken, a life shattered, and still your own faltering spirit may surprise you.’ I pat him on the shoulder before leaving him with a final piece of advice. ‘Next time, grasp the blade when the opponent gives you the chance.’ I open my left hand so he can see my unbloodied palm. ‘The trick is to resist the instinct to let go. Learn to grip the blade forcefully enough and the edge won’t cut your flesh.’

Dazidier closes his eyes tightly, but the tears seep out all the same. ‘You’ve ruined me,’ he whimpers, but there’s fire left in him yet. ‘You’ll suffer far worse, though. Do you know who my sister is? There isn’t a duellist like her in the entire world. She will hunt down everyone you love, inflict such horrors upon them that you’ll have no choice but to challenge her to a duella honori. Then, Lady Consequence, your name will be truly earned. Spada will make of your whore’s flesh a canvas upon which a thousand warnings will be inscribed to any who would dare defy the House of Falcons.’

For a moment – no more than a fraction of a second – my composure, my disguise, my meticulous planning all threaten to come apart. I want to grab him by the head, force his eyes open with my thumbnails and shout in his smug face, Don’t you recognise me, Dazidier? Can’t you see who I am? Have you forgotten what your family took from me? What nightmare could you conjure worse than the one I’ve lived for the past seven years?

But Dazidier sees nothing. The placid mask the old woman instilled in me holds firm, cold as stone. I quiet the screaming voice inside me and watch the physicians flocking around Dazidier, their crimson coats like blood-soaked shrouds.

I don’t hear much of what comes next, not Dazidier’s moans, not the chirping of the birds in their cages or the roaring of the crowds or even Magistrate Calvino’s sceptre clanging on his brass bell. Nothing but the quiet voice of one of the weaponsmiths at my side.

‘My Lady?’ he asks, holding open his red lacquer box expectantly. I bend down to retrieve my rapier and place it back on the black velvet cushion inside. Before he can close the lid, however, I fish in the pocket of my waistcoat for an emerald demi-karat. The gleam from the tiny green gemstone at the centre of the coin catches the weaponsmith’s eager eye.

‘Is this enough to buy what’s left of my opponent’s blade when you’re done with it?’ I ask.

The coin is snatched from my palm and disappears inside the cuff of his robe. ‘Indeed, madam. Where in the city do you reside, that we may deliver the shards to you after they’ve been deconsecrated?’

‘Oh, it’s not for me. It’s a gift.’ I lean in close and whisper the address to him. His eyes widen, darting up towards the gallery before he quickly shuts the lid of the sword case and shuffles away from the duelling circle.

The old woman would berate both the extravagance and the arrogance of my ‘gift’. This once, I don’t care.

Spada will come for me no matter what, thanks to that damnable Bézan Grise and his asinine move doling out the title ‘Our Lady of Blades’. Let her wonder if Lady Consequence is coming for her first. Spada won’t make her move until she’s uncovered my secrets, and by then, if there’s any justice left in the world, the game will already be over.

I find myself glancing up at Magistrate Calvino, slumped upon his elevated throne. He looks relieved that the unpleasant business triggered by whatever momentary lapse of venality induced him to allow the gemcutter a secundier is finally over.

He’s wrong, though; some duels never end. The sword simply passes from one hand to another.


Chapter 9

The Oubliette

Nine Years Earlier . . .

As House Vauquelin was the first palace I’d ever lived in, I hadn’t expected such beautiful architecture might conceal an oubliette. That first year after Viscountess Zephine had brought me to her home, I’d spent every spare hour exploring the lower floors, searching for places to conceal myself should the need arise. Not once had I noticed the well ingeniously hidden beneath a circular iron crest set in the cellar’s rocky ground. The elaborate design depicted a hummingbird with a sapphire in its beak, the wings defining a perfect circle: the symbol of House Vauquelin. And now I was languishing ten feet beneath it, in a cell not wide enough for me to lay down flat on the ground.

It reminded me of home.

On the day of my departure from Domas Lacrima, the overseer had warned me, ‘A mutt like you, whelped in a prison mine? Sooner or later your kind always scurry back down the shafts somehow. These walls are in your blood.’

What a blighter.

I was trying to figure out how much time had passed since Uncle Delino had commanded the house guards to drop me down this hole. You’d think growing up in a dank prison mine would make you good at guessing the passage of days without the benefit of sunrises or sunsets, but all it did was make time meaningless. Instead of the House of Tears’ flavourless slop in a filthy tin bowl, delicious meals were lowered to me on a polished wooden platter bearing pretty ceramic plates adorned with blue hummingbirds. So, how many meals had I eaten since they’d put me down here? Six? Yes, it was definitely six. So that meant I’d been in this hole for nearly a week. Only . . . my stomach was fuller than it should be if I’d only eaten one meal each day. I’d used the bucket several times, which was nearly full now. Three days, then? Had my imprisonment really been so short?

‘Tazia?’ The soft voice came from high above me.

Some paltry light fell through the cut-out sections of the three-foot-wide circular iron crest, and there were two little holes in the hummingbird’s eyes, one of which was currently blocked.

‘You won’t be able to see me,’ I called up to him. ‘There’s not much light down here.’

‘I know that. I’m not stupid.’

No, ten-year-old Farren was extremely clever, much smarter than me, and maybe even smarter than Kareline.

‘You shouldn’t be here,’ I called up to him. ‘She’ll be cross.’

‘She won’t,’ he assured me. ‘Kareline’s sorry – she says she knows she’s to blame for goading you into attacking her with the knife. She was hurting you and you had no choice but to hurt her back. She’s very sorry, Tazia.’

I smiled in the darkness. Farren was the most honest person I’d ever met, except when it came to Kareline and me. For us, he’d lie like a back-alley swindler, until everyone got so tired of his attempts at deception that they’d pretend to believe him just to get him to stop. No doubt he’d already been to see Kareline, swearing up and down that I’d pleaded my guilty conscience to him and desperately longed to apologise to my beloved soror for my terrible behaviour.

‘And Uncle Delino?’ I asked. ‘Is he overcome with regret, too?’

That hawkish face, pale from the sight of the cheese knife sticking through Kareline’s hand, teeth bared from his raging desire to see me executed for the crime, had kept me company in this dark pit. I wouldn’t have been surprised if he’d decided to leave me down here to rot and simply told Viscountess Zephine that I’d run away.

Which is precisely what I’m going to have to do if I ever get out of here.

The problem was, where would I go? Rijou was a dangerous enough place for the children of the rich and privileged. As a street urchin, I wouldn’t last a week.

‘Uncle Delino has departed for an important sea voyage which will occupy him for several weeks,’ Farren replied with a stiff formality that made it obvious he was parroting his mother’s words. ‘Mother says you’re to stay down here for eleven days. She says that’s the only way to make sure you understand that what you did was wrong.’

Not bad, as these things go, but Farren was mistaken: eleven days was one day for every year I’d spent in Domas Lacrima, a reminder from my loving madera that the next time I attacked a member of her family, I would be sent back to the House of Tears for good.

I’ll die first – I’ll slit my own throat bef—

A grinding noise came from above.

‘What are you doing?’ I asked.

Slowly, inexorably, and with considerable clangour, the crest began to shift. After a minute or two, it no longer blocked the light and I could see the soles of Farren’s shoes above me as he backed up on hands and knees into the opening.

‘Don’t!’ I warned. ‘You’ll—’

Farren had good days and bad. Sometimes he could walk – even run – all by himself, or play a game of cahsekis without his trembling hands accidentally knocking over the little wooden chevaliers and saboteurs. Other days he couldn’t so much as stand. Sometimes he even had to be bound to his bed to keep the incessant shaking from causing him injury.

I guessed today must be a good day because he ignored his injured ankle, lowered himself into the well until he was dangling by his fingertips – then let go.

I caught him, but he was heavier than I’d expected and as we fell backwards, I hit my head against the curved stone wall.

‘You idiot!’ I yelled, clutching him tighter, furious that yet again he’d risked himself for me. ‘You couldn’t have just lowered a rope? Neither of us can jump high enough to climb back out of here – and what about your ankle? What if I hadn’t—?’

‘My ankle’s fine and we won’t need to climb out,’ he said, grinning.

‘Oh?’ I glanced around at my circular cell. ‘You know a secret exit, do you?’

‘No, but it won’t be long before someone figures out where I’ve gone. If I don’t take my medicines on time every day, the doctors say I could die.’

‘Great! So they’ll haul you out of here and blame me for risking your life – and then what? Your mother will bury me alive in this pit. That’s if she doesn’t send me straight back to the House of Tears!’

‘You’re never going back to that place,’ Farren said very seriously.

‘That’s not a matter for annoying ten-year-old boys to decide.’

‘I’ve decided it is.’ His voice was determined.

Farren was always trying to save me – from Kareline, from Uncle Delino, even from the menacing intrigues and secret beatings I was supposed to be protecting him from. How could anyone not adore such a brave and loving boy? But his incessant kindness galled me sometimes too. I felt like some sad little broken-winged pigeon, unable to fly or feed itself. You could take it in, hold it in your hands and feed it on seeds and berries, but it would never turn into a hummingbird.

I was about to say as much when Farren reached behind his back and took something from his belt. Only when he held the sharpened steel blade in front of me did I see he was brandishing the cheese knife I’d used to stab Kareline. Her dried blood still stained the blade.

In my relief at seeing him, I’d forgotten the most important thing about Farren: he was loyal to a fault, and in Rijou, loyalty meant repaying threefold every insult or injury done to one’s family. Vendettas ran thick in the veins of every noble child, and in this respect, Farren was no different.

I had stabbed his sister, so it was his duty to repay the harm I’d done her.


Chapter 10

The Profit in Prestige

The chattering pandemonium doesn’t interest me. ‘Lady Consequence’, as Magistrate Calvino so eloquently dubbed her, has served her purpose. If I were sensible, I’d kill her off before her newly acquired adversaries decide to track her down, but prudence is a malady of which I was cured the day I consigned myself to the depths of Domas Lacrima.

That’s not to say I’m entirely reckless. The number of enemies I’ve made among the nobility is nothing compared to the number of artisans, merchants and other common folk now cheering my victory. Alas, every time one of my admirers from the lower benches shouts ‘Our Lady of Blades!’ at the top of his lungs, I swear I can hear the whispers of some new plot against me drifting down from the noble galleries above.

With swaggering haste, I make for the arched exit beneath the statues of War and Death. Alas, my speedy escape is foiled not by some would-be assassin, but by a grateful gemcutter.

‘Lady Consequence! Lady Consequence—’

Opezo pushes his way towards me, my discarded greatcoat draped over his arm, his broad shoulders battering a path through the gaudily dressed herd desperately seeking my attention.

What a terrible waste to have saved this poor fellow’s life if he insists on making even more enemies. At this rate, Opezo’s decency will land him back in the Court of Blades within the week, and who will rescue him then?

He drops to one knee in front of me as though a proposal is in the offing. Regrettably for both of us, my criteria for a suitor are rather specific right now. ‘My Lady Consequence,’ he begins, kissing my hand, only to rise just as quickly as he knelt. Perhaps the misshapen knuckles against his lips have reminded him that I’m no fair maiden to be courted with pretty courtesies. Still, he’s certainly making an effort. ‘The clerics preach that the saints bring succour to those who lay bare their souls in prayer. You have made of me a praying man.’

I take my hand back. There’s a trace of spittle between the index and middle fingers from his kiss. ‘I’m hardly a saint, sweetheart, nor do you strike me as being particularly pious. And you do realise the magistrate called me “Lady Consequence” in jest, don’t you?’

Opezo drapes the greatcoat over my shoulders as if it were a sovereign’s mantle. ‘I assumed that since you refused to give his Eminence your true name, it would be best that I not ask it of you.’

That touch of guile makes me wonder if the gemcutter’s eyes see more deeply than I’d presumed.

‘Nuance is a luxury prisoners cannot afford, but free men and women are often rich in contradictions,’ the old woman had told me when at last we’d climbed out of the rubble. It was a warning not to bring the prejudices of the mines with me.

Perhaps I should have listened to her. I slide my arms into the sleeves and do up the leather buttons. Most of the slender bone plates sewn into the lining are broken, but if I’m lucky, they might still keep a blade from slipping between my ribs.

Opezo looks as if he’s about to drop to his knees again. ‘My Lady, ask any price, any service of me, and it is yours.’ He swats at me with a second bag of coins even limper than the one the minstrel took away with him. I doubt this one is filled with anything more than rusted pennies and faded dreams. ‘I am yours to command,’ he declares.

Before I can offer a suitably witty reply, the noble élite of Rijou, who’ve pushed past the common folk only to find their path blocked by Opezo, begin peppering me with questions.

‘Lady Consequence, are you really one of the new King’s Greatcoats—?’

‘Are you a Dashini assassin? Were you hired to slaughter the Engueros? Who paid—?’

‘You call yourself “Our Lady of Blades” – does that mean the dead Duke’s daughter Valiana has named you her champion and sent you to trample upon our sacred traditions?’

‘Actually,’ I begin – intending to remind them that it wasn’t me who gave myself that title and that only an idiot would think there was anything sacred about duelling – but my response is quickly drowned out by more urgent queries.

‘What price to have you pose nude for my personal collect—?’

I have to put a hand on Opezo’s arm to keep him from remonstrating that particular questioner. The gemcutter appears oblivious to how quickly he could find himself once more in the defendant’s box. Fortunately for us both, the question I’ve been awaiting arrives at last like a glittering butterfly fluttering down to land on my fingertip: ‘Lady Consequence, which family will you be supporting to take the place of House Vauquelin among the Ascendant Twelve?’

I make a show of surprise as I turn and smile at the questioner. She can’t be more than sixteen, looking terribly innocent with those soft brown curls and heart-shaped face. Then I notice the stylised robin embroidered in black thread on the left breast of her pale pink taffeta gown: the symbol and colours of House Tiarren.

Why, little Twina, I almost didn’t recognise you. She certainly doesn’t recognise me; like so many here, all she sees is a desperate hope to be grasped at, though House Tiarren has little chance of recapturing lost glories. The black thread of her embroidered family crest signifies a Fallen House. The Tiarrens were once allies of House Vauquelin, which explains why their fortunes have fallen so far after the destruction of my family.

‘The “Ascendant Twelve”?’ I ask. ‘Is this some fashionable new orchestra that’s all the rage here in Rijou?’

The laughter from the pressing crowds is tentative, as if no one is quite sure if I am joking – or upon whom the joke is played.

‘My Lady,’ says Twina, her voice urgent, ‘surely you know of the Ascendant Twelve? The city’s most powerful families? They are granted the charters – we call them chalices here – over shipping, forestry, agriculture, mining—’

I hold up a hand to stop her. ‘Mining, you say?’ I yawn. ‘Dirty pits offering naught but drab lumps of iron and tin? How very tedious.’

‘Nay,’ a nondescript man calls out, shoving Twina out of the way. His little cage has an irate sparrow inside, clearly displeased at being kept from his seed. ‘Rijou’s mines are the envy of all Tristia, famed for their gemstones – rubies, diamonds, even romantines!’

Some of the ladies preen as they hold up necklaces bearing a single, pitifully small romantine. Most of those on display are so dull as to be hardly worthy of the name. However, there are one or two worth looking at: tiny glittering indigo gems with gold flecks sparkling as if lit from within by the raw essence of the stars themselves. The sight makes me sick to my stomach. Only one mine in this duchy ever yielded romantines.

‘Well now,’ I say, gazing at the jewels admiringly, ‘that does sound rather more fun. So why would this Vauquelin family give up such pretty rocks?’

Poor Twina is trying to get close to me again, but she keeps being shunted out of the way by representatives of wealthier houses and soon gives up her futile efforts.

‘The Vauquelin held shipping rights, not mining,’ an elderly fellow corrects me; his smug satisfaction is almost as thick as the maschiera-paints that do little to improve his sallow appearance. ‘Besides, the whole family’s dead and gone now. The mother betrayed the duchy, her ill-bred daughters were slain and the son is a defective reduced to ranting in the streets. When he turns of age in a fortnight, the court will rule him ineligible to hold House Vauquelin and at last the rest of us will be given our chance to win a place among the Ascendant Twelve.’ He tugs at the shiny emblem of an osprey on his collar. ‘And should Our Lady of Blades join her sword arm to House Hubrise as our champion, I will gift her with an apartment above the piazoro, along with an annual pension of two thousand opal marks!’

‘Three thousand!’ another man, even older, sallower and more lecherous shouts.

‘The Hells for opals,’ a heavyset woman dressed all in shimmering green silk thunders operatically over the others, ‘fifty emerald karats and an apartment in my own palace!’

‘Sixty emerald – and a place for you in my bed if you wish it!’

The lurid laughter that ensues doesn’t offend me, especially since it’s quickly drowned out by ever more lucrative offers for my services. Somewhere in the distance, Magistrate Calvino is mashing his brass bell with his retrieved sceptre, shouting vainly about the dignity of the court.

Are my smile and sword arm really worth so much to them? I wonder in confused awe, listening to the offers rising higher and higher for the exclusive services of ‘Our Lady of Blades’. Can one drunken minstrel’s rhetorical flourish have so gilded my victory against Dazidier as to blind them all to the fact that I’ll likely be dead within the week?

‘Friends, friends,’ I say at last, spreading my arms wide for silence, ‘this is all very flattering, but I could not possibly consider any commissions at this time.’

The excitement in the room ebbs so quickly the floor practically sags and I can almost imagine the twin statues of War and Death crashing down upon all these fine people. A smile comes unbidden to my lips, one that, for once, I don’t have to force myself to wear.

Perhaps I won’t have to chase down my quarry after all. Perhaps I can induce the swans to come to me. I let the crowd’s dismay hang in the air a few seconds longer before I add, ‘Unless such proposals are in writing.’

There’s a mad scramble as bejewelled fingers reach into coats and gowns and purses for pens and engraved calling cards on which to place their bids. Those of the crowd who know their houses have no hope of becoming one of the Ascendant Twelve watch avidly, obviously content to wager on who might win my allegiance. I don’t flatter myself that it’s about my skill; in Rijou, fame is its own currency, and many of the bets are on whether mine might turn to their advantage.

Within seconds, the first hand is holding out a hastily folded card, sloppily sealed with a house emblem embossed on brightly coloured wax. More sealed cards begin to appear, but I accept none of them.

‘My lovelies, I’m not some prize mare to auction myself off here and now. Kindly deliver these no doubt generous offers to my legal representative.’

The nobles glance around in confusion.

‘Who? Who?’ several of them call out at once, which bewilders the poor owl sitting in the large cage held by a lady of House Porvos.

I hadn’t considered this until now, which is vindication of the old woman’s adage that the best-laid plans rarely hatch the bird you expected. Fortunately, at the back of the crowd, impatient to escape the chaos, waits a weary fellow with a painfully honest face dressed like the world’s only impoverished mortician. I decide he’s due a little money and fame after all the grief I’ve caused him.

‘I make no decisions in my financial affairs without first consulting the one and only Vicendi, advocate without peer and maestro of all my mercantile machinations,’ I cry, pointing to him.

Vicendi is quickly swarmed by colourful silk-garbed bees who buzz around him, praising his legal acumen as they beg for a moment of his time. But that means those not intent on making offers are once again encircling me, bombarding me with questions I don’t wish to answer: why did I intervene on behalf of an unremarkable gemcutter? Is there some hidden connection? What about the Engueros? Did I challenge Dazidier because I knew that Spada, as ruling scion of her house, cannot engage in honour duels? Is that why I’ve stolen the title which once belonged to her grandmother?

I try to smile away their questions, but the swell of bodies is pressing against me like a cave-in. I’m back in the mines, trapped in a shaft, unable to wriggle free. I wasn’t prepared for this. I can’t breathe, can’t—

‘My Lady,’ Opezo says.

I’d assumed he’d left, but no, my erstwhile client looms over me like a gigantic sheepdog.

I turn to him and force a smile back to my lips. ‘Master Opezo, are you still determined to make restitution for the service I provided you this day?’

‘I am your servant,’ he replies, his voice filled with anxious desire to pay his due, whatever the cost.

I’m liking him more and more. ‘Get me out of here.’

Without a word he puts a huge, meaty arm around me. I expect to be crushed underneath, but I don’t feel the weight, only its support. His other hand stretches out in front of us like a battering ram ready to splinter the curious onlookers rushing to get to me.

‘One side,’ he warns them, the rumble of his voice warm and deep and reassuring. Half an hour ago, all his strength and bulk were as useless as lead weights on a hummingbird’s wings. Now his powerful frame is a siege engine propelling me through the crowds with no more effort than an ox charging through a spider’s web, leaving the spiders skittering ineffectually after me.

As we pass beneath the looming statues of Death and War, I realise I don’t remember seeing smiles on their carved stone faces before. Then again, I can’t be sure of anything right now, for the fire kindled by the duel is fleeing, leaving me cold and shivering under Opezo’s arm.

‘Almost there, my Lady,’ he says to me.

‘Don’t punch anyone rich,’ I warn him, trying to keep the tremor from my voice. If I don’t get out of here soon, the cracks will shatter this mask of bravado behind which I’ve been hiding all day. Fear can be put off for a time, but he’s a greedy swine and always returns to the trough until he’s had his fill. He reminds me that beneath the costume of Lady Consequence, with all her daring and ruthless talents for violence and deception, I am still a girl, trapped inside a dark hole in the ground, wondering if she will ever be allowed out again.


Chapter 11

Sibling Loyalty

Nine Years Earlier . . .

The flickering lanterns cast pale light through the circular iron grate Farren had partially slid aside, projecting the shadowy design of a hummingbird down onto his face as he stood before me with the sharpened cheese knife in his hand.

Oh, Farren, I thought helplessly, don’t make me hurt you. Not you.

He spoke to me precisely, as if he’d rehearsed the words. ‘You can’t be my soror any longer, Tazia.’

I knew I could incapacitate him – I’d been taught a great deal about fighting this past year, and I’d learned how to be remorseless in the House of Tears.

‘Farren, please put the knife away.’

‘Give me your hand.’

‘Farren, I know you’re angry with me – I’m sorry, I really am, and I love you, but if you try to—’

For someone who most days could barely stand without a crutch, he was implacable when he’d made a decision.

‘Give me your hand, Tazia. This is how it must be. This is the only way you can remain in our home.’ He spoke without menace or ire, but with a dread certainty that terrified me because I knew he was right: an eye for an eye was how things worked in Rijou. Every wrong must be avenged, and neither Kareline nor her mother could forgive me for what I’d done until I’d suffered the same fate.

‘In the soft part between the thumb and the forefinger,’ I said, my voice quavering as I extended my hand to him. ‘Try not to hit too many bones.’

He gripped my wrist with all his strength, but I could have pulled away if I’d wanted. I didn’t, though. The point came down slowly, bit into the skin, and despite my determination to suffer this bravely, I cried out, as much from fear as pain.

It’s going to get a lot worse than this, I told myself, determined to keep silent now – but Farren didn’t push the blade any further into the flesh, just made a shallow cut about three inches long, barely deep enough to draw a line of ruby-red blood.

‘Farren, that’s not what I did to Kareline. She won’t—’

He let go of my hand and before I could make sense of his intentions, he made a similar cut across his own palm – and dropped the knife to the ground, hissing from the pain. ‘Ow! That hurts!’

‘Of course it hurts, you idiot! Why did you do it?’

He clasped my bleeding hand in his. ‘I told you, I don’t want you to be my soror any more, Tazia. They won’t understand. Kareline, Uncle Delino . . . Even Mother thinks of you as some sort of feral pet – like you’re not part of our family.’ He squeezed my hand harder, until I thought I could feel the slick heat of our blood mingling. ‘This is how it was done in the old days, when soldiers bonded to each other for life, and whichever one lived knew they would always have a place with the other’s family.’ He put his other hand over mine. ‘We are blood siblings now, Tazia. You’re no longer my soror, you’re my sister, and that’s for ever.’

Farren always talked like this – like if it weren’t for his illness, he might grow up to become one of those heroes in the old sagas, or join the Greatcoats and ride around the country delivering the king’s justice, despite both being despised by the nobles of Rijou. He was wrong, though; this wasn’t how familial bonds were forged. In school we’d learned of the Vaults of Lineage, where vials containing the blood of every child of every great house were stored in great cabinets of brass and silver, so that City Sages, through some combination of esoteric mysticism and scholarly observation, could measure the purity of the line. Farren’s blood was stored in House Vauquelin’s right next to Kareline’s, beneath those of his parents and uncle. No trace of my blood would ever stain that sacred vault.

‘This won’t stop her, you know,’ I said, trying to get my hand free.

‘You’re wrong. You’re her sister too, now. That’s how it works.’

I didn’t think it possible that such a soft, frail hand could grip mine so firmly, but the fingers squeezed even tighter. ‘Anything bad she does to you, she does to me: every bruise, every cut. I’ll do it to myself, I swear. Kareline won’t want that.’

Anxious footsteps echoed above us, along with the sound of Kareline shouting for her brother.

‘Why?’ I asked, pleading, desperate to understand the undeserved kindness he insisted on offering me at every turn. ‘What am I to you but some dirty mine girl nobody likes and who can’t even fight properly?’

He glanced up. The urgent footsteps were coming closer. ‘Most people despise me for being defective – even Uncle Delino, though he pretends otherwise for the sake of winning my mother’s hand. She and Kareline, though, they’re so determined to love me that they refuse to let themselves believe there’s anything wrong with me. They don’t see me, Tazia. They love me, but they don’t really see me. I need someone who won’t turn away when I stumble, or pretend not to notice when I’m slurring my words. Someone I can be with on my bad days without having to hide what I’m going through because I’m scared it will break their heart.’ He let out a nervous breath and I felt his hands trembling. ‘Can you be that for me, Tazia?’

Before I could answer, the footsteps above us stopped and the faces of my soror and madera appeared in the hole. In their rush to find Farren, they’d dirtied their fine gowns.

‘Farren!’ Kareline cried, forgetting about her bandaged right hand as she reached down to him. ‘You silly fool! You could have broken your neck getting down there! You could’ve hit your head and—’

‘No, he couldn’t,’ I said, gently prying my hand from his.

I don’t know what had changed in me – maybe the three days I’d spent locked in the darkness of that empty well had shown me that I would choose death rather than ever return to Domas Lacrima, or maybe it was because I was tired of being looked down on by everyone in this city, this house, this family. Farren understood what that felt like. He’d not come down here to punish me, nor out of some unearned filial affection. Ours was a contract: a bargain sealed in the mingled blood smeared on our palms.

I looked up at the bright silks and maschiera-painted faces, then my gaze returned to the earthy brown of Farren’s trusting eyes. I lifted him in my arms. He was small for his age and I was stronger than I looked. I held him up high so his mother and sister could haul him out.

‘Be careful,’ they cried as one.

I had never used a proper curse word in my life, not even in Domas Lacrima, but as they pulled Farren into the light, I found the first handhold to climb out of the darkness. ‘Farren is safe when he’s with me,’ I informed them. ‘He’s my blood brother now, so if either of you thinks I’ll ever let him come to harm again, you’re out of your fucking minds.’

Viscountess Zephine smiled down at me with something akin to pride, but it was Kareline I watched. She kept clenching and unclenching the hand I’d stabbed, wincing all the while. Whenever one of us got injured, our sword instructors would warn us that it’s not the wound that ruins a fencer – it’s allowing that wound to stiffen and tighten as it heals. That wasn’t going to happen in her case.

For all her faults, Kareline Vauquelin was driven by one thing only: the need to make herself dangerous to her family’s enemies. My little cheese knife had shown her that I could be dangerous, too. I guess the look on my face told her what I’d do the next time someone tried to hurt Farren. My soror stared at me a good long while, then gave the barest hint of a nod and reached down with her uninjured hand to help me up.

That, too, was a contract.


Chapter 12

The Principles of Provocation

The gemcutter and I finally break through the jabbering crowds into a wide marble concourse. The walls are set with shallow alcoves housing the bronze busts of famous magistrates on one side and celebrated duellists on the other. There are three empty alcoves. It warms my heart to know that Dazidier Enguero will never rest atop one of those gleaming oak pedestals. Bad enough he chose to make his living as a brutal sellsword murdering the innocent for profit, but worse, he failed to recognise me.

Fickle boy. You once thought to marry me.

‘A little fresh air will do us both good, Opezo,’ I tell my erstwhile client, who nods his assent in that stuttering way of one not so much agreeing as unsure what happens if he refuses. I can’t blame him for being nervous. His entire life is about to change.

We step outside, down the wide stone steps to a huge public square. The magnificent vista is infested by rabble-rousers and prophets braying their incoherent polemics from atop handcarts and wooden boxes to uninterested passers-by. One particularly scrawny fellow has attracted a modest but enraptured crowd. My heart stops when I see him.

He’s quieter than his competitors, his voice humble and yet somehow commanding. He’s not actually preaching to his audience, more presenting his arguments like an advocate to a jury. Even at this distance, I can see the way his hand trembles when he swipes the unruly chestnut hair from his brow. His narrow shoulders are stooped and he’s leaning far too much weight on his cane as he barely keeps his balance on the wobbling wooden box. It’s all I can do to stop myself from calling out to him.

So close . . . Make an excuse, saunter across the square and—

‘My Lady?’ Opezo asks.

‘A moment,’ I say, wondering how many steps I would have to take through the crowds for him to recognise me. To my eyes, trained by the daily cruelties of the mines, he looks frail, not long for this world, though the girl I once was can see he’s just as determined as ever to change it for the better. In one of life’s odder symmetries, he’s making an impassioned case against the growing practice of debtors’ prisons and indentured servitude, warning that Rijou is on the verge of committing the most uncivil crime imaginable: returning slavery to our shores.

‘Don’t waste your time on that self-important prat, my Lady,’ Opezo says when he notices me watching. He looks as if he’s about to spit on the ground, but stops himself, perhaps deeming me too refined for such unseemly behaviour.

The callous dismissal takes me by surprise.

‘You are new to Rijou, Lady Consequence, so you will be unaware that this particular “revolutionary” is nothing more than a manipulator and a coward.’

I keep my expression placid, more grateful than ever for the skills the old woman taught me during those long nights in Domas Lacrima. ‘Explain.’

‘Seven years ago, the late Duke Jillard granted that . . . that palsied court jester a ducal wardship. Until his nineteenth birthday, Farren Vauquelin is free to spout whatever nonsense he pleases, because any judicial claims or honour duels registered against him will be defended by the ducal throne. Not even the Ascendant Houses can touch him.’

‘And this offends you why, exactly?’

Opezo jabs a finger towards the target of his disdain. ‘Listen to him! He rallies others to risk dangers he himself need never face!’ The accusatory digit taps a spot just above Opezo’s heart where Dazidier Enguero had intended to embed six inches of steel. ‘Where was that scion of wealth and privilege when the court sentenced me to indentured servitude? Where were his rousing speeches when Our Lord of Corpses was preparing to execute me for daring to appeal my case?’

I’m careful to frame my features into a mask of disinterested amusement. ‘The fellow looks rather delicate for the duelling circle, don’t you think?’

But Opezo is done with his imaginary interrogation. ‘That Bézan fellow dubbed you “Our Lady of Blades”, and never has a minstrel sung a truer tune.’

Now I genuinely am amused. ‘A pompous sobriquet, nothing more.’

‘Perhaps he meant it that way, but if so, a saint whispered the jest in the minstrel’s ear. Our Lady of Blades is more than just an honorific; it’s the title bestowed on the sole duellist in all of Rijou entitled to challenge any verdict she deems unjust.’ He bows his head. ‘That’s who you are, my Lady. To me, and soon, I suspect, to this entire duchy.’

‘Opezo, what are you doing?’

I don’t think he even realised he’d begun to lower himself to one knee. ‘I am . . . I’m kneeling?’

‘Are you planning to propose marriage?’

‘No, my Lady, never. That is, I’m married, so— But that’s not why I was . . .’ The gemcutter rises with an adorable awkwardness, but then notices my gaze being drawn back to the stoop-backed young man preaching decency to the indecent. ‘I pray you won’t waste your sword arm defending that arrogant troublemaker shouting at the wind from his little wooden box. He’s an egotist and a fool.’

‘Even egotists and fools have need of defending now and again, Opezo – but if the boy is indeed a ducal ward, what need has he of a duellist?’

I already know what fate awaits Farren should my schemes fail him, but the gemcutter has observed my interest in him, so I must keep up the pretence of being a foreigner.

‘His wardship expires two weeks from now, on his nineteenth birthday, when he’ll be brought before the Court of Chalices to determine whether he’s fit to reclaim House Vauquelin.’

‘Your tone suggests you have doubts about his chances,’ I observe, turning to watch Farren again. The fire of his passion is channelled through the precision of his oratory, as if he’s searching for the perfect argument, convinced the world could be righted if only he could find the right words. I’ve missed his poetic erudition, the way he gets all righteous about decency and justice, his inexplicable idealism so like his unfounded faith that his sisters would fight the battles he couldn’t. What if I’m wrong to keep my distance? He was always the cleverest of us three. Maybe if he saw me, knew what I’ve brought back with me, together we might devise a—

Oh, go ahead. I can almost hear the old woman’s gravelly voice mocking me. Run to him like some overwrought schoolgirl. Rejoice in your long-awaited reunion. Give the boy hugs and kisses as the pair of you cry tears of sublime melancholy over your dead sister and despoiled family name. When you’re done, kiss your brother goodbye, for the whole city will figure out who you are, and the Engueros will finish the job they began seven years ago.

‘You watch a dead man speaking, my Lady,’ Opezo says bluntly. ‘Everyone in the city knows the Court of Chalices intends to rule Farren Vauquelin unfit to hold an Ascendant House. His family’s charter over shipping rights will be stripped from him and handed to whichever Rising House wins the most votes from the magistrates.’ There’s a bitterness in his voice. ‘Within days, Farren Vauquelin will find himself in court once more, charged with some alleged unpaid debt and consigned to indenture, for Spada Enguero herself swore to bury every last child of the House of Hummingbirds beneath the mine shafts of Domas Lacrima.’

Over my dead body, I vow silently, a vow I’ve made a thousand times. And if needs be, over the bodies of Spada Enguero, Castilis and Syldia Leander, and everyone else who betrayed my family seven years ago.

Opezo mistakes my lack of a response as a sign I’ve conceded the debate. ‘Is there any further service I might provide, Lady Consequence? Forgive me, but my wife and child are waiting at home. They’ll be terribly worried, but I couldn’t leave you unattended given the enemies you’ll have made saving my life.’

It’s an endearing sort of selflessness coming from a man who must be perfectly aware that he’s in far more danger than I am. ‘Actually, I was planning to escort you back to your workshop,’ I tell him, gesturing for him to follow as I make my way to the alley running along the west side of the courthouse. Once out of view of the crowds, I raise my hand, opening and closing my fist twice in the agreed-upon signal.

‘That’s gracious of you, my Lady, but I live in the carto arza, quite far—’

‘I know precisely where you live, Opezo.’

The wagon rolls up alongside us. It’s no elegant carriage, but a massive wooden box on wheels, though the two sturdy packhorses pulling it are untroubled by the weight. The woman seated atop the driver’s bench shoots me an annoyed look. ‘Took you long enough,’ she mutters.

When she squints at me through the folds of all those wrinkles, I am, as always, drawn to the unnatural confidence, tranquillity and menace in her gaze. ‘These things take time,’ I remind her.

She snorts. One of the horses does the same and the other follows suit, as if all three are of the same surly breed. ‘Perhaps if you weren’t quite so slow and clumsy. Smug, too,’ she adds. ‘No doubt gave up your tempo so you could flash that pretty smile of yours at the crowd and bask in undeserved adulation.’ The old woman turns her head away as if my very presence disgusts her.

Would it kill you to simply admit that you were afraid for me? Must you always bury sentiment beneath insults and jibes?

‘You speak to your mistress that way?’ Opezo demands, striding up to the wagon, but I quickly catch up and put a hand on his shoulder, standing on tiptoes to whisper in his ear, ‘Not another step, my friend. You may find this hard to believe, but you’ve never been as close to death as you are now.’

Opezo frowns dubiously, but then notices the old woman’s outstretched arm, and the foot-long needle held between her thumb and forefinger, the steel so slender it disappears from view unless you’re seeing it from just the right angle. The tip is tickling one of the gemcutter’s eyelashes. She’s not even looking at this man she’s ready to kill, instead gazing off down the alley, making sure no one is observing us.

‘Leave Opezo be,’ I tell her.

‘Why? He’s stupid and he’s got a big mouth, which is no doubt how he got himself ensnared in the Court of Blades in the first place. Better a quick and merciful death than the one coming for him sooner rather than later.’ She turns to Opezo, her face splitting into a toothy grin that couldn’t be more menacing if she’d sprouted a forked tongue. ‘Would you like that, dearie?’ The tip of the needle descends to gently circle the ball of his throat. ‘It’s been days since I murdered anyone. Won’t you do an old lady this kindness and let me kill you here? I promise to send flowers to your wife and that adorable daughter of yours. Lija, I believe she’s called?’

‘How could you know—?’

‘That’s enough,’ I tell the old woman. ‘You’re making him nervous.’

‘That’s the point,’ she informs me.

‘And you’re annoying the Hells out of me.’

‘Oh, fine.’ With a wistful sigh, the old woman jerks her hand back – then thrusts it right at Opezo’s exposed neck. The gemcutter gasps and stumbles back into my arms, hands clutching at his throat.

‘My apologies,’ I say, gently prising Opezo’s hands from a wound that gushes his life’s blood only in his mind. I can’t blame him; even I didn’t see the old woman make the needle disappear into the sleeve of her ragged grey-brown penitent’s robes before she pretended to stab him in the neck. ‘My companion has a lousy sense of humour,’ I tell him by way of apology.

Much to his credit, Opezo recovers quickly. Nonetheless, the mayhem into which he’s been drawn since first walking into the Court of Blades this morning is catching up to him. He needs rest and the embrace of a loving wife and daughter, not the cold comfort of a hard-hearted duellist.

‘Let’s get down to business, shall we?’ I ask, quickly checking the alley myself to make sure no one is lurking about or watching from an upstairs window.

‘Business?’ Opezo asks.

I beckon him to join me at the back of the wagon. The heavy bolt securing the door groans when I slide it back. Opezo leaps to help, wrapping those big hands of his around the two brass handles and pulling open the iron-banded doors. It’s dark inside, but the afternoon sun glints playfully upon the contents of the dozen open wooden boxes inside.

‘Saint Felsan-who-weighs-the-world,’ Opezo whispers. His jaw drops as he gazes upon what brought me to the Court of Blades today and led me to intervene in his trial. ‘It’s not possible.’

The gemcutter’s eyes fairly gleam in the light reflected from the field of rocky ore filling the boxes. There are more brilliant blue stones with shimmering specks of gold within than he – or anyone else alive – has ever seen. It’s a fortune greater than that of even the wealthiest Ascendant Houses in Rijou.

Opezo begins naming saints one after another. When he gets to Saint Laina – she of the notorious sexual proclivities – I cut him off. ‘I assure you, Opezo, no saints were involved, and especially not that one.’

‘But . . . how is this possible?’ He’s almost breathless, staring at the hoard. ‘These are uncut romantines! I don’t think there’s ever been so many in one place – and there’s only one mine in the whole of Tristia where such a trove could be found . . . Dom—’

I stop him before he says it aloud. ‘You’ll soon be hearing about the unfortunate collapse of a romantine mine. Tragic, really. The overseers, driven by the mine owner’s endless desperation for those ugly stones, forced the prisoners to dig deeper than the tunnels could support. No one survived the cave-in. The irony is that the collapse revealed a massive lode in a shaft abandoned many years ago.’

Opezo gingerly picks up a rock and I find myself intrigued by the way he’s staring at the fortune in his hand: not with avarice, but with an artisan’s fascination, imagining how he might shape it into something beautiful. I stand beside him and try to appreciate the ore the way he does, to glimpse the beauty reflected in his artist’s eyes, but I see nothing but gaudy lumps of blue and gold rock. I shut the doors and bar them before giving Opezo a gentle push towards the front of the wagon. ‘Cheer up, Master Lapidarist. At least you know now that the matter of your life and death wasn’t entirely incidental to my presence in court today.’

The gemcutter pulls himself up almost drunkenly to sit next to the old woman. I leap onto the carriage’s footboard, slapping the nearest horse’s rump to send us rumbling along the cracked cobblestones and earning myself a curious look from Opezo and a grumbling curse from the old woman. I plaster Consequence’s mischievous grin on my lips before glancing one last time back at the grand square at the other end of the alley where the scrawny philosopher preaches an end to the corruption of the Court of Blades to his ever-diminishing audience.

Keep dreaming of a better world, little brother. We’ll build it together after I’ve torn down the one that dared imprison us.


INTERLUDE

SALLO CALVINO

His Most Eminent Sallo Calvino was not having a good day.

That mess at court . . . how had it all got away from him so quickly? He’d barely escaped through the Magistrates’ Passage with his hide intact. Half the nobles in the city had descended on him, lashing him with questions, accusations and innuendo, while the other half were clearly finding the whole affair highly amusing. Some had even been cheering on that damnable woman who’d thrown the trial into such chaos.

‘Lady Consequence.’ Harrumph.

He should’ve had her in irons and put her to the question then and there – made her give up her true name and confess her purpose. A duella interrogito: that’s what the occasion had called for. He should have put a veritas blade in the hands of a proper barrister-duellist and let the toxins on the steel wring the truth from her with each cut. Of course, there was always the risk of that fool Dazidier Enguero tripping over his own feet, stabbing himself with his own questioning blade and wasting his dying breaths confessing to what a bungler he was.

Gods protect this city once that madwoman Spada Enguero counted up the costs of her brother’s public humiliation and maiming – to say nothing of the losses to her family’s coffers. She must have got at least twenty-to-one odds betting on that ageing dandy Master Jolen when he was meant to be facing the young and vigorous Opezo. The substitution of her brother should have guaranteed the Engueros a small fortune. Sallo himself would have done rather well on the trial, had he not proved at the last minute to be a weak-hearted bumbler who couldn’t even withstand the withering outrage of Amnus Vicendi, of all people!

Who does that knobbly-kneed prat think he is, Our Chevalier Most Chivalrous?

‘Your Eminence, don’t keep me waiting,’ a sultry voice called from the dalliance chamber down the hall. ‘I’m getting lonely here all by myself.’

I need this, he thought as he tied the belt of his blue silk courtship robe, banishing the prudish voice in his own head that periodically reminded him this wasn’t what he’d seen himself becoming the day Duke Jillard had named him a Magistrate of Blades all those years ago. Sallo’s father was to blame; had it really been necessary for the old man to look so damned proud?

It’s not your fault, Sallo reminded himself. It’s the way things are – the way they’ve always been.

The mirror caught his eye, and with it the reflection of the heavy folds of his flesh straining against the silk. I was a strong man once, wasn’t I? I couldn’t have been born this old and ugly.

‘Your Eminence?’ the girl called again.

It’s no crime, he thought as he turned from the mirror and left the bathing room. I need this, he repeated, walking through his well-appointed house in the carto nobli – after all, a magistrate had to maintain the dignity of his position, didn’t he?

I need her.

When Sallo caught sight of her there in the dalliance chamber, draped on the fainting couch, he knew he’d made the right choice.

‘Do you like it?’ she asked, fingers twirling the blue-black curls tickling the epaulets of an unbuttoned leather coat. It fell open to reveal her naked breasts. ‘It took me ever so long to find one just like you described – shall I take these off?’ She stroked the tight-fitting calfskin duelling trousers hugging the curves of her hips, though she’d hitched them low so that he could see the soft, naked skin of her belly down to the first inviting blush of pubic hair.

‘Keep them on for now,’ he said, almost breathless.

‘Are you pleased with Finara, my Lord?’ she asked.

Her earnestness was likely feigned, but that was a necessary sin of her profession, and Sallo knew something about unavoidable sin. ‘Lady Consequence,’ he said. ‘You are Lady Consequence.’

Her smile rose a fraction. ‘To others, perhaps, my Lord – but when you make me come, I will give to you and only you my true name.’

The comfort artisan’s surprising and unprompted addition to the game filled him with a rush of gratitude almost as overwhelming as his desire to bed her. Sallo Calvino was a pathetic figure; he knew that. He tried to be endearing in his way, but he understood that most times he came across as lonely and undesirable. Nothing he said could convey to this woman the depth of how truly happy he felt at this very moment. The only words he could find were, ‘You are perfect.’

There was a flicker of something in her expression, a brief breaking of the game between them – a sentiment she hadn’t expected to experience from someone like him.

He had pleased her. Sallo Calvino had, for once, been charming.

She rose from the fainting couch, hips swinging as she walked towards him, hands pulling apart the lapels of her coat so that her rosy nipples peaked up at him. ‘Then let us begin our duel, my Lord Magistrate, for I see you’ve drawn your sword.’

Sallo laughed at that, looking down to see she was right. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been this hard. It was like being in the body of a young man again.

He let the courtship robe fall aside and pushed his hips forward as if his cock were a duelling sword. ‘En guarde!’ he shouted playfully, stalking the girl in the blue-black wig and long leather coat, for once not feeling self-conscious or ashamed.

Then the doorbell rang.

‘Saint Zhagev-who-sings-for-tears,’ he swore, grabbing his robe and draping it over himself so he could properly rebuke whoever dared to interrupt this joyous moment without his erection confusing the issue. He’d given the servants the afternoon off so he and Finara could attend to their carnal urges undisturbed. The guards were under orders to let no one through the gate tonight, nor would they, unless the dead duke himself rose from the grave—

A chill passed through Calvino. It wasn’t the prospect of a ghostly apparition at his door, but of another who might soon sit the throne of Rijou.

The bastard daughter – the one Jillard proclaimed his blood heir on his deathbed. Valiana val Mond, she’d called herself, one of those infernal King’s travelling magistrates who wouldn’t stop interfering in matters outside their lawful jurisdiction. It didn’t take a political genius to predict she intended to set herself up as a reformer, clearing the courts of their current magistrates and replacing them with her fellow Greatcoats. The Court of Crowns wouldn’t allow it, of course, but until a new City Sage was found, there was no definitive means to establish her bloodline against that of Jillard in the Crimson Registry, which meant the Ascendant Houses could – and most certainly would – band against her.

Unless she doesn’t plan to wait for the Court of Crowns to grant her the throne before she eliminates those who would stand in her way . . .

There were rumours – he’d scoffed at them barely a week ago, but they felt all too possible now – that Valiana val Mond had a Dashini assassin serving her: a ruthless killer with more blood on her hands than even the vaunted Lord of Corpses. That would certainly explain why the guards hadn’t prevented this unwanted interruption.

When the doorbell rang a second time, Sallo Calvino found himself reaching for one of the ceremonial swords mounted in the hallway and wishing he’d taken up fencing before being named a magistrate of the Court of Blades.

‘Who’s there?’ he bellowed, employing the deep, rumbling roar that had set many an advocate – and more than a few duellists – to trembling in his presence. ‘I warn you, the penitent cemeteries of this city are filled with blackguards and bravos who tested my patience . . . and my blade!’

‘Forgive us, Eminence,’ answered a quavering voice on the other side of the door. ‘We come bearing news of . . .’ the voice quieted to a near whisper, barely audible through the door, ‘. . . the inquest.’

The inquest, of course! In his fury and frustration after the trial, he’d forgotten that he’d launched a formal judicial inquest into the death of the City Sage, instructing the court’s investigative clerks to bring him any shred of evidence suggesting that the City Sage’s demise involved foul play. The thrill passing through Sallo as he unbolted his front door was not entirely dissimilar to the lustful arousal he’d felt moments before.

‘My Lord,’ Finara called from the dalliance chamber, ‘our duel has barely begun. Would you abandon me without the pleasure of even the first thrust of your prodigious sword?’

Damn, but she sounded sincere.

‘A moment, my darling,’ he replied. The cravings of his body warred with his judicial instincts, which were telling him there was far more to this morning’s duella debtori than anyone but him suspected. In the end, both his body and his mind found themselves united by the same desire.

You’ll be mine, Lady Consequence. In my courtroom, and perhaps later in my bed, Sallo promised himself as he opened the door to let the constables in.

Hours later, the servants returned to find the house guards long fled, and Sallo Calvino and the young woman named Finara in a pool of blood that covered the entire floor of the dalliance chamber, even spilling out into the hall. The pair were lying in a heap, their limbs casually askew across each other’s bodies like those of true lovers. On each right cheek was the mark of a kiss which belonged to neither of them.


PART the second

THE QUICKDRAW DUEL

[image: A rat with its paw between the tips of two swords, which are facing each other. Piles of coins can be seen in the background. A banner across the bottom reads: Duella Véloce.]


Conflict between inmates in a prison mine is not only inevitable, but desirable. In directing their aggression towards one another, convicts become less likely to organise rebellions against their incarcerators. Lengthy brawls, however, can quickly erupt into riots. Therefore, no less than once per month, overseers are to assemble the inmates and select two known belligerents for a duella veloce. Provide each with a scabbarded dagger and separate the opponents by one blade length minus two inches. When the signal for the quick-fire duel is given, the prisoners are to draw their blades and slash their opponent’s nose. Whoever draws fastest not only cuts first, but in doing so blocks the other’s attack. The winner is to be given either one jug of ale or a half pouch of dreamweed. The loser may be provided with a bandage, should there be excess supply available.

P.126 of The Book of Tears,

Convict Compliance Procedures of Domas Lacrima

Addendum: despite the rules of the duella veloce, convicts are bloodthirsty by nature and rarely target the nose, seeking instead to slit their opponent’s throat. This should not be considered sufficient cause to interrupt the duel.


Chapter 13

Heretics and Harridans

Hidden beneath the overgrowth of a ruined church, a crumbling spiral staircase welcomes me to the abandoned heretics’ gaol below. It soothes me to think that the charred ashes beneath my boot heels are all that remain of the admorteo clerics who once practised their foul arts here.

‘Home sweet home,’ I announce. ‘I hope you haven’t missed me too terribly.’

I’m talking to myself as usual. The old woman gave me the slip somewhere south of the carto arza after we left Opezo to the joyful weeping of his wife and child. But something troubling lurks in the echoes of my greeting from the shadowy passages ahead: a slurring of my vowels and a lisp slithering its way onto the ends of my consonants.

Talking above a whisper in Domas Lacrima attracted the overseer’s leather-handled thrashing rod. Speaking like a noblewoman invited far worse from one’s fellow prisoners. Seven years in the House of Tears have mangled my natural diction into that of a mumbler, a mutterer. Restoring the refined accent of my youth demands constant effort and concentration.

‘Premises preceding postulations, propose perspectives precisely and pithily,’ I recite several times as I descend the cracked stone steps. The darkness awaiting me is absolute, but I’m accustomed to navigating such terrain and my fingers have no trouble finding the brass lantern that is one of only two luxuries the old woman tolerates. Once lit, the lantern sheds its sickly pale glow upon the narrow stone passage. Mortared into the walls lie rows upon rows of skulls which once belonged to apostates and blasphemers. Empty eye sockets follow me as I walk by, my boots kicking up dust and debris. Rats scurry away in protest. This is their home, after all, and here I am the trespasser.

‘Do please forgive me, my dashing darlings,’ I implore them with Consequence’s mischievous brand of politesse. ‘Bite marks are terribly out of fashion in Rijou.’

Stooping beneath the remains of a rusted iron frame, I enter the least decrepit of the four cells. A tiny pile of chewed finger bones awaits me in the middle of the floor. One of the rats, evidently incensed by my attempts to keep the cell clean, has taken to leaving the occasional gruesome reminder that interlopers shouldn’t overstay their welcome. His ratty displeasure is further underscored by fresh claw marks on the three heavy leather satchels that hold the garments, wigs and other necessities for the guises the old woman and I have concocted

After carefully unpinning today’s lustrous blue-black wig, I pick up an oval penitent’s mirror and begin the laborious process of removing the expensive maschiera-paints I use to hide the pallor and barely visible scars left by my time in Domas Lacrima.

The iron-framed mirror was once a ‘curative’ administered to heretics by admorteo clerics specially trained in the conversion of pagans. Prisoners would be forced to spend hours each day staring at themselves in the glass until they became so shocked and horrified at their own sinful reflections that they repented their heathen ways. An ever-increasing number of facial cuts and bruises – administered by those same priests as they urged the unfaithful to renounce their false gods and saints – doubtless helped them to see the light.

‘You’ll find no greater heretic than me,’ I tell whichever ghosts haunt this tomb. ‘Alas, I’ve never been inclined towards penitence.’

Devoid of wig and with the last of the maschiera-paints scraped away, the face staring back at me in the mirror might well belong to one of those same ghosts. I’m only twenty-three, but seven years of exposure to romantine dust and toxic mine water has left my hair a peculiar silvery-grey. My skin hasn’t fared much better.

I used to be pretty, I think, pairing that self-indulgent musing with a melancholy sigh.

‘But now you’re clever,’ says the woman in the mirror. Already I’m altering my voice and diction in preparation for my next disguise. Consequence has been a wonderful companion, but she’s set the city afire with her exploits in the Court of Blades. Now I need someone more demure, less conspicuous. ‘Someone a trifle more pleasing to the eye,’ she advises me. My new voice is pitched a fraction lower than Consequence’s, the tone breathier in the way of eager young noblewomen. ‘Surely it cannot be a sin to appreciate the magnificent sights and refined manners of the lords and ladies of this wondrous city?’ she asks.

Ah, perfect, I think. The diction is punctilious, but designed to expose the remnants of a country drawl beneath.

I remove a brass-trimmed oak casket from one of the leather bags. Inside are a set of sable-hair artist’s brushes and a small jar of a substance worth ten times its weight in romantines. With precise brushstrokes, I begin applying the prodigialis magni to my face. Already I can feel the muscles beneath the skin adjusting themselves to the new visage taking shape in the mirror.

‘Careful now,’ warns the impressionable yet practical country girl – a young damina, perhaps? No, let’s make her the heiress to a small baronetcy. ‘Have you forgotten how upsetting it was the first time this was done to you?’

Wise words, indeed, though in that particular instance the excruciating pain had been as much due to the broken bones of my face being slowly reshaped as the mental shock of seeing a stranger’s reflection in the glass.

‘What shall we call you?’ I ask my country heiress as I continue painting her features over my own. I’m sparing in my use of the prodigialis as I’ll need to bring back Lady Consequence soon enough. In the meantime, I’d rather not let the foul ointment seep down too deep and permanently alter the contours of my face.

She’s silent a while – perhaps a trifle too circumspect, even for a country lass.

‘Well?’ I ask.

It’s my own mind doing the pondering, of course. Thinking of one’s disguises as companions makes it easier to hold onto those precious few remnants of the person I was before she was taken away from me.

A smile comes to my lips, delicately shifting the thin layer of prodigialis that covers my face like a flawless porcelain mask. ‘Allow me to introduce myself,’ the young woman in the penitent’s mirror declares. Her accent is entirely charming now: refined on the surface, yet not fully hiding the rural inflections of her home which, she’ll admit occasionally, she rather prefers anyway. ‘Lady Evelyn Dusk of Sunig Rock, most pleased to make your acquaintance.’

Lady Evelyn Dusk of Sunig Rock. It’s perfect, and doesn’t everyone love a rude anagram?

Once I’ve returned the prodigialis and brushes to their casket, I remove a wig from another of our satchels, this one with straight blonde hair which I’ll braid into a wholesome chignon and secure with a trio of amethyst pins to match the sweet lavender frock coat I’ve chosen for tomorrow’s intrigues.

Suitably pleased with myself, I introduce Evelyn to the second of the meagre luxuries the old woman graciously tolerates – if one can call periodic scolding glares ‘toleration’. From the corner of the cell, I retrieve a trio of cheaply printed books: sword-and-silk romances purchased when we first arrived in Rijou from an overpriced bookshop in the carto libris. I’ve read each one at least half a dozen times in the nine days we’ve been here – and I’m eager to do so again.

It’s funny, the things you miss most from your youth.

The next couple of hours pass in girlish glee as Evelyn and I read by flickering lantern light to the scrabble of tiny rat feet across the rough stone floor. My daring heroine is on the point of rescuing the handsome foreign prince with the shy smile from dastardly pirates when I hear the distant slap of bare feet descending the stone stairs. I’m so grateful for those shuffling footsteps I could cry.

‘Where in the name of Saint Eloria-whose-screams-draw-blood have you been?’ I demand as the old woman lumbers down the passage. She squints at me as if the lantern is obscenely bright, despite the fact that we both know it’s far brighter outside.

‘Out,’ she replies with her customary acerbity, though I’m not sure whether she’s talking to me or the fleeing rats – they never dare bite her. Seeing the porcelain mask over my face, she adds, ‘You look like a whore.’

‘You always say that,’ I remind her, peeling off the remains of the prodigialis magni. Evelyn’s flesh feels a touch tender underneath, but by morning her skin will be restored to its natural pastoral glow. ‘Out where?’

The old woman ducks her head under the doorframe, leans her back against the wall and groans as she sinks down to join me on the hard, dusty floor. She begins rubbing at the joint behind her right knee, unleashing a string of curses before at last noticing that I’m still waiting for an answer to my question. ‘After so many years incarcerated below ground, aren’t I entitled to a sunny afternoon’s walk in the fresh air without having to submit to an overseer’s interrogation?’

‘I’m not the one who insisted on a former heretics’ gaol for our refuge.’

She shrugs, and I feel her shoulder rub against mine. The cell isn’t so tiny that we need sit this close, but the years spent huddled together in the chill air of the mines, waiting for our fellow prisoners to make a move against one of us in the dark, has made closeness a habit of which freedom has yet to cure either of us.

‘You needn’t suffer my poor company,’ she reminds me. ‘Take up lodgings in one of those fancy guest houses outside the carto nobli. Sleep in a comfortable bed beneath soft silk sheets. Eat, drink and make merry with a strapping young lad or willing lass, and I’ll meet you where next you need me.’

I hate it when she talks like this. ‘I wasn’t complaining – I simply don’t understand why you choose to suffer needlessly.’

Sliding her buttocks along the dusty floor, heedless of sullying her monkish brown woollen robes, she settles onto her back and closes her eyes. ‘I was a prisoner serving out a sentence. The prison is gone. The sentence remains.’

‘I’m sure my new business advisor can find us a palace with a nice cosy dungeon so you can suffer at your leisure. I happen to be in possession of an obscene fortune. Vicendi could use it to buy us each a palace and it would still be obscene.’

Eyes still closed, she lets out a disdainful, ‘Pshaw.’ A small bubble of spit appears between her lips. ‘How long do you think it will be before word of Domas Lacrima’s collapse gets out? You go around hawking a hoard of uncut romantines and people will soon work out whence they came. Until your gemcutter turns those stones into something we can sell to the black marketeers, we might as well be penniless.’

‘Opezo has promised to finish the first briolettes within two days.’ I can’t keep the nervous anticipation from my voice. I’m ashamed to admit it, but part of me longs to return to a life of luxury. My skin craves the caress of a silk robe slipping off my shoulders, the warm, wet embrace of perfumed bathwater. My mouth waters at the memory of rich cheeses and expensive wines. I want the thrum beneath my feet of a thirty-piece orchestra performing a symphony, the chime of innocent laughter that doesn’t hide a growl. More than anything else, I want to stare at myself in a mirror every morning – not a hand-held penitent’s mirror surrounded by spikes, but a full-length, magnificently gilded looking-glass – and watch the last seven years fall away like dull grey sediment chipped from a lustrous blue and gold romantine.

‘Will you kill him?’ the old woman asks. The question is a rockfall that buries my idle fantasy. ‘He’ll talk, you know. That’s what people do.’

‘I’ll buy his silence. I can make him rich.’

Lying there with her eyes closed, she shakes her head. ‘There’s no amount of gold that will keep a man from digging for more when he has the tools to extract it from you. This is the disease to which they’re born in this city. They suckle upon scheming like it was their mother’s milk.’

‘I’ve told you before, I won’t murder an innocent.’

The old woman snorts at my naïveté, the flame in the oil lantern flickering in agreement. ‘Oh, is murder beneath you now?’

‘Don’t start on this agai—’

She cuts me off, eager now that she senses weakness. ‘You’re the one who insists on raining mayhem and bloodshed down on the noble houses of this city. You don’t think the ensuing flood will drown a few artisans, bureaucrats and servants in its path? Why not abandon this mad scheme of yours before it’s too late? Retrieve the stones from the gemcutter, snatch up the boy and flee this place! Romantines aren’t as prized in other duchies as they are in Rijou, but what you have is still more than enough to keep the two of you in palaces and pretty clothes for a lifetime.’

‘Farren can’t leave Rijou,’ I remind her. ‘The Law of Fallen Houses—’

‘Fuck your Fallen Houses – and your Rising Houses and Ascendant Houses and whatever else demands the last living son of a butchered family prostrate himself before a bunch of nobles so they can decide whether he’s fit to rule over what ruins have been left to him.’ She spits, spraying most of it on herself. ‘As if they’d ever tolerate a defective among them.’

‘Don’t call him that!’ I snap at her. ‘Don’t you ever call my brother that word! He’s more precious to me than a desiccated old heart like yours could ever understand.’

Seven years I’ve known the wretched woman, and still there’s no insult I can devise that will penetrate her thick hide. ‘Can’t help notice you haven’t visited your beloved sibling since we arrived. Reckon it’s a kindness that he thinks you’re as dead as that “soror” of yours whose cadaver lies at the bottom of the sea?’

Why must she always dig the knife in deeper?

‘I’m trying to protect him! If the Engueros found out one of us was alive, if they suspected who Lady Consequence was, they’d—’ I ram my fist into the floor between us and barely feel a thing. My knuckles are hard as rocks, the nerves almost completely deadened. ‘Seven years – that’s how long the Engueros have dreamed of slitting Farren’s throat, and the only thing holding them back is the tenuous leash of a ducal wardship which expires in a fortnight!’

I’m shaking now, even though I’ve sworn to myself a thousand times that I would never fear an Enguero blade again.

The old woman’s eyes flick open and her gnarled fingers grab hold of my wrist. I forget how strong she is sometimes. ‘I gave you two choices when I found you beaten half to death on your first night in the mines. Do you remember?’

The skills of my youth had proven unequal to defending myself against prison gangs. With fists and clubs and rocks, my fellow convicts had battered me until at last I’d lain down in a ball and prayed for death. She came to me instead.

‘I can protect you,’ she’d offered, carrying me back up from the fighting pit in her arms. ‘For as long as there’s breath in this old body of mine, I can keep you safe. Or I can teach you to protect yourself.’

I’d believed her – how could I not, having witnessed her cunning against my attackers. She’d turned one against another even as she’d blinded a third, broken the knee of a fourth and shattered the jaw of a fifth. At the time, I could scarcely believe her artistry had been devised by any human mind. Perhaps the prisoners had dug too deep in search of romantines and a demon had made its way up the shafts.

‘I don’t want a protector,’ I’d told her, spitting out blood. ‘I don’t need you to teach me how to fight other prisoners, either.’

‘You don’t want to survive?’ she’d asked.

‘I want to punish the people who put me here.’ Even with two broken fingers on my right hand, I’d squeezed her wrist much as she was squeezing mine now. ‘Tell me, madam, can you teach me how to defeat an entire city?’

My education began that very night, even while I shivered and wept as she cleaned and bandaged my wounds. She trained me to withstand and deliver every kind of brutality, to scheme, to hide my intentions beneath layers upon layers of deceptions. What price I must one day pay for her teachings, she’s never told me, only that she would forgive all my debts to her if only I would abandon my path.

Her reticence and the long leather garment she’d kept hidden in her cell had made me suspect she’d once been a Greatcoat. After we’d escaped the ruins of Domas Lacrima, however, she’d claimed it was the coat of a dead woman and she had no use for it, so she gave it to me. Perhaps she thinks this ratty old coat will sway me from my mission.

‘You don’t understand this city,’ I snap at her, angry that she would lecture me about the evils of Rijou. ‘You think it’s only greed that courses through our blood? Vendettas fester in the marrow of our bones! Spada Enguero will never stop seeking vengeance against House Vauquelin – she can’t help herself. Falcons will keep hunting hummingbirds until their talons have snapped the last one’s spine – unless I get to them first!’

The old woman lets go of my wrist and settles back down. ‘One name,’ she says with the brittle finality of a rusted gate slamming down onto unyielding rock. ‘That’s all these swans and falcons need to hunt you down and finish what they started seven years ago. The name of a dead girl who’s not quite so dead as everyone believes. They’ll bury you deeper than the deepest shaft in Domas Lacrima with that name.’ A sadness begins to creep into the hard edges of her voice. ‘What happens to the broken-winged hummingbird who fluttered into my cage seven years ago then?’

I try to counter with a touch of Consequence’s unquenchable optimism. ‘You’ll come and rescue her,’ I say as I reach over to squeeze her hand. ‘Like you always do.’

I wait for one of the old woman’s sarcastic replies, but her eyes have closed again. I sit and listen to her breathing, so slow, so quiet that I can’t tell if she’s fallen asleep or left me behind for ever. For seven years her presence has been the clock that keeps my heart beating, her voice the glimmer that makes the darkness bearable. When she stumbles, as she does from time to time, my own limbs stiffen. When she coughs, as she does more and more since we escaped the rubble, the reaper’s breath chills the back of my neck.

‘You’re fretting again,’ she murmurs. ‘Does a guilty conscience peck at your little hummingbird soul, perhaps?’

The sound of her voice calms me once more, and I breathe in the dank air of the heretics’ dungeon gratefully. ‘Go back to sleep, old monster. You can be horrid to me in the morning.’

Her laugh is the crackling of a fire. I can’t tell if it’s to keep me warm or burn off my fingertips. ‘Do you happen to recall the name of that frightened slip of a girl who stumbled, battered and bruised, through the iron gates of Domas Lacrima all those years ago? You know the rules. Verity or vanity: if you won’t speak your true name, you must gift me with a better one.’

I sigh. We’ve played this game since the first time we bedded down next to each other in her cell after she’d finished treating my injuries. When I’d asked my saviour her name, she’d replied mockingly, ‘My name? I live in a pit in the darkness. Whatever would I do with a name?’

‘Everyone needs a name,’ I’d mumbled through a split, swollen lip. My jaw had been dislocated during the fight and was still sore.

‘Oh, they do, do they? Well then, I suppose you must tell me mine.’

That was the beginning of it. Every night as we went to sleep, she’d ask me to guess her name. Every night I got it wrong.

‘I’m not playing tonight,’ I tell her now, shuffling a few inches away before sliding down onto my side, my back to her. The rocky floor is hard and the cold seeps through the leather coat. I’d sworn when we emerged from the ruins of the mine that I’d never sleep cold and hungry again. That proved to be the first of many vows I’m sure to break.

‘Please,’ she whines, as if she were some poor, senile old soul lost and alone in a fog. ‘How am I to sleep without my favourite lullaby? Give me a name.’

Go on, I tell myself. Whatever amusement she derives from this distraction is small recompense for saving your life a hundred times over.

‘Your name is . . .’ I pause theatrically, just the way she likes. ‘Your name is Damina Parabella Divosi, often called “The Keeper of Emerald Skies” for the way your green eyes hold the heavens entire within them.’

‘A mere damina,’ she grumbles. ‘Not even a lousy viscountess?’

‘Oh, you could have been a margravina of one of the wealthiest marches in all of Tristia. The Margrave of Lubere fought a duel for your hand in marriage, but you refused him for his ignoble fighting style and subsequent ill-mannered proposal. Instead, you challenged him to face you in the duelling circle.’

‘Why would I do that?’

‘To restore the dignity of the duellists’ art, of course.’

‘Ah, yes. That makes sense.’

I smile despite myself and continue, ‘You lost two fingers on your left hand to the margrave’s scurrilous attack after the fight had been halted, but you defeated him in the end and remained a proud spinster all your days.’

‘Sounds like I’m quite the dumb bitch,’ she mumbles sleepily. ‘Why didn’t I just marry someone richer?’

‘Ah, now that is an interesting story. As a girl of seven, you once climbed all the way to the top of Mount Solange in search of the temple of Saint Anlas-who-remembers-the-world. You’d read all the history books in your family’s modest library and so you went looking for grand tales of desperate battles and high adventure that no one else knew. Alas, you took a wrong turn some thirty miles from the base of the mountain and climbed atop a large dung heap instead.’

She giggles like a sleepy child and a moment later I hear the first stuttering snores that will soon settle into a soothing rumble. It’s no pretence this time; she’s dozing for real. I keep spinning the tale until I’m sure she won’t hear me crying the tears I’ve held back since the duel.

I weep because I’m afraid one day soon I will send the old woman whose name I still don’t know to sleep with a story from which she won’t awaken. I weep because even after all these years, when I close my eyes I dream of a glass-domed parlour inside a beautiful house, and a flock of dead hummingbirds dangling from the ceiling.


Chapter 14

The Hummingbird’s Kiss

Seven Years Earlier . . .

‘Well, what do you think?’

Kareline was holding up an ivory calling card bearing the impression of her kiss in shimmering indigo lipstick. Within the sensuous bow left behind by her lips was a tiny, almost imperceptible imprint of a hummingbird.

‘Doesn’t it hurt?’ I asked, watching her face rather than the image on the card.

She pursed her lips together briefly as she admired herself in the wide mirror hung above the table in her boudoir. Brass lights backed with curved reflective mirrors hung from each of the four walls, illuminating racks of gowns and enough pairs of shoes to equip an army of débutantes. I was more than a little awestruck; this was the first time Kareline had allowed me inside her private chambers.

‘My lips are a bit swollen,’ she conceded. ‘The scarificationist gave me an ointment that should make the inflammation go down in a day or two, but for right now, I quite like the plumpness.’ She turned to me and pouted. ‘Don’t you think they make me especially alluring?’

She looked beautiful, of course. She always looked beautiful. Tonight, though, clad in an ankle-length silver gown with a shimmering blue diamond pattern down the sides, her hair dressed to reveal teardrop-shaped romantines dangling from each flawless earlobe, the colour perfectly matching her painted eyes and lips, Kareline glittered like an indigo firefly.

‘You look like someone who just lost a fight with a skinny mine girl,’ I replied nonchalantly.

She stuck out her tongue before returning to the mirror where she dipped a slender paintbrush into a tiny alabaster jar. With quick, deft strokes, she began applying the ludicrously expensive obscura paste over the dark, puffy circle around her left eye. ‘You gave me a black eye again, you bitch,’ she complained, frowning at her reflection. ‘Tonight of all nights, when I need to be pretty for the Enguero brothers at the Swan Revel.’

‘An ill-tempered sow in a sackcloth would be pretty enough for that pair of louts. Besides, you deserved it.’

No doubt two better-behaved girls would never again have fought after that day in the dungeon well when Farren had decided that the three of us would be blood siblings for evermore, but life doesn’t work that way. Sisters don’t work that way – especially those raised in a city where feuding comes as naturally as breathing.

Two years had gone by and still Kareline and I fought viciously, bitterly, daily. We fenced and boxed and wrestled, battering each other mercilessly, pushing one another to our respective limits and beyond. This was how we made each other strong so that we could protect our brother.

‘That knuckle punch of yours took me by surprise,’ Kareline said, expertly adding tiny dabs of maschiera-paint over the paste, smoothing out the colour until the bruise completely disappeared. ‘I thought for sure I’d blocked the blow, but then all of a sudden, your fist was on the other side of my arm.’

‘It’s a secret technique I learned at Domas Lacrima.’

‘Really? And you’ve waited all this time to show me?’

I stood behind her so I could smile enigmatically in the mirror. ‘Told you before – we learn patience in the mines.’

‘You said it was tenacity.’

‘That too. You should try spending a few years in the shafts, Kareline. It’d improve your fighting tremendously.’

In reality, I’d been practising my fencing disengage thrust so often these past weeks that when Kareline and I had got into a wrestling match that afternoon I’d accidentally performed the same manoeuvre with my fist. But I wasn’t going to let her know that.

She leaned in closer to the mirror to examine her left eye a moment longer before putting the brush down. ‘Well, if no one wants to kiss me tonight, it’ll be your fault.’

No danger of that, I thought, handing her back the calling card. I gestured at the little hummingbird inside her upper lip. ‘I still don’t get the point of permanently scarring yourself for the sake of fashion.’

‘That’s because you don’t understand fashion. Sigila amoras are all the rage among the Ascendant Houses.’ She pursed her lips at me again. ‘When someone receives a card with my kiss on it, they’ll know it comes directly from me – it’s like a signature. Besides, they say kissing someone with a scar like this feels different. Entrancing. Erotic.’

‘Kareline, you’re only sixteen!’

‘And you’re only fourteen, which means you’re not the one expected to end the night beneath the grand chandelier of the Swan Palace, locking lips with the son or daughter of an Ascendant House while everyone applauds even as they quietly dissect your every flaw as a marital prospect.’

I shuddered at the thought of such an obscene ritual. Kareline was expected to perform like some prize pony, parading herself around those families with whom House Vauquelin could make a profitable alliance – not for an announcement of an actual engagement, just the beginning of a potential courtship.

‘So which will you be kissing then?’ I asked. ‘A boy or a girl?’

‘Whoever will make the best ally for our family, obviously. Our shipping monopoly brings us wealth enough, and our reputation is the most distinguished in the city – well, it would be if Mother would stop siding with those ridiculous Greatcoats every time King Paelis sends them here to interfere in the duke’s legal disputes.’

‘She’s standing up for justi—’

‘We could do with a larger private army, though,’ Kareline continued, cutting me off without a second thought. My political opinions never much interested her. She leaned closer to the mirror, inspecting her face. ‘The Leander house guard is one of the most formidable in the city, even though theirs is merely a Rising House under the wing of the Engueros. Syldia Leander is certainly pretty enough. Those violet eyes and that pale, silvery hair of hers would draw everyone’s gaze if we promenaded arm in arm.’ She ran her fingers through her honey-blonde hair. ‘You know, there isn’t even a dye that can reproduce that colour? You have to use a kind of argent powder to achieve the Leander lustre. Of course, her twin Castilis is the more breathtaking, but I suspect the only way to entice him into my bed would be if I wore a silver wig.’

‘How can you even talk as if—?’ I could barely speak from the sudden tightness in my throat. ‘Kareline, the Swan Twins betray us at school every chance they get!’

‘That’s only because their mother has been bedding Ludivar Enguero for the last six years. He’s beginning to tire of her.’

‘How can you possibly know that?’

She picked up another tiny brush, dipped it in gold and began adding glitter to the tips of her lashes. ‘Because I’ve been spying on them.’

‘You what?’

She shot me a sideways smirk. ‘Oh, don’t be such a prude. How else am I supposed to learn the sexual arts? Marsina Leander may be a faithless tart, but she’s as skilled with her tongue and fingertips as you and I are with our rapiers.’

Kareline had never complimented my fencing before. I was so touched I found myself bursting with affection. I covered that embarrassing sentiment by pointing to a leather-bound book at the end of the table. ‘You know, for a girl who devours so many of those syrupy old sword romances, you aren’t very sentimental.’

Kareline frowned in the mirror. ‘That’s precisely why I read them, silly. First daughters in Rijou are expected to be strong, clever and deadly when the situation demands, but when we catch the eye of the scion of a house greater than ours, we’re supposed to swoon from sudden infatuation.’

Abruptly, looking faint, she placed the back of her hand to her brow. ‘Oh, oh my . . . please forgive me, most noble Lord. I just . . . the emerald of your eyes a bejewelled prison doth make, ensnaring my gaze and heart both. Will you free me, my Lord? How, you ask? Why, with a kiss, of course.’

She put away the brushes and pots, smoothed her gown over her hips, then slid the book towards me. ‘You should probably practise some of these lines yourself, Tazia.’

‘Me?’ I swallowed. Without meaning to, I stared in the mirror, scrutinising myself in the shimmering green gown with the thin strip of gold down each side, cursing the uncomfortably straight lines where there should be curves. My dress was just as costly as Kareline’s. Farren, all of twelve years old, insisted I be treated equally to his sister. He’d become a rather astute student of fashion, always ready to take issue if I were sent to a ball in one of Kareline’s hand-me-downs. I was less concerned with the cost of my garments than the fact that even were I dressed twice as finely as Kareline, I’d still not be half so alluring. Awkwardly, I pushed my hair over the bruise on my cheek.

‘That won’t work, stupid,’ she said, picking up a different pot of obscura paste, this one closer to my skin tone. ‘Come here.’

‘Really?’ As much as we’d come to terms with our relationship, life generally worked out best for everyone when we weren’t within striking distance of each other.

‘Stop being such a priss.’ She held up the brush. ‘See? It’s not sharp enough to stab anyone. Then again, knowing you, you’ll probably steal it so you can hone the tip and stick it through my eye while I’m asleep.’

‘I’d never do that,’ I protested. ‘Not while you were asleep, anyway.’

Kareline began adeptly blending the paste onto my cheek. It took less than a minute for the bruise to disappear completely.

‘There,’ she said, appraising her handiwork. ‘Taridan will surely find you pretty enough to seek out tonight.’

I pulled away from the mirror and spun on her. ‘Taridan Enguero? Spada’s brother?’

Political expediency demanded we attend the ball, but Kareline and I despised the Enguero siblings even more than the Leanders.

‘Taridan fancies you, didn’t you know? I’ve caught him staring moon-eyed at you at school.’

I couldn’t believe how callous she was being. ‘Have you forgotten that he and his loathsome brother tripped Farren yesterday? Dazidier sent him face-down into the mud and stood there pissing on him – I saw the whole thing from the window, but the gods-damned mathematics teacher grabbed me by the ear before I cou—’

‘I saw it, too – I was doing literature across the courtyard.’ Kareline lowered my neckline. ‘Mother levelled some rather unwise accusations against Curzia Enguero, the infamous Lady of Blades, so Dazidier and Taridan have been instructed by their father to begin testing the waters, see how far they can go in punishing Farren for Mother’s intransigence. As the Engueros have been blackmailing our teachers for years, I imagine that’s going to be further than either of us would like.’

‘But why don’t we ju—?’

‘Because the Leanders have been flooding the ducal palace with bribes. They’re trying to persuade Duke Jillard to strip our shipping charter from us. He’s already annoyed with Mother’s support of the Greatcoats – a public feud with the Engueros would be disastrous. That’s why she’s expecting me to court Galdrien.’

‘Mother wants you to marry . . . ?’

I couldn’t even finish the sentence. Quiet, dark-haired Galdrien was as unlike his younger brothers as Kareline was to me. He was kind to everyone, especially Farren, and so beautiful it made my stomach ache every time he spoke to me, all of which made the idea that I should make myself pretty for his loathsome younger brother almost as heart-rending as the prospect of Galdrien marrying Kareline.

‘You expect me to parade myself in front of Taridan while you flaunt your charms at—’

‘Galdrien’s not for me, I’m afraid. One of the Leander twins – actually, both the Leander twins – have their eyes on him. I might make a show of kissing him when the bell strikes eleven to appease Mother, but even if I do, it’s Dazidier I’ll be enticing for a more . . . intimate engagement.’

I nearly snatched the brush from her hand to stab her in the eye after all. ‘Dazidier is viler than Taridan and Spada put together,’ I said through gritted teeth. ‘I overheard him telling the Leander twins that one day soon, after Farren’s “dealt with” and House Vauquelin has fallen, he’ll force you into marriage with him and send me back to Domas Lacrima for ever!’

Just saying those words out loud sent a shudder through my bones. As usual, Kareline laughed off the threat. ‘I’d rather spend a few years locked away in the House of Tears than married to Dazidier Enguero.’

I grabbed her arm, my thumb and forefinger pressing on the nerve clusters near her elbow until she winced. ‘No, you wouldn’t. And I will never go back to Domas Lacrima. Never. I’ll hang myself befo—’

‘Don’t snarl at me,’ she interrupted, grasping my other thumb and bending it painfully until I released her arm. ‘You’ll ruin your maschiera.’

‘I don’t care about my stupid maschiera! I care about our brother – do you know what Dazidier bragged his family would do to him?’

Kareline said nothing. Just kept brushing, slow and steady, until the knot in my hair was gone.

‘Well?’ I demanded.

In the reflection of the mirror, her face was as placid as if she’d just woken from a pleasant dream. ‘He said House Enguero would bribe a magistrate of the Court of Plumes to incarcerate Farren in an asylum – a prison for defectives.’

My breath froze in my lungs. Other than Farren, no one in this house had used that word since the day I’d first arrived. ‘How can you—?’

Kareline’s eyes locked on mine. ‘Tazia, do I look as if the thought of being forced into marriage with a brute who wants to lock my brother up in an asylum troubles me?’

‘You look like you don’t give a damn about any of it!’

‘That’s because, unlike you, I’m capable of keeping my mask in place at all times.’ She took me by the shoulders, spun me round and planted me in front of the mirror again. She began to dress my hair, pulling it up into an elaborate crown braid – a style Viscountess Zephine had told us had the twin virtues of being both elegant and difficult to grab hold of in a fight.

‘Tonight, you will engage Taridan in pleasant conversation, just as I will do with Dazidier. We will dance with them, we will flirt with them, and as the evening comes to a close, you and I will make tantalising noises to our respective suitors about how desirous we are of visiting the Leander gardens at midnight, after the other guests have left.’

‘Oh,’ I said, awed by the patient, unhurried way in which Kareline expertly styled my hair.

‘Did you know the Leander family keep a set of wooden practice swords in a shed at the entrance to the gardens? Dazidier and Taridan never stop crowing about how they’re already as skilled as the professional duellists at the Court of Blades.’

My heart began to race, my stomach filling with anticipation. If we could humiliate the Enguero brothers in private, make them see how far we’d go to protect Farren . . .

‘We’ll make a jest of it at first,’ Kareline continued. ‘We’ll taunt them into crossing swords with us as a game. No rushing; we’ll keep things light until they’re convinced we’re just two foolish girls whose reputations for fencing are either overblown or – even better, if you can manage it – that we’re so aroused by their masculine prowess that we can’t possibly defeat them.’

‘And then?’ I asked.

Kareline stepped back, examined my hair from several angles, and then, evidently still unsatisfied, resumed her torments. ‘You and I are going to leave those two falcons with broken wings, bruised, bloody and beaten. Let them explain that to their family.’

‘But the Blood Week doesn’t begin for three days! Kareline, if Duke Jillard found out we’d—’ I stopped, wincing as she tugged the hairbrush painfully through a knot.

‘The grandsons of Our Lady of Blades herself? The Engueros wouldn’t dare bring a claim of a vendetta against two teenage girls. They’ll dismiss it as a playful lovers’ tussle gone too far. But everyone – everyone – will remember what happens when you go after the brother of Kareline and Natazia Vauquelin.’

I examined myself in the mirror. With my newly elegant hair, I didn’t look half bad. I changed my pose to accentuate my hips and managed to achieve a hint of the curves I longed for. I smiled, pouting my lips just a bit, as Kareline always did so effortlessly, and imagined how I might appear to Taridan Enguero beneath the flickering lantern lights at the ball tonight.

‘Can you . . . can you do my eyes next?’ I asked.

She grinned as she reached around me for her brushes and pots. ‘I still hate you, you know.’

‘Not as much as I hate you,’ I replied, but I was lying, and so was she. Names are important in Rijou. They have meaning. That’s why Kareline had never before referred to me as Natazia Vauquelin.


Chapter 15

Pistols Before Proposals

The bronze plaque outside Vicendi’s office building informs me that his first name is Amnus. Should I ever make his mother’s acquaintance, I’ll be sure to ask why she chose to name her son the archaic Tristian word for ‘virtuous poverty’. The deconsecrated monks’ tower in which he lives and works certainly evokes penury. The dilapidated three-storey eyesore tilts towards the street like a drunken codger, shedding bits of reddish mortar from between sickly white stones.

I duck my head beneath a low stone archway and begin a spiralling ascent up rotting wooden stairs that moan pitifully in a losing battle against gravity and decay. A second, narrower arch at the top leads into a large hexagonal chamber whose discoloured walls are lined with wooden shelves bending beneath stacks of ponderous legal tomes. Fading imprints of religious symbols adorn the cracked and yellowed spaces between, lending a priestly quality to my advocate’s tribulations. A damp chill permeates from the fog that seeps through narrow, poorly sealed windows. Everything smells musty and somehow sad.

My hastily appointed financial advisor slumps behind a desk on the other side of the room, bundled up in a thick burgundy velvet coat so frayed you’d think he’d wrestled it away from a family of feral cats. His forehead rests against one of the stacks of ribbon-bound documents that rise to form uneven ramparts atop the desk. Freed from the black- powdered wig required of advocates in the Court of Blades, Vicendi periodically raises his head just long enough to run fingers through an unruly mop of brown hair in dire need of a comb. I’d think him sleeping were it not for the mouse-like scratching of his pen. He hasn’t noticed me yet, which is hardly surprising as he also appears oblivious to the sharp wire noose slowly descending from the ceiling towards him.

The thick wooden beams holding what’s left of the roof provide a fine perch for the killer hiding in the shadows. I’m somewhat confounded as to why decapitation by steel wire is his chosen method of execution when a blade is quicker and far simpler. Assassination not being my chosen vocation, I decide not to insult a fellow professional by raising the issue until after I’m done foiling his attempted murder of poor Vicendi.

Lady Consequence would have come armed with a rapier at her hip. Alas, such a practical weapon would be unseemly for a country heiress like Evelyn. The stiletto strapped to my forearm beneath the lace sleeve of my lavender frock coat is fine for close-up fighting, but ill-suited for throwing. The only weapons Vicendi has in plentiful supply are dusty books, so I quietly remove a quartet of promising volumes from the nearest shelf before making my way silently along the shadows beneath the windows. The noose is almost over Vicendi’s head now, yet my hapless advocate continues heedlessly – and soon headlessly – scrawling his notes.

The young advocate’s head snaps back as he feels the sudden constriction. Instantly, the steel wire tightens around his throat, so sharply I fear it might actually be capable of cutting his head clean off. The assassin above grins with perverse excitement as he pulls on the wooden bar to which the wire is attached and rises to his feet to stand atop the beam. He’s an impressively large fellow for one who moves so quietly.

Then again, the bigger they are, the harder they— Well, let’s test that theory, shall we?

Books make unwieldy missiles. The first two miss as I calibrate my aim. The assassin spots me, but seems more amused than threatened by the sight of a slender noblewoman in a lavender frock coat hurling books at him. He changes his tune when my third projectile – Magistrate Olidar’s Rules of Procedure – strikes him square in the forehead. The would-be murderer comes close to catching his balance, but thankfully the esteemed magistrate’s apparently exhaustive procedures were published in two handy volumes. The second, heavier tome sends the assassin teetering atop his perch as Vicendi, at last aware of his impending decapitation, yanks on his end of the wire. A second later, the big man crashes to the floor with an impressive thud.

As professionals rarely take kindly to being captured, I’m already diving into a shoulder roll across the floor, drawing my stiletto as I come up and over the assassin. His wide-eyed stare is full of outraged recrimination, but that may be directed more at the floor than me, seeing as how his neck snapped in the fall.

‘Well, bother,’ I say to him. ‘Now I’ll never know why anyone would consider strangulation by steel wire dropped from a ceiling beam a more reliable method of execution than a good old-fashioned knife in the throat.’

A stack of ribbon-bound bundles scatters to the floor, yellow sheets flying everywhere. There’s a glint of steel as a long-barrelled duelling pistol rises to aim at my adorably innocent face.

‘Wh-who are you?’ His gaze darts between me and the dead assassin. ‘Why was he—?’

‘You’re safe now,’ I assure him with Evelyn’s soothing mixture of noble diction and comforting country drawl. ‘Here, try this. Close your eyes and imagine sitting down to your favourite meal.’ I follow my own instructions for a second before peeking beneath the lids. Charmingly, Vicendi really has closed his eyes.

I take the opportunity to liberate the pistol from his hand. By the time Vicendi makes a grab for it, I’ve already stepped out of his reach.

‘Well, aren’t you darling,’ I say, admiring the pistol.

It really is a handsome weapon. Wheellocks are expensive; the complex mechanisms of winding spring, brass powder chamber, pyrite striker lever and sparking wheel require expert craftsmanship, which in turn command steep prices. Vicendi’s humble surroundings suggest he’d need a week’s earnings to rent the weapon for a single day.

‘Who are you?’ he asks again before staring back down at his would-be executioner and finally making sense of this morning’s chaos. ‘You saved my life . . .’ His gaze settles on Magistrate Olidar’s Rules of Procedure Vol. II on the floor next to the body. ‘. . . with a book?’

Stupidly, it only now occurs to me that my hair, my face, my voice and, above all else, the way I move belong to a woman Vicendi has never met. There’s a half-empty bottle of wine and two chipped glasses on a battered enamelled tray balanced precariously atop a wooden chair missing both an arm and a leg.

‘I suppose I’m as much to blame for this little incident as you are,’ I begin, pocketing the wheellock before handing him the cleaner of the two glasses. ‘My performance at the Court of Blades yesterday will have irritated any number of Dazidier Enguero’s allies. It appears that their outrage extends to my new advocate and you’re easier to track down than I am.’

‘Lady Consequence?’ Vicendi asks, nearly spitting out his wine.

I give him a polite curtsey. ‘Lady Evelyn Dusk of Sunig Rock – for today, at least.’

His eyes narrow when I refill his glass. ‘There is no such place as Sunig Rock.’

‘Perhaps I’ll buy a suitable tract of land and you can help me register the name.’ I lean in closer to examine the angry red line around his neck. The skin is unbroken, but if I hadn’t been here . . . ‘Does this sort of thing happen to you often?’

Some of the fire Vicendi showed during the trial blooms upon his otherwise pale cheeks. ‘Death threats to advocates and magistrates are far too common these days.’ He hands me back the glass, shaking his head when I offer to refill it a third time. ‘Eminence Calvino was murdered in his home yesterday, along with his . . . companion.’

Payback for letting me act as Opezo’s secundier? I wonder. Or a general warning to other magistrates?

A tightening in Vicendi’s jaw warns me not to probe further. Instead, I hand the wheellock pistol to him – only to snatch it back when he starts to tuck the weapon into the front of his belt. I carefully slide back the steel cap that prevents the striking lever from accidentally firing; the least I can do for my beleaguered advocate is to prevent him from shooting off the only jewels he appears to possess.

Staring at the pistol in my hand with a look of despair, he rubs at his neck. ‘Little good that did me in the end. I would have strangled to death before even getting off a shot – not that I would have been likely to hit anything.’

‘Oh, I wouldn’t say that. In fact, I do believe you’ll soon have a reputation as an outstanding marksman.’

‘I’m hardly—’

Sliding the safety catch forward with my thumb, I pull the wheellock’s trigger. The stuttered explosion of fire and smoke sends Vicendi grabbing at his desk, scattering even more papers on the floor. ‘Why would you shoot a dead man?’ he asks.

I wave the smoke away to reveal a small hole in the centre of the corpse’s forehead before setting the still-smoking pistol on the tray next to the wine bottle. I kneel next to the dead man and place my hands beneath his arms. ‘Take his legs,’ I instruct Vicendi.

It takes us several minutes to manoeuvre the corpse through the open window, but I finally wave farewell to the assassin as he tumbles to the cobblestones below.

Vicendi looks horrified. ‘When he’s found, either by the city constables or his confederates, you want them to presume he died from the bullet in his head and that his neck broke in the fall from the window.’

‘Exactly.’ I pat the advocate’s shoulder companionably. ‘Hiring someone to kill Amnus Vicendi, the dead-shot lawyer, will be a far more expensive affair next time.’

‘I . . .’ His frown is full of ethical malaise. ‘I do not wish to be known as a killer.’

‘I’ll be happy to pay for a platoon of the finest private guards to watch over you day and night, if you prefer.’ I hand him the discharged pistol. ‘Assuming you assist me competently – and discreetly – in my present endeavours.’

Despite the morning’s mayhem, Vicendi pulls back his shoulders and straightens his spine like a soldier heading into battle before turning on his heel and marching towards a tall wooden cabinet. Removing a key dangling from a thin chain around his neck, he unlocks the twin doors to reveal shelves stuffed with flat packets tied together by colourful ribbons. He makes three trips, arms laden with the elaborately bound packets, which he stacks on the top of his desk.

‘Offers for your services,’ he informs me. ‘I’ve taken the liberty of sorting them according to a system of my own devising.’

I marvel at the myriad opportunities for a life of sword-fighting and palace intrigues he’s assembled in a single night. Each contract proposal is made up of a dozen or so sheets of vellum, ranging in quality from expensive to outrageously exorbitant, pressed between a pair of thin slats of ebony, rosewood, mahogany and, in one case, pinkish-purple tamarisk – a nice touch. The feather-edged satin ribbons binding them are works of art in themselves, each hand-painted with intricate family heraldry. With a fingertip, I trace the lines of a broken black and gold wax seal scented with ambergris and depicting a magpie taking wing. The craft, beauty and expense that has gone into the presentation of these offers is astounding.

Vicendi politely nudges me aside before placing one hand flat on the first stack. ‘We have proposals from all but three of Rijou’s Ascendant Houses. Each offer comes with a salary, accommodation and a modest number of shares in their trading ventures. House Porvos, which holds the ducal charter over forestry, promises you a stipend of sixty emerald karats, along with a one-bedroom pensione in the carto nobli.’

‘What if I should have house guests?’

‘In that case, House Quillote proposes a smaller annual stipend but includes a suite of chambers in their palace, a clothing allowance, a trio of personal servants to attend your every need, along with a share in their glassworks ventures equivalent to that granted a fourth cousin.’

‘I feel like a part of the family already.’ There are two chairs on this side of Vicendi’s desk, one with a tatty green velvet seat but suspiciously rickety legs, the other bare wood but more solidly built. I flop onto the latter, dangling my left leg over one of the arms. ‘However shall I choose between these generous suitors? I presume there’s a catch?’

Vicendi looks pleased by the question. He holds up the first offer, bound between two shimmering slats of argentwood. The remains of a grey wax seal depicting an owl cling stubbornly to a ribbon elaborately stitched with silver and white trees. ‘Before naming you his champion, Baronet Porvos requires that you commit to an exhibition event in which you must duel allcomers for twelve hours straight.’

‘I should find that tiresome. Also, suicidal.’

Vicendi picks up the slender bundle beneath. The emblem of a scarlet crow has been engraved upon the paper-thin ebony cover. ‘To earn House Quillote’s forty-sapphire-karat stipend, palace chambers, clothing allowance and servants, you must first defeat a Dashini assassin in the duelling circle.’

I lean forward, take the packet from him and toss it into the wastebasket. ‘What self-respecting Dashini would agree to the spectacle of a public duel?’ There are four more contracts on the first pile. ‘I take it these others also involve elaborate schemes to engineer my death before ever having to pay me a single opal mark?’

Vicendi extends his arm and scoops the entire pile off the desk and into the wastebasket. ‘Traps, my Lady, each and every one of them. The Ascendant Houses are far too mistrustful of spies and saboteurs to allow a stranger into their homes.’

‘Then why make the offers at all?’

‘Your fame, Lady Consequence. You came out of nowhere and defeated Our Lord of Corpses, perhaps the most celebrated duellist to enter the circle since his late grandmother Curzia, better known as Our La—’

‘Yes, yes. Our Most Majestic Lady of Who-the-Hell-Cares. That preposterous sobriquet the minstrel foisted on me is already getting me into trouble.’ I tap the second heap of offers. ‘Do these also require me to stick my head inside a bear’s jaws upon signing?’

‘No, my Lady, these next proposals are of a . . . well, one might have said a romantic nature, were the suggestions not quite so explicit.’ Vicendi tugs at the hem of his coat to hide his obvious discomfort. ‘You won’t know, but gladiamores – duellist concubines – were something of a tradition in Rijou a century ago. High-ranking nobles considered it fashionable to employ a comely young man or woman whose finesse in the duelling circle was presumed to translate to skill in the bedr—’

I send the second stack of proposals clattering into the wastebasket. ‘Let’s move on, shall we?’

The third pile is somewhat smaller than the first two. The wooden covers are less intricately carved, their ribbons lacking in lustre. We have come to the genuine proposals. ‘These come from Rising Houses whose finances I have been able to verify in the chronicles of the city’s exchequers. Each includes a reasonable fee for your ongoing services and a modest flat outside the carto nobli.’

‘My prospects diminish by the minute. Perhaps I should reconsider my prejudice against mixing duelling with prostitution.’

Vicendi reaches behind the pile and holds up a stack of a dozen or so opened envelopes. ‘During the night, I sent out messengers with counter-demands to the legal representatives of these houses.’

‘To raise the price?’

He shakes his head. ‘To require the addition of a pension when you become too injured to continue representing them, payable to an heir, should you die in their service.’

‘Thoughtful of you, but how does—? Ah, I understand now!’ I rise from my chair and place my hand on the third pile. ‘These houses agreed, and thus we can infer their offers are genuine, because the contract ensures continued payments for years to come even if I’m killed in the duelling circle. How clever!’

Vicendi inclines his head briefly, acknowledging the well-deserved praise. His smile disappears when I sweep the third pile all the way along the surface of the desk until they tumble down, some into the already full wastebasket, but most scattering across the floor.

I let the silence sit between us a while before I deliver my accusation. ‘You’re holding out on me, Vicendi.’

‘My Lady?’

I tap the now empty surface of his desk. ‘You claimed all but three of the great houses had made offers for my services. That wasn’t entirely true, was it?’

‘But there are no other offers – not serious ones, anyway! The Vauquelin family were massacred seven years ago. The Court of Chalices will strip the sole remaining heir of his family’s shipping charter in two weeks’ time when his ducal wardship expires. The Tiarren family was slaughtered during the last Blood Week, before Duke Jillard finally put an end to the barbaric tradition. Their textiles charter was given over to their long-time enemies, House Faujoix, who declined to bid for your services.’

‘Which leaves one Ascendant House unaccounted for,’ I remind him.

The slump of defeat comes to Vicendi’s shoulders, as if a dark and terrible duty can no longer be avoided. Removing a slender iron key from his waistcoat, he ventures to a second cabinet, this one nearly three times wider than the first. After unlocking the bottom drawer, he wrestles from it a mahogany sword case inlaid with mother of pearl and gilded with enough gold to buy a dozen wheellock pistols. Setting the case down on the desk, Vicendi flips open each of the six brass clasps before lifting the lid and pulling back a scarlet silk covering. When I see what’s inside, a craving bordering on lust sets my hand to tingling.

The rapier’s swept hilt is majestic, the triple rings swirling like snakes to protect the wielder’s hand. The grip itself is black leather stitched with silver wire. It’s the blade, though, which takes my breath away: three feet of pure Shan steel, the faint silvery-blue promising a perfect edge and incomparable balance. Along its length, tiny detailed scenes of past duels have been inscribed by a master’s hand, documenting a history of court victories. When I reach for the sword, I tell myself it’s only because I know Vicendi will stop me, and not because I want so very badly to touch it, just once.

‘My Lady,’ he says, putting a hand on my arm. ‘Look at the pommel.’

I already have, of course. The steel has been specially forged to hold a black patina, and shaped into three talons grasping a crescent moon.

‘The falcon is the symbol of House Enguero,’ Vicendi reminds me unnecessarily, then points to the sharpened tips of the crescent moon that serves not only as decoration but also as a secondary striking surface for tearing into an opponent’s flesh. ‘This particular design is called the Midnight Falcon. It was the personal sigil of Curzia Enguero, better known as—’

‘Our Lady of Blades,’ I finish for him. ‘Dazidier’s grandmother.’

‘It is her granddaughter you should fear, my Lady. Spada Enguero is—’

‘The head of House Enguero, which, if I understand your quaint little city’s obscure duelling laws, means she is free from accepting – and forbidden from issuing – challenges.’

Vicendi looks down with disgust at this instrument of violence. ‘This is no gift, my Lady, but a demand for a duella redemptivo – a duel for the restoration not of her reputation, but of her ancestry. Should you accept House Enguero’s honour sword, the law grants Spada the right to win it back in single combat.’

I frame my features to evoke muted curiosity. I saw all this the instant Vicendi opened the case to allow the light of an imperfect world to shine upon this perfect blade.

The Midnight Falcon’s duelling rapier.

There are swords and there are swords, but this one . . . I want her so badly, my hand aches from the overwhelming desire to wrap my fingers around her hilt. I would take her, too; I would draw this magnificent work of the deadliest art from its case, sheathe her at my side and walk from this tower to the Falcon Palace this very minute to give Spada the duel she craves, that I have waited seven years to fight . . . were it not for one teensy problem.

I would lose.

Slowly, with a reluctance I can’t hide, my fingers drift higher and higher until, at last, they pull the lid closed.

‘I suppose this Spada will be terribly disappointed by my refusal?’

‘Furious beyond words,’ Vicendi assures me. ‘Spada’s father meant her to be their family’s champion, the living “Sword of Enguero”. So far as I’m aware, there is nothing – no treasure, no title – that she has ever desired more than the one you stole from her yesterday.’

‘Our Lady of Blades again? You people really do obsess over a name which, so far as I can tell, confers neither land nor title and brings with it only threats of dismemberment and death.’

Vicendi begins to stutter, his rising panic not for his own fate, but for that of his tragically benighted client. ‘You fail to apprehend the reverence with which the title of Our Lady of Blades is held in this duchy, my Lady. Spada Enguero’s predilection for vendettas is legendary. She will find a way to corner you, provoke you to some insult or other which will force you to either accept the duella redemptivo or—’

I wag a finger under his nose. ‘Fables and ghost stories won’t conceal your theft from me, Vicendi.’ I take the case from him and lean it precariously against a window ledge. I wonder what Spada would do if her family sword was found shattered on the ground next to a dead assassin. ‘Let us return instead to the matter of the final proposal.’

‘Lady Consequence, there are only twelve Ascendant Houses in Rijou. Ten sent propos—’

‘Yes, yes.’ I dangle one hand in the wastebasket overflowing with richly constructed parchment traps. ‘Ten offered proposals of dubious sincerity, one resents me for reasons I’ve already forgotten, and the last . . . What was their name?’

‘Vauquelin, my Lady. But as I told you, theirs is a Fallen House and in no position to make an offer for your services.’

‘Surely someone intends to take over their ducal charter?’

‘Of course, but . . . Lady Consequence, I fear you don’t fully comprehend the complexities of Rijou’s political—’

‘Every noble family in this city aspires to become an Ascendant House, or so you tell me. And lo, along comes this Vauquelin boy whom everyone assures me the Court of Chalices will deem unfit to hold a ducal charter. Surely there are many Floating or Fluttering or—’

‘Rising Houses, my Lady. They are called this becau—’

I wave away his attempt at further deflection. ‘One of these “Rising” Houses is surely better positioned than the others to take over the Vauquelin charter. They’ll be seeking a way to enhance their standing prior to making their case before the Court of Chalices.’ I tap a finger against my lower lip. ‘What sorts of things might add to the renown of a noble house in a duchy that prizes duelling and intrigue above all other pursuits?’

‘That’s not—’

I rise from the chair. ‘The most intriguing duellist to draw steel in the Court of Blades in years, no? Someone who also happens to be dazzlingly charming and devastatingly beautiful.’ Spreading my arms wide and cocking my hip, I adopt an outrageously vivacious pose. ‘Sound like anyone we know?’

Vicendi sighs, conceding at last that his unyielding client is doomed. He trudges back behind his desk, retrieves a thin sheaf from the bottom drawer and places the final proposal between us. The wooden slats holding the papers have been covered in languille, a thin white fabric glimmering with the faintest hints of gold and purple and derived from the rarest of silkworms. Ostentatious, perhaps, but a family who claims their legendary beauty descends from the Goddess Love herself wouldn’t want to appear shabby.

‘House Leander,’ Vicendi declares, watching me untie the silver ribbon embroidered with frolicking swans. ‘Do not be deceived by the pretentious packaging. The offer contained within is far from generous.’

‘And you thought to protect my fragile self-esteem from the miserliness of the House of Swans? I’m touched.’

Glancing through the pages, I perform some hasty arithmetic. Castilis Leander’s offer is indeed pathetic: a room in the guardhouse outside the Swan Palace with no personal staff or expense budget, and a salary that would make even my impoverished advocate pity me.

In other words, absolutely perfect!

I’ve kept my expression placid, almost disinterested, but Vicendi’s wonderfully clockwork mind quickly comes to the only logical explanation of my bizarre behaviour. ‘You never intended to accept any of the proposals, did you, Lady Consequence? No matter how generous.’

I push the papers back between the gaudy white silk covers and slide them into the bin with the rest. ‘No.’

He stares at the wastebasket, eyes narrowed as if seeking some mysterious treasure he’s failed to perceive until now. I expect my advocate to be outraged over his wasted labours on my behalf, but he’s far too enthralled by the intricate machinations unwinding before him. ‘You encouraged this charade not to secure a position within one of the Ascendant Houses, but to ferret out which of the Rising Houses believes they can win the Vauquelin charter, and with it, a seat among the Twelve.’ He reaches down and retrieves the languille-wrapped proposal. ‘You reasoned such a house would be so eager to add the stature of your recent victory in the Court of Blades to their bid, that by making an offer for your services they would unwittingly reveal the state of their finances – but why? Unless—’

Oh, Vicendi, you are so much like Farren, born decent and clever in a city that tolerates either one but never both.

My advocate’s excitement keeps him from noticing my concern. His fingertips tap a rhythm against his thigh as if making a series of complex calculations even as he continues his deductions, until suddenly his hand drops to his side. ‘Lady Consequence . . . you intend to buy your way into a Rising House on the cusp of their elevation to the Ascendant Twelve!’

‘One needs a roof over one’s head somewhere,’ I tell him, retrieving the vinegary wine and chipped glasses. ‘A palace serves as well as a hovel.’

‘But . . . such a scheme would require a fortune so vast as to eclipse those of the very family you would seek to join!’

‘Let’s not quibble over coins, Vicendi.’

I pour us each a celebratory drink, but my advocate declines.

‘My Lady . . . I fear your disdain for our duchy has blinded you to our obsession with bloodlines.’ He gestures somewhat frantically towards a north-facing window. ‘In the heart of the carto ducalis lies a . . . well, I suppose you might call it a sort of bank. It’s called the Crimson Registry, and contained within its vaults are tiny vials of the blood of every child of every great house going back two hundred years. That’s how sacred lineage is in Rijou. One cannot simply buy one’s way into an Ascendant House – not even a Rising one. Forgive my impertinence, Lady Consequence, but you’re too old to be adopted into House Leander, which leaves only— No . . .’

I pick up his glass and place it in his hand, taking some small pleasure in Vicendi’s look of dismay as he at last apprehends his true assignment. It’s been a long time since I’ve felt overcome with light-hearted mirth. Stepping back, I place one hand on my hip and, with the other, raise my glass in the air as the daughters of the great houses do when parading themselves at grand balls. ‘I’m a young woman of homicidal intentions blessed with an instinct for deception and a thirst for intrigue. Let’s get me married off to someone equally horrible, shall we?’


Chapter 16

Courtship Advice

Seven Years Earlier . . .

On the night of the Leander Ball, before Kareline and I left to first seduce and then make bruised and bloody examples of the Enguero brothers, I discovered that in Rijou, a marriage proposal was itself a kind of duel.

Coming up the grand stairs of House Vauquelin, I peered again at the note, no longer certain this was one of Kareline’s pranks. On closer inspection, Viscountess Zephine’s elegant handwriting was unmistakable, even if her invitation to spar with her in the family fencing hall was unexpected.

Two years earlier, after the infamous cheese knife incident in this same hall, our fencing tutors had threatened to quit, refusing to ‘debase the noblest of all arts by placing a sword in the hands of a peasant’. Viscountess Zephine promptly fired them all, then paid a small fortune to one of the finest retired duellists in the city to give me a chance.

‘A year of training from my peers and yet the girl remains worse than a complete beginner,’ Master Égridu had informed Viscountess Zephine, hurling his resignation letter on the floor at her feet. His wide moustache twitched like the whiskers of an offended lion. ‘She is like a mouse, retreating and cowering whenever the opponent approaches. When I tell her to fight, she closes her eyes and bats her sword about blindly!’

‘Give me three weeks with her,’ Zephine had urged him, not wanting to lose yet another fencing instructor. ‘Tazia is a quick learner. I’ll teach her to overcome her instincts, then she’ll be ready for your instruction.’

Master Égridu sneered in derision. Raising his practice épée to a basic guard, he’d performed what I would later recognise as a painfully slow thrust-disengage-lunge – a beginner’s exercise which I countered by first stumbling backwards, swinging my sword so wildly it flew from my hand, then shutting my eyes and screaming.

‘Three years,’ the fencing master said with absolute confidence. ‘It will take three years to break the girl of this one defect.’

I suppose Master Égridu couldn’t have known what that word meant to me, even if he hadn’t intended it the way rival houses did when encouraging their sons and daughters to torment and bully Farren.

Defective.

I can only imagine what I must have looked like to Master Égridu when I snatched up my training épée and hurled it at his face, screeching like a wild animal before I leaped on him to scratch and bite every inch of skin I could find. He could’ve easily beaten my blade aside and skewered me, but I suppose even lions are confused when attacked by crazed mice.

Once Zephine had pulled me off of him and paid him a rather large sum of money to forget the incident, she’d offered to double his fees, reassuring him that I would be ready for his lessons in three weeks. Weighing the pouch of opal shards in his hand, convinced Viscountess Zephine would fail, Master Égridu agreed to the bargain.

After his departure, I’d asked how she could possibly hope to cure me of my instincts in only three weeks. Leading me downstairs for tea and biscuits, my madera had turned to me, and with a smile as sudden and wicked as a lightning storm on a cloudless day, said, ‘Cure you of your instincts, Natazia? Why on earth would we ever want to do such a silly thing?’

Three weeks later, I resumed my training with Master Égridu. And, while I was far from his most talented or elegant pupil, he did, on occasion, admit that I was his favourite – though even he could not explain why.

Far from repressing my innate cowardice, hesitancy and subsequent mania, Viscountess Zephine taught me to embrace them. Whether fencing, boxing or wrestling, my faults made me unpredictable. I never fought the same way twice – except, as Kareline liked to remind me, that I always looked like a lunatic having a nervous breakdown.

Yet, even during those wonderful three weeks Viscountess Zephine was teaching me to find my ‘inner duellist’, she never once fenced with me. Kareline later told me that her mother never sparred with her family, not even their father, which was why it was so odd to find myself summoned to the family fencing hall.

‘You’ve come a long way, Tazia,’ my madera said, gesturing with her practice épée for me to twirl in my shimmering green frock. The thin strips of gold down each side caught the light from the lanterns swaying from the ceiling. ‘You and Kareline could be mistaken for sisters.’

As she’d just returned home from her own romantic rendezvous, a trifle drunk and rather pleased with herself, I assumed she meant this as a compliment and endeavoured to take it as such.

‘Thank you, Madera,’ I said, selecting a matching épée from one of the weapons racks. When I turned back to her, I noticed she was rubbing the reddened knuckles of her sword hand. ‘Are you injured, Madera?’

Her gaze drifted from my dress to her fist. ‘This?’ She shook her hand and stepped into the training circle with its criss-crossing lines illustrating various lines of attack. ‘Nothing to cause either of us concern, darling. My husband’s brother invited me for a stroll by the canal tonight.’

My husband’s brother. That was how she always referred to Kareline and Farren’s uncle. It was as if she wanted to remind the world that Delino Bruzeri was not, nor ever could be, worthy of being her husband – a sentiment I heartily agreed with.

‘Was he impertinent with you?’ I asked.

Impertinent could encompass a wide range of sins in Rijou, and while Viscountess Zephine was more than capable of fighting her own battles, I’d been growing into my role as protector of House Vauquelin.

She laughed. ‘Oh, no, no, not at all. Delino was a perfect gentleman. His proposal could have come straight out of those romance novels Kareline obsesses over.’

I pointed again to her inflamed knuckles. ‘He asked for your hand in marriage . . . and you punched him with it?’

Her sardonic smile was distinctly at odds with the stylishness of her silver-blue gown, meticulously coiffed hair and the maschiera-paints so skilfully applied to soften the contours of her cheekbones. It wasn’t entirely unusual to practise fencing in restrictive clothing; more than one duel had been fought between courses of a formal dinner over an ill-considered comment about the food. I’d never heard of one sparked by a marriage proposal, though.

‘As to that, my refusal was unfolding with the utmost gentility until it became clear it wasn’t my hand he was seeking. Apparently, my frequent remonstrations at court have rendered me unsuitable for marriage.’

‘But then who was Uncle Delino intending to—? Kareline!’

I’d always thought there was something carnivorous in the way Uncle Delino’s gaze lingered just a little too long on the slender beauty of his dead brother’s eldest daughter, but I’d never dreamed he’d dare ask for her hand.

‘It’s not unheard of,’ the Viscountess said. Her flat tone was a subtle reminder that a woman of Rijou never lets her mask fall, even in private.

My tutor in intrigues always said revulsion was the most difficult of the twelve emotions to keep hidden, even from one’s allies.

‘Kareline is brave and clever,’ Zephine continued. ‘But she can also be arrogant, dismissive and self-righteous. She makes enemies at every turn. My husband’s brother, for all his faults, is a skilled diplomat who persuades our rivals that an uncomfortable peace is more profitable than open warfare. Delino would . . . balance out those . . . less accommodating tendencies Kareline inherited from her father.’

Her voice became quiet then, almost as if she were lost in some wistful memory as she murmured, ‘The two of them were so alike.’

She never spoke of the husband who’d died a month before she’d come to Domas Lacrima in search of a child to adopt, only alluded to him in passing. It was as if the ghost of Chérald Vauquelin lived only in the subtle shift in her tone of voice, in sighs and faraway stares.

I stood at the edge of the sparring circle, épée in hand, with no idea what I was supposed to do next. I couldn’t stop picturing the smarmy, pale, fleshy Uncle Delino panting like a hunting dog in anticipation of pawing at my sister. Too late, I saw my madera staring at me and realised I’d failed yet again to mask my revulsion.

The tip of her épée flew so close to my face that I didn’t even have time to lurch back out of the circle. ‘When you scowl, Natazia, your face becomes a map of every foolish opinion that crosses your mind.’

‘Yes, Madera,’ I acknowledged, coming back into guard and being careful – so careful – to keep even the faintest hint of a ‘but . . .’ from sneaking into my tone.

Zephine knocked my blade aside again. ‘But?’

Damn it.

Despite the incessant lessons in self-discipline, dissembling and intrigue, I wasn’t good at hiding what my tutors referred to as my ‘facial whispers’: tiny, almost imperceptible alterations in my expressions that somehow revealed far too many of the thoughts and feelings a daughter of House Vauquelin must always leave unspoken. In Rijou, no one ever tells the plain truth, even when it deserves to be shouted from the rooftops.

I adopted a different guard this time, less formal, more aggressive. ‘Delino is a monster,’ I told her plainly, delivering two beats light as a hummingbird’s wings against the tip of her blade before a sudden disengage underneath and then a much stronger beat from the other side. Her blade went out of line, forcing her to retreat a step. ‘Should he lay a finger on Kareline, I will cut it off. Should his hand reach for hers, I will sever it at the wrist. And if his foul lips ever seek to kiss hers . . .’

I barely registered the pressure on my wrist from Zephine’s blade having enveloped mine in a double circle before my épée flew from my grip. She caught it neatly in her free hand before tossing it aside and stepping in to pinch my chin between her thumb and forefinger, forcing my head back. ‘Don’t snarl at your feet while making threats, Natazia. The duellist daughter of House Vauquelin does not mumble when she declares war.’

‘I wasn’t—’

Her left hand shifted to squeeze my jaw, not so tight as to hurt me, but enough to remind me how easily she – or someone else equally strong – could do so. ‘Delino Bruzeri loves this family. He would kill his dearest friend or his greatest love to defend House Vauquelin, without hesitation or remorse. Can you say the same, Natazia? How many friends would you murder to protect your soror?’

Among the wealthy of Rijou, debates were no different than fencing matches, and only a fool lunged at every provocation. Without a devastating and disarming retort, you kept your blade out of distance and your tongue behind your teeth. But while I’d lost my sword, the fine silk of my dress hid the bruises inflicted almost daily at school by the Engueros and their allies for standing between them and Farren. More importantly, tonight, Kareline had called me sister.

I reached up and wrenched Zephine’s hand away from my jaw so that the inflammation on her knuckles glowed red beneath the overhead lanterns. ‘If Delino was such a suitable marriage prospect for your daughter, you would not have struck him.’ I took advantage of her surprise to step in too close for her to draw back her épée and use it against me. ‘Don’t abuse me for speaking aloud the simple truth you so eloquently conveyed with your fist, Madera.’

‘Better,’ she said approvingly. ‘Your mask is cold, dispassionate – not merely defiant, but unnerving.’ She turned her wrist and pushed her thumb between two bones in my hand until I released her, praising me all the while. ‘When you speak thus, men and women will instinctively fear what might follow. That is a far better way to protect your siblings than fighting.’

She knows, I realised with a start. She knows what Kareline and I are planning, but she doesn’t say so because . . . because she doesn’t want to stop us!

Zephine knelt down and picked up my discarded épée. Handing it back to me, she asked, ‘There is something infectious about duelling, don’t you find?’

I had to reach deep inside myself for the emotion she wished to see on my mask. The honest answer was that, unlike Kareline, I took no pleasure in fighting. I hated it – I hated it when I lost and it sickened me when I won. Sometimes – when it wasn’t me she was beating up on the fencing piste – I would glimpse Kareline’s fierce joy at proving to all the world that she could defend her family. So it was Kareline’s ardour that I used to part my lips just so, to soften my gaze, to let a languor come over me when I replied, ‘A vocation filled with unexpected enchantments, Madera.’

‘Enchantments . . . yes, that’s an excellent way of putting it.’ She returned to the other side of the training circle and came back into guard. ‘You can’t see it yet, but you’re becoming so much more than I – and you – dared hope that day I brought you home from Domas Lacrima, my darling.’

While not as stinting in her praise as Kareline, it was rare for Viscountess Zephine to speak to me as she might one of her own children. Was this another test – a ruse to pierce my mask? Unbidden, the image of Uncle Delino leaning against the doorway to the fencing hall came to me, gloating as he so often did when sneaking up on Kareline and me, his fingers fiddling with the buttons of his coat as if he were contemplating undressing. Still just a filthy mine girl, I could hear him whisper.

A sob escaped my lips, followed by another, and before I knew it, I was bawling like a babe who’d woken to find herself lost in the woods. My épée fell from my feeble hand and my treasonous feet ran to Zephine, who had to drop her own weapon to keep me from impaling myself on the blade. I didn’t care, though; I just wrapped my arms around her waist and clung to her with all my strength because I couldn’t bear the thought that she might want to push me away. She didn’t, though. Instead, my madera held me even closer.

Instincts. I guess we all have them.


Chapter 17

Briolettes and Betrayals

‘Forgive our daughter,’ Opezo repeats for the third time after the little girl has run up the stairs behind him, screaming. ‘She’s wary of strangers.’

The polite contrition is undercut by the way he and his wife, a pleasant-faced silversmith whose grey strands among the dark brown of her topknot suggest she’s a few years older than him, keep gawking at me. Despite multiple assurances, they are unconvinced that the blonde country heiress in the lavender frock coat who came knocking at their door is the same woman who fought a duel on his behalf in the Court of Blades.

‘It was your accent,’ Opezo’s wife informs me with a disapproving frown.

I return one of Evelyn’s warm, forgiving smiles. ‘Your daughter shows excellent instincts. A wise woman once told me there are only two gifts artisans crave from the privileged and powerful: that we pay a fair price for your goods and we leave you alone thereafter.’

Her nod acknowledges my admission that I am, in fact, a blight upon their peaceful lives. ‘The agreement you made with my husband is beyond generous, your Ladyship. It is the second part which concerns me.’

‘Amina, please,’ Opezo intervenes.

‘You’d let this noblewoman persuade us to flee our home?’ She looks back at their two-storey house and workshop as if gazing up at a palace. ‘In exchange for what? A few stolen—’

‘In exchange for a fortune,’ I correct her. ‘And before you launch into some maudlin folk dirge about the priceless comforts of plain living, I’ll remind you that your husband had already made himself a target of House Enguero before he met me. Your departure from Rijou was preordained; I’m offering you the means to do so in style.’

The curling of Amina’s upper lip suggests she has many more arguments to offer, but a brief exchange of glares with her husband apparently settles the matter – for now, at least. She picks up her skirts and follows after her daughter, leaving Opezo to conduct me into his workshop.

The single-room atelier is larger than I expected, taking up the entire lower floor, although the low ceiling is an uncomfortable reminder of my cell in Domas Lacrima. The tools of Opezo’s trade look so primitive that it’s hard for me to imagine how something so refined as a cut romantine could be fashioned here. No one could argue with the results, though.

‘Magnificent,’ I breathe, when he places a pair of teardrop-shaped romantines onto a small velvet pillow atop the table.

He sets an oval mirror in a tilting brass frame before me and I hold one of the glittering stones up to my face. Years ago, when such gems were plentiful, the fashion at the ducal court was for young widows to embed a single romantine into the skin beneath the eye, making it look like a shimmering gold-flecked blue tear was forever drifting down one’s cheek. Once the practice was no longer in vogue, those elegantly mournful maidens were left with nothing but an unsightly scar on their cheek. There’s a metaphor in there somewhere.

‘How many briolettes have you cut?’ I ask.

Opezo sidles up to me. The closeness makes me uncomfortable. Where flirting with Vicendi was pleasant precisely because he showed no romantic interest in me, Opezo’s breathing is like a hot wind on the back of my neck as he reaches around me to place six more teardrops on the velvet cushion.

‘Perhaps you’d prefer to examine me with your jeweller’s loupe?’ I ask, favouring him with an arched eyebrow in the mirror and a smirk that reminds him of how we met and why I’d make an unsuitable candidate for casual adultery.

His head jerks back and he points at me excitedly. ‘There! I couldn’t see even a trace of Lady Consequence when you first arrived, only this new “Lady Evelyn”. Now, though – the way the chin rises, mirroring that twinkle of mockery in the eyes – she’s returned!’

‘Why, Opezo, were you taunting me?’

His colour rising, he stares down at his boots. ‘Not . . . That is to say, I apologise, Lady Conse— Forgive me, Lady Evelyn.’

‘Consequence is fine,’ I reassure him, sliding the eight romantines into a small leather pouch, leaving the worthless remnants of the original hunk of rock from which they came on the worktable.

‘Each piece of ore that size takes three days to cut. There are two hundred more at least as large in the wagon. If I did nothing else day after day . . .’

Almost two years.

No wonder the other survivors of the collapse of Domas Lacrima risked taking only a few chunks each, leaving the rest to the old woman and me.

The eight gemstones Opezo has cut are worth a fortune on their own, though – more than enough to prove my worth as a marriage prospect to Castilis Leander. Besides, it’s my other talents that will seal our wedding pact. All I need from the rest of the ore is to convert it to riches sufficient for Farren to rebuild the Vauquelin shipping ventures into a merchant empire from which he can never again be toppled.

Unless, of course, the House of Falcons get their talons on him first.

‘Perhaps it’s time you told me about our mysterious benefactor?’ I ask Opezo.

He’s visibly confounded, wondering how I could already know he’s set the wheels of our second bargain in motion.

I jiggle the tiny leather pouch in front of him. ‘You had every reason to expect me to be disappointed by how slowly the work proceeds, and you’ve seen me stab a man without so much as batting an eyelash. The fact that you’re not terrified right now tells me you’ve already found a buyer for the rest of the ore.’

Gemcutters in Rijou travel in three distinct social circles: the labouring classes among whom they live and work, the nobles who buy their products and, of course, the gangs to whom they pay protection money. However problematic that third group might be, they’re also the ones men like Opezo use when they have something they can’t sell on the open market. Rijou’s criminal underworld has its own version of the Ascendant Twelve Houses, with large enough fortunes to take advantage of such an opportunity. The problem is finding someone who won’t just take the gems from us – and, just as important, will keep their mouth shut about how they came by the ore.

‘The type of investor you seek is rarer than any gemstone, Lady Consequence, but . . . yes, I do believe I’ve found someone who can help us.’

There’s a great deal of enthusiasm in his voice, along with more faith than I would have expected, and a rather curious note of . . . awe? And . . . hope?

Not just a buyer, then, but someone willing to offer Opezo and his family the protection I cannot – someone he trusts with the life of his wife and child.

‘Who might this wealthy smuggler with a heart of gold be?’ I wonder aloud, knowing Opezo won’t answer. Arrangements of this type always demand discretion. Discretion, but not, however, anonymity. ‘How soon can you arrange a meeting?’

Opezo’s optimism is so palpable I’m half convinced he’s going to throw his arms around my waist and hug me. Fortunately for both of us, he restrains himself. ‘I’m required to provide a sample of the ore tonight – though I made no commitments on your behalf, of course.’

I slip the tiny pouch of romantines into the hidden pocket the old woman sewed into the left sleeve of my frock coat and start for the door. ‘Let us make this outlaw paragon’s acquaintance together, shall we?’

Opezo stops me, gesturing to the opposite side of the workshop. ‘This way, my Lady. A great many passers-by have been taking an interest in my movements these past two days.’ At the far wall, he kneels to pull back the carpet, uncovering the trap door beneath. ‘Even before Jolen the jeweller betrayed me in the Court of Coins, I suspected there might come a day when my family would need to abandon our home unnoticed.’

The trap door opens to reveal a ladder bolted into the side of a narrow vertical shaft. My breath catches in my throat. I would do almost anything to avoid descending into that darkness.

‘Charming,’ I say, peering down. The ladder ends some twenty feet down, where the passage splits off in two directions. ‘Smugglers’ tunnels? Why, Opezo, there’s a whole other side to you, isn’t there?’

‘Duke Jillard’s secret police rooted out the last of the contraband runners from the docks seven years ago, but his spies never found the tunnels they used to move goods through the city. A few of us artisans did know about them, however. Our guilds took them over as insurance against judicial overreach against our members. Had I not been so foolish as to appeal my sentence in the Court of Blades, I might have escaped with my family before the wardens came for me.’

‘Ah, but then we would never have met.’

His smile is more trepidatious than bashful. ‘I’ll be forever in your debt, my Lady.’

‘Fear not, Opezo. I’ve come to settle a great many tallies in this city, but yours will be the least onerous to repay – even if it does mean the ruin of this lovely lavender frock coat.’ Lowering myself onto the first rung of the ladder, I force my breathing to slow in preparation for what’s to come. ‘I don’t suppose lanterns are permitted below?’

Opezo shakes his head apologetically. ‘Discretion is the toll for travelling these tunnels, my Lady. Even among my fellow artisans, I’m not entirely sure who I can trust.’

With that cheerful sentiment, I descend into a darkness as absolute as that which so nearly smothered my spirit in Domas Lacrima.

When we reach the bottom, Opezo takes my hand and places my palm against the wall. My fingers find the carved symbol of an arrow with three crosses scratched above it and six dots below. He moves my hand a little lower. A second arrow is pointing in the opposite direction, with a different combination of crosses and dots above and below.

‘Street signs,’ I murmur, trying to envision how far these tunnels might run beneath the city.

Our progress is slow at first – I need to keep touching the symbols to reassure myself we’re not lost. Eventually, I work out the system: the crosses above the arrow represent the landmark one is headed towards, while the dots beneath indicate distance. My investigations are cut short when Opezo gives me a nudge to remind me this isn’t a place wise travellers linger.

He’s right, too. We’re not the only ones navigating this subterranean labyrinth. It’s all I can do to restrain reflexes, honed by seven years in the House of Tears, to strike approaching travellers the instant they’re close enough for me to feel the change in the air temperature from the heat of their bodies.

‘Patience,’ I remind myself silently. ‘In the mines, we learn patience.’

An hour that might as well have been an eternity passes before Opezo taps my shoulder. When I reach for the wall on my right to check the carved symbols, I find only empty air. Suddenly, Opezo’s hand is pressing down on my head, and the gemcutter comes perilously close to losing the most vital instrument of his profession before I realise he’s only warning me of the ceiling lowering ahead. Worse still, the tunnel is narrowing on all sides as it slopes upwards and before long, we’re forced to crawl on our bellies.

I’m on the verge of losing my sanity when we hit a dead end.

He’s trapped me! Someone figured out who I am and paid him to—

I start to panic, clawing like a rat at the dirt and rock in front of me, and it’s only when I sense Opezo standing upright that I realise the tunnel has ended in a vertical shaft. I follow the creak of the gemcutter’s leather apron as he climbs the metal rungs bolted into the rock. I can’t make myself breathe any more, but I’m so desperate to be free of this tomb that I practically push Opezo on with my shoulders.

The scraping of a grate is a sweet melody telling me we’ve reached the top. Above us, a curved sliver of light begins as a bright crescent moon which quickly becomes a blinding sun as Opezo shifts the heavy iron cover out of the way.

‘I’ll never get used to that,’ he says as we clamber into what looks like the enclosed courtyard of a temple. There’s an altar rising like a tiny island at the centre of a narrow canal that separates two rows of pews on either side. The outer walls rise up four storeys, with seven doors on each gallery leading into what are, I presume, the private rooms of the nuns strolling about in silvery-white gossamer hooded gowns.

‘Are we in some sort of—?’ I stop, noticing the women are moving with a sensual grace that suggests an entirely different vocation. ‘Opezo, have you brought me to a brothel?’

The gemcutter’s customary humility is tinged with a streak of defensiveness. ‘The sisters here are not prostitutes.’

Now I know where I am.

My mother, libertine though she sometimes was, would have been scandalised to find me in such a place. ‘A chapterhouse of the Order of Merciful Light.’ Even the name sounds contrived and oddly clichéd when I say it aloud. ‘The order of nuns devoted to Saint Birgid-who-weeps-rivers, who seek to heal the world’s ills by fucking their way to holiness.’

‘Saint Ethalia now,’ a nervous, youthful voice corrects me.

I turn to find a teenage girl in one of the diaphanous white habits, though on closer inspection, she’s likely nearer to my age. She’s short and slender, with spiky, jaw-length copper-red hair peeking out from her hood. She’s eager to continue her history lesson. ‘You see, after Saint Birgid’s murder – along with most of the other saints – by the inlaudati known as the Blacksmith, Saint Ethalia-who-shares-all-sorrows became the new Saint of Mercy.’

‘And which saint are you?’

She titters bashfully. ‘Oh, I’m no saint, Mistress. My name is Darriana – a novice, I suppose you might say.’ She leans closer, almost conspiratorially. ‘Honestly, Mistress, sometimes I feel as if I hardly belong here at all.’

That makes two of us.

‘Well, Darriana, would you be so kind as to bring us to your abbess or madam or . . .’ I turn to Opezo. ‘What do you call the leader of a group of sanctified whores, anyway?’

The gemcutter winces, his eyes darting left and right in case we’re being overheard by anyone but Darriana. ‘Please, my Lady. They are sensitive about such slanders here, and the sisters are far more adept at repudiating insults than one might expect.’

The pretend novice titters again. ‘I beg to disagree, Master Gemcutter. I find the sisters so peaceful as to sometimes stir a most unexpected desire to punch them in the face.’ Without further explanation, she walks towards a circular staircase on the east wing of the temple.

I exchange a glance with Opezo, who shakes his head, a plea that I not pursue the topic further. Instead, we follow the diminutive woman up the stairs, then down a corridor open to the courtyard on one side, with a plain white door at the other end. I can’t help but notice that her movements, although as graceful as the nuns, have a distinctly less sensual quality.

At least I can guess what your role is here, Darriana.

When she holds the door open for me, the room beyond is blanketed in darkness save for a dim glow seeping from beneath the curved cover of a brass lantern. The woman holding the lantern is shrouded in shadow.

‘Thank you for coming, Lady Consequence.’

The voice is feminine, a touch deeper than mine, though still imbued with the smoothness of youth. The accent is different from Lady Evelyn’s, the confident delivery equal parts silk and steel: diplomatic, yet commanding.

Neither a procurer nor a pacifist. So what are you, really?

There’s just enough light for me to make out the table between us and the outline of a rectangular case beneath a white cloth. How much has the owner of this spiritual brothel deemed sufficient to purchase a priceless hoard of uncut romantine ore? I subdue my curiosity by opening with a joke. ‘How could I refuse such a rarified audience? If your sacred mission is to adorn the ears, necks and arses of every whore in Rijou with romantine gems, well, that’s a cause we can all get behind.’

There’s no laughter, not even from Darriana, who is closing the door behind us. The sound of Opezo’s breathing is making it harder for me to hear the more measured exhalations of the woman who summoned us here.

‘I have no interest in your romantine ore, Lady Consequence.’

I offer a parting bow. ‘As I’ve nothing else to sell . . .’ I reach behind me for the door handle, but Darriana bats my hand away. She’s eager to test herself against me, I think. But then, so am I.

‘You underrate yourself,’ says her mistress.

There’s a scraping of metal on metal as the cover of the brass lantern slides open. The light blinds me at first, before resolving into a blurry amber halo that settles over a dark-haired woman in a long coat whose beauty could steal the breath from a thousand jaded courtiers. She certainly steals mine, even though I’ve never been especially attracted to women.

It’s widely acknowledged that the most flawless gem in all of Rijou is Syldia Leander, twin to Castilis and my future – though she doesn’t yet know it – sister-in-law. But the woman before me is twice as stunning, precisely for the flaws that distinguish her: unadorned black hair cascades past arresting dark eyes and an unyielding jawline to brush the shoulders of the coat I can already sense she prizes more than any ducal raiments. The scars on her face, faint, barely noticeable at first, are too numerous for someone who can’t be much older than I am. Those long-healed wounds ensnare my gaze, speaking with silent eloquence of trials endured and battles won. Unlike me, she’s made no effort to hide her scars beneath maschiera-paints.

Why do they make her more regal, as if each were a tiny sapphire polished to luminescence by her struggles, when I can barely tolerate touching mine? If I survive these next weeks, rescue my brother and restore my house, will I perhaps one day look in the mirror and see someone as splendid as her looking back at me?

‘How am I to address you?’ I ask.

A hint of a smile. ‘I’ve gone by many names and titles. Raised a princess, only to discover that was a lie, later adopted by a sentimental swordsman who taught me the ways of the Greatcoats, among whom I became known as the Heart’s Answer. When a frightened thirteen-year-old girl – who might have grown up to become the wisest monarch this country has ever known – needed me to serve as Realm’s Protector, I took the title of the Queen’s Iron . . . until she died far too young. That’s when Andreas Jillard, the dying Duke of Rijou, told me the final punchline to the never-ending joke of my birth.’

With one hand she sweeps away the white cloth covering the table, revealing an ebony case, perhaps four feet long and two-and-a-half feet wide. Six clasps fasten the lid. At its centre is embedded a large, flat indigo-dyed agate carved with a crown and surrounded by twelve tiny chalices. The elaborate family crest is the only one in Rijou without an avian sigil. Ironic, then, that as the last clasp is unlatched and the lid opened, I imagine a pair of beady crow’s eyes full of mischief and mockery twinkling at me from inside.

‘My name is Valiana val Mond,’ says the woman to whom Opezo has delivered me. ‘Alas, fate has condemned me henceforth to be called Valiana Jillard. I’m informed that you’ve been soliciting proposals for your services as a duellist.’ She turns the casket around so that what awaits inside can steal my breath and make me want to weep with desire. ‘Might you be persuaded to duel on behalf of the new Duchess of Rijou?’


Chapter 18

The Duellist Daughter

Seven Years Earlier . . .

‘Do you know why you’re crying, Natazia?’

It took me a few sobs before I could answer. What use was a duellist daughter who broke down in tears any time someone said something nice to her? ‘B-because I’m a s-silly mine girl who can’t hold her mask?’

Viscountess Zephine’s arms, supple as silk and firm as iron, squeezed me tighter. ‘You’re crying because, despite everything that happened to you in the mines, all the horrors into which you were born and those you found waiting for you here, you cannot help but want to love and be loved.’

It wasn’t lost on me that the two of us were standing in the family fencing hall of House Vauquelin, a place where generations of duellist daughters and sons before me had sweated blood, training to protect their siblings from shedding theirs. ‘I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be weak, it’s just that—’

My madera’s laugh was a soothing rumble that shook the sorrow from my chest. ‘Never confuse love with weakness, my darling, darling girl. Domas Lacrima tried to break your spirit, but here you stand, unbroken, ready not only to fight, but to love. To love, Natazia! What a miracle you are!’ She ended our embrace, pushing me back and gripping my shoulders as she peered into my tear-drenched eyes. Her grin was full of mischief. ‘Now, tell me, is there a boy you fancy? A girl? Both?’

I tried to laugh, because that’s what the duellist daughter of a great Rijouan house does when confronted with so preposterous a question. Of course there’s no boy or girl for me. Of course the only things I adore are my family and a fine rapier. Of course I’ll be content to die a spinster.

‘You know,’ Viscountess Zephine added quietly, as if about to reveal some long-hidden secret, ‘I was my family’s duellist daughter once.’

Had she not been holding onto my shoulders, my knees would have buckled and I’d have fallen bum-first onto the polished mahogany floor of the fencing circle. ‘You’re lying!’

I should not have said that out loud. I especially shouldn’t have shouted it.

She let go of me and sauntered over to a shelf filled with fencing manuals, where she’d left her glass of wine. She winced slightly when she took a sip, which was when I noticed for the first time that her right cheek was slightly puffy beneath her maschiera, which could only mean that Delino hadn’t taken her refusal as kindly as she’d pretended. I steeled my expression to one of disinterest, which turned out to be the wrong move yet again.

‘Don’t play at indifference to hide rage, Natazia. It’s too obvious. You were curious about what I’d said a moment before, weren’t you?’

‘I . . . yes, Madera.’

‘Good. Then use that. The mask cannot be the mere absence of emotion, nor can it be a false thought repeating over and over in your head. These are the tactics of amateurs, and in Rijou, there are no amateurs.’

‘Yes, Madera.’

She gave me a motherly smile so convincing I could almost believe she was bursting with love for me, then it disappeared. ‘You see?’ she said. ‘The mask is woven from truths, not lies. From genuine feelings, not false sentiments.’

I suppose I should have taken that to mean that Zephine truly did love me as a mother might, but for all I knew, that was only one thread among thousands. So I did likewise and wove the strands of my curiosity into a mask that hid everything else.

‘Excellent. Now, as I was about to explain, I was born third in line, the first scholar child of House Vauquelin, until my elder brother died of a colic, and so, at the age of six, I began my training to become our family’s duellist daughter.’

That explained why the Viscountess was such a devastating swordswoman – and perhaps why she was prone to issuing all those challenges at court that so troubled Uncle Delino.

‘I was . . . happy in those early years,’ she said as if confessing to some terrible sin.

‘Really?’ I asked. Happiness did not seem something to which the duellist daughter of a beleaguered noble house was entitled.

Zephine took my elbow and led me from the fencing salle to the outer hall of the second floor where gilded portraits hung on dark blue walls trimmed in alabaster wainscotting. We descended the great staircase together, like two grand ladies, to the front hall where Kareline and I would await the carriage to take us to the Swan Revel. From a tall armoire, she selected a golden shawl with a green galleon pattern and placed it tenderly across my shoulders. ‘Love isn’t forbidden a duellist daughter, Natazia, only marriage, and this because—’

‘Because the spouse of a duellist injured or killed in the circle would be honour-bound to challenge the victor, which could set off an endless cycle of vendettas that would disturb the general peace.’ The words came out by rote; my teachers had forced me to repeat them hundreds of times.

Zephine made one last adjustment to the shawl, pinning it in place with a hummingbird brooch. Then she kissed me on the cheek and whispered, ‘Tell me his name, this lucky fellow to whom you would give your heart.’

I froze, desperate to keep my mask from unravelling. Could this be a final test? If so, it was petty and cruel, and I was developing a passionate dislike of this city’s endless cruelties. There was a boy. Kind as he was handsome, generous as he was clever, and never meant to be mine. Rising up on my tiptoes, I whispered into her ear, ‘I love Galdrien Enguero. And one day, Madera, I will have him.’

It was a reckless thing to say, worthy of a stinging slap. But Viscountess Zephine had never struck me before, nor did she now. In fact, she didn’t sound angry at all. ‘Galdrien,’ she repeated, lending his name an unexpected curiosity. ‘I had intended him for Kareline, but it’s been made clear to me that will never be possible.’ She nodded to herself. ‘Yes, an intriguing alternative. As heir to House Enguero, he couldn’t marry you even if you weren’t the duellist daughter of our house, and yet . . . a special friendship might ease the strain between our families.’

‘You . . . approve?’

‘Why not? Such liaisons aren’t unheard of among the great houses.’ She downed the rest of her wine, then waved the glass a little drunkenly. ‘It’s rather like something out of one of Kareline’s sword romances.’ She laughed then, and set the glass down on a chest. ‘So, yes, I approve. Let there be discreet notes passed between trembling hands at school and secret codes that cloak declarations of love in idle chatter. Let there be sleepless nights gazing up at the stars through bedroom windows, and above all’ – she placed a hand on my cheek and bent down to press her lips to my forehead – ‘let there be a thousand kisses between you, one for every broken promise you make to one another, and let there be no shame in them, because sometimes broken promises are all the love any of us can afford.’

Viscountess Zephine held my gaze a long while, and I felt sure she was yet again testing my mask, until, all of a sudden, we both broke at the same time, giggling so maniacally that neither of us could catch a breath. It was silly, it was tragic, and it was the first time I knew my madera truly loved me as a daughter. That she was already concocting ways in which a relationship with Galdrien would benefit the family didn’t dissuade me from revelling in her affection. This was Rijou, after all: when it came to love, you took what you could get.

‘What on earth are the two of you cackling about?’ Kareline asked, descending the stairs with effortless, breathtaking grace.

For an instant, I felt awkward and ashamed, a stick-figure scarecrow draped in clothes far too fine for me – then Zephine started chortling again, and so did I.

It wasn’t until the carriage arrived and Kareline threatened to gag us both for fear of the driver spreading word that House Vauquelin’s ruler and duellist daughter had both gone mad that we finally stopped.

‘Galdrien,’ I repeated silently to myself over and over during that long ride to the Swan Palace. ‘Galdrien and Natazia.’

I would gladly trade a thousand marriages to foreign princes for a thousand false promises of his love. And kisses – my madera was right: there would need to be a great many kisses.

The rumbling of the carriage eased as we turned onto the winding path of white flagstones that led up the hill to the Swan Palace. I sighed away my desires and breathed in the night air that would cool all my passions save for the one I needed to summon now. My courtship of Galdrien Enguero would have to wait until after I’d finished beating the living Hells out of his two brothers with a wooden sword.


Chapter 19

Of Swords and Sovereigns

For all the disciplined detachment hammered into me by the old woman’s teachings, I have my weaknesses. The first is my adoration of sentimental tales of daring heroism. The second – perhaps even more romantic in nature – is my fascination with legendary duelling weapons. It’s that obsession which threatens to shatter my mask when the new Duchess of Rijou opens the case.

The two swords gleaming up at me were once given some ponderous name hardly anyone remembers. Among fencers able to discern the quintessential from the merely outstanding, these weapons are known simply as . . .

‘The Indigos,’ I whisper aloud.

At first glance, the twin rapiers aren’t nearly as impressive as Curzia Enguero’s Sword of the Midnight Falcon. Eschewing the elaborate swept hilt of that legendary weapon, these have plain cup hilts with spiralled cut-outs to lighten the weapon while protecting the hands. The ebony grips are wrapped in interwoven stands of cotton and leather, offering superior adhesion to the palm. The pommel is a simple bronze orb, weighted to ensure perfect balance. One aspect only distinguishes these swords from all others: the priceless Shan steel blades.

These are finer even than that of the Midnight Falcon, the indigo-tinted alloy so pure as to inspire an almost religious fervour. Of all the achievements attributed to the first Saint of Swords, these are surely his most remarkable: a pair of rapiers worthy of a master duellist who seeks neither honour nor glory, merely to become the perfect instrument of justice.

If he were here, Farren would be prodding me towards the casket as he gushed, ‘A hero, Sister! Duchess Valiana wants to make you a hero for the entire duchy, just like you’ve always been mine!’

‘What did you just say?’ the duchess asks.

Opezo’s muffled moan behind me and the faint tittering of Darriana distracts me as I struggle to recall what words escaped my lips during my intoxicated reverence. ‘Forgive me, your Grace. I believe I said, “Oh, Hells no.”’

‘You haven’t even heard my offer yet.’ The young duchess removes an ebony scabbard from the casket, sliding one of the indigos into it with a faint whoosh that leaves my mouth watering. ‘Perhaps if I explained the role I intend for you to play, Lady Consequence, then we could discuss terms that migh—’

‘Do you suppose the Order of Merciful Light is recruiting?’ I ask, turning away to admire the room’s architecture for the first time. While not opulent in terms of décor or gilding, the chamber is a marvel of symmetry and visual serenity. The perfect square formed by the smooth alabaster walls creates a sense of balance and order accented by the elegant cornices and mouldings. Handwoven rugs add an inviting warmth to the polished marble floor. To the right of the grand canopy bed, a seating area with a velvet wingback chair next to a matching settee conjures visions of one of the sisters wistfully reading love poetry to her reclining guest. Far from being overtly erotic, everything about this room suggests peaceful repose: a sanctuary for shedding past sorrows and seeking solace.

‘A duellist of your calibre prefers a life of healing strangers through romance and sexual congress?’ Duchess Valiana asks.

‘Oh, not for me. I was thinking of an alternate vocation for your Grace.’

Opezo’s sharp intake of breath is a warning to cease this outrageous affront to the duchess’ dignity. However, it’s not her ire my insult was meant to arouse.

‘Told you you’d be wasting your time with this one,’ says the voice behind me, so much sharper in its amusement than the bashful tone she feigned earlier. When I turn to face her, Darriana acknowledges my gambit with a murderer’s grin. ‘Can I kill the crazy bitch now, Pretty Bird?’

The diaphanous white robes have been discarded to reveal a long leather greatcoat similar to the one Duchess Valiana wears. But this fox-faced huntress is no ordinary travelling magistrate. When our eyes met, there was a sense of recognition between us: we are beasts of the same breed, as unlike this virtuous young duchess as a pair of back-alley jack-blades from the Saint of Mercy. The tip of the narrow-bladed poignard tickling the vein at the side of my neck confirms my suspicions.

Saints! Not even the old woman moves that fast!

What I lack in speed, however, I make up for with poise. ‘I’m told it’s not uncommon for Dashini assassins to hire themselves out to dukes and duchesses as bodyguards. How sad for you that the former Realm’s Protector of Tristia is unlikely to sanction you slitting my throat, no matter how convincingly you pretend otherwise.’

‘Dari, enough!’ the duchess commands.

The blade at my neck disappears so swiftly I almost wonder if it was ever there at all. The new duchess then turns her displeasure on me. ‘Perhaps you could explain your doubts regarding my reign’s longevity, Lady Consequence?’

I use a leisurely stroll around the room as an excuse to avoid turning my back on Valiana’s pet Dashini. ‘A simple matter of mathematics, your Grace. Even as a newcomer to your delightful little duchy, I’ve been inundated with gossip regarding something called the Court of Malices.’

‘Chalices,’ she corrects me.

I make a show of pausing to ponder that a moment. ‘Are you sure? Regardless, I’m reliably informed that in eleven days’ time, the Court of Callousness will determine the fate of the last heir of a Fallen House, the unfortunate Vaudrille family?’

‘Vauquelin. Their sigil is the hummingbird and their bloodline has held the ducal shipping charter for six generations.’

‘But not for much longer,’ I say, continuing my perambulation past the majestic bed with its ornately carved white birch posts rising like holy spears towards the domed ceiling. I let my fingers linger a moment on the sheer silk curtains hanging from the canopy. ‘No doubt your Grace rarely visits the betting houses. If you did, you would find the wagers nine-to-one against young Ferard’s odds of—’

‘Farren,’ she interrupts. ‘Farren Vauquelin. Why are you playing word games with me?’

‘You’re sure it’s not Feraux? I suppose it won’t matter once the Court of Chalices – as part of their sacred duty to ensure each of your duchy’s twelve economic monopolies remain in safe hands – strips the boy of his title, lands and, most importantly, his family’s shipping charter.’

Stopping close to the duchess, I whisper conspiratorially, ‘If your Grace wishes to add a few opal shards to the treasury, the safe money is on the Rising House of Leander winning the bid for the vaunted Chalice of Shipping.’

‘For a self-professed foreign duellist, you are remarkably well informed about local intrigues. Or was your impromptu use of the rhyming attestation in the Court of Blades an accidental slip of the tongue?’

‘A childhood affliction that curses my diction; from time to time I can’t help but rhyme.’

Though she doesn’t try to hide her irritation, nor does she let it distract her. ‘Let us contemplate another of Rijou’s courts then.’ From an ornately carved bronze bowl of sand on the table, she scoops up a handful of prayer sand and begins pouring grains onto the white cloth that had previously concealed the sword casket. A familiar design begins to form. ‘Tell me, Lady Consequence, have you ever seen the relic that sits atop the pedestal around which the magistrates of the Court of Chalices assemble?’

‘One presumes it’s shaped like a large goblet?’

She smiles, pouring more sand from her fist onto the cloth to complete the outline of the Great Chalice. ‘Ah, but what few notice is that the bottom of the relic balances on the points of twelve triangular fleurons. When reversed, it looks remarkably like . . .’ Carefully, she rotates the cloth on the table without dislodging the sand.

‘It’s a crown!’ Opezo breathes behind me.

The Court of Bloody Crowns . . . At last, I understand why Valiana introduced herself as having been ‘raised a princess, only to discover that was a lie’. Her ancestry having been proven false once before, this latest revelation that her true father was the Duke of Rijou will be treated with suspicion. Spada will use the prior falsehood to raise doubt as to Valiana’s lineage, requiring the City Sage to test her blood against the vial of Duke Jillard’s kept alongside those of the other noble houses in the Crimson Registry.

‘How sad that the former City Sage died under rather undignified circumstances three days ago,’ I observe, recalling Calvino’s outburst during the trial: To die on the toilet, of all places . . . ‘Was he an especially devout practitioner of his art, do you suppose?’

‘Incorruptible,’ Valiana confirms.

‘And his successor?’

‘An ambitious young gentleman whose modest mystical and diagnostic talents are more than made up for by the malleability of his rulings.’

How can she maintain such poise? I wonder, watching her. She must know that either Spada Enguero or her ally Castilis Leander had the old sage murdered to prevent him from verifying her bloodline.

She deserves better, this idealistic former Greatcoat who seems intent on bringing justice to a duchy where wickedness runs in the water. All I can give her is the truth. ‘You’re a dead woman.’

‘If you would listen to my pla—’

I don’t give her the chance; I can’t risk being swept up in sentimentality. If life unfolded like a sword romance, I wouldn’t need to read so many of them to stay sane. ‘What’s worse, you already know you’re a dead woman. But instead of abandoning this worthless title that’s been foisted on you and rejoining the Greatcoats – whose company your choice of garment suggests you prefer – you’re going to incite a civil war fighting over a throne you don’t even want.’

Darriana takes a step towards me. There’s no blade in her hand, only a glint in her eye that betrays an eagerness bordering on sexual desire. Poor good-natured Opezo looks for a moment as if he’s seriously contemplating getting between us.

The duchess halts them both with a curt wave of her hand. ‘Explain it to me,’ she says. A command, not a request.

I swallow my irritation at being spoken to like some unruly servant only because my gaze is drawn longingly to the open sword casket and the indigo blades. ‘The instant the Court of Chalices declares Vauquelin a Fallen House, Spada Enguero will announce she’s giving up the ducal charter governing the mining of precious stones. Castilis Leander, whose family has long lusted after a place among the Ascendant Houses, will bid for the Chalice of Mining, freeing Spada to take the Chalice of Shipping.’ I run a finger along the lid of the ebony sword casket. ‘The newly elevated Castilis will then call on his fellow Ascendant Twelve Houses to reconvene as a Court of Crowns, accuse you of bearing false blood and declare the Jillard ruling line severed.’

‘Why wouldn’t Spada Enguero make the charge herself?’ Opezo asks.

‘Because before the Ascendant Twelve can select a new ducal lineage, her Grace here has one final avenue of appeal – one which hasn’t been attempted in more than a century: the duella entrona.’

‘Have I mentioned how much I hate this plan of yours, Pretty Bird?’ interjects Darriana.

‘Many times.’

‘Fine, but have I mentioned how much I dislike this lying cunt pretending to be a foreign duellist?’

‘With even greater frequency.’

Opezo steps up to the table. ‘You mustn’t risk a duel, your Grace – rally your people! Let us show you we—’

‘Opezo . . .’ Surprise comes first to Valiana’s face, followed swiftly by gratitude, and finally, despair for his unfounded faith in her.

‘The duchess can’t fight her own duella entrona,’ I explain to the gemcutter. ‘Each side has to be represented by the heir to an Ascendant House with no filial relationship to either accuser or defendant. Only by risking their own lives is their testimony affirming or denying a claim to the throne given weight.’ The cleverness of the scheme finally dawns on me. ‘That’s why it has to be the House of Swans and not the House of Falcons who challenges Valiana’s bloodline. It’s the only way Spada can be permitted to serve as prosecuting duellist.’

The blood drains from Opezo’s face. ‘But . . . forgive me, your Grace . . . No one from the other ten Ascendant Houses would dare oppose Spada Enguero in the duelling circle!’

Valiana makes no effort to deny the gemcutter’s assessment of her prospects. Instead, she turns her oh-so-noble gaze on me. ‘It is time we discuss your loyalties, Lady Consequence.’

She knows! The sudden stab of terror is enough to make me grab for one of the rapiers in the sword casket so I can finish Spada’s job for her before it begins. Only the old woman’s training saves me.

If Valiana knew my secret, she would’ve shared it with Darriana, who is far too impulsive and contrarian not to have blurted it out by now. But if it’s not my name she seeks to hold over me, that leaves only—

‘Our Lady of Blades?’ I ask, though I can’t believe this new duchess could truly be so desperate. ‘You want me to fight the duella entrona on your behalf?’

She grips my arm, the strength in her fingers as unnerving as the conviction in her voice. ‘The Ducal Champion’s right to intervene in any judicial duel is more than mere custom – it’s an indisputable legal tradition that not even the Ascendant Houses would defy.’

Damn you, Bézan Grise. Will your stupid prank never cease tormenting me?

Anchoring my right hand against her forearm, I turn my wrist to force her to release me. ‘Your Grace confuses the idle mischief of a drunken minstrel with some sort of divine authority. Even if you yourself granted me the title right now, the Court of Crowns would simply invalidate it – along with your right to bestow it.’

Valiana chuckles companionably, which makes me fear for her sanity. ‘Perhaps you’re unfamiliar with the manner in which duelling titles are contested in Rijou? As a matter of law, the confirmation of duelling titles is the sole province of the Court of Blades.’

‘It . . . it can’t be,’ I murmur, only belatedly remembering The Hummingbird Bible, House Vauquelin’s duelling manual, which contains all the judicial precedents pertinent to trial by combat. I’m almost positive I’ve read precisely the law she’s invoking.

Bloody Sallo Calvino. With all the baffling twists and turns of the trial – along with the plaintiff’s certainty that Dazidier was going to kill me – no one thought to object to Bézan calling me—

‘. . . absent any objection to the sobriquet proffered by your herald during the testament phase of the trial,’ Valiana blithely continues, though I’m barely listening now, ‘once you unexpectedly defeated Our Lord of Corpses, and Magistrate Calvino ruled the defence’s entire case proven in the eyes of the gods, you were legally declared—’

‘Our Lady of Blades!’ Opezo shouts. There’s something unseemly about a man his size jumping up and down in excitement. ‘My Lady, this means you can serve as barrister-duellist for the duchess – you can beat Spada Enguero in open court and put an end to the coup before it even begins.’

Tell them the truth, some long-quiet part of my soul urges. Say it out loud, this thing that has haunted you every night for seven years, ever since Spada—

‘You’re like some walking romantic tragedy,’ I tell Valiana, barely able to leash the fear in my voice. ‘Worse, you would demand that a stranger walks two steps ahead of you into the grave! Your enemies are going to destroy you, can’t you understand that? Before they’re finished with you, the very citizens of this duchy you’re so eager to serve will revile you as a monster even as they praise the Engueros and Leanders as their saviours!’

The outburst is callous, unworthy of a daughter of House Vauquelin.

Yet Valiana’s rejoinder is gentle, almost . . . understanding. ‘You judge people unfairly, Lady Consequence. Perhaps because you also judge yourself too harshly?’

She makes a subtle gesture with her hand, I assume to warn Darriana not to intervene. But if this debate continues, Valiana’s unyielding call to heroism may well convince me to take up her cause.

Maybe this is why the old woman keeps warning me off those sword romances.

I can’t abandon my plans, not when I’m so close. Not when the alternative is to step inside the duelling circle with Spada Enguero.

‘Let us settle the question of whose judgement is most sound in the manner beloved of your subjects, your Grace,’ I say before turning to Opezo. ‘Do you happen to be carrying a coin of some sort? I know the currency in this city is opal shards and emerald orbs and such, but you must occasionally trade in metal coins, yes?’

‘You would have us rest the fate of my duchy on a coin flip?’ Valiana asks.

‘Something untarnished,’ I tell Opezo as I reach into the sword casket. The ebony scabbard feels so good in my hand that when I draw the Indigo from her, the sensation isn’t just right, it’s righteous. With the needle-sharp tip, I slice the curtain from a window near the domed ceiling. The moon has risen and a beam of light shines down above our heads. Turning to Darriana, I ask, ‘Do you know how a duella veloce works? You might have heard it called a quick-draw duel.’

The Dashini assesses first the rapier in my hand, then its mate resting in the casket before nodding. ‘Two opponents face each other, swords in their scabbards, hands six inches from the hilts. When the signal is given, we draw. Whoever’s edge reaches the neck of their opponent first while blocking the other’s weapon with the forte of the blade wins.’ She steps – no, stalks – around the table to join me. ‘I’m told it’s bad manners to slice open the opponent’s throat, but let’s not you and I quibble over details.’

Opezo, decent fellow that he is, stomps towards the table to prevent this going any further. The panicked look in his eyes tells me he’s no idea what he’ll do when he gets between us. Fortunately for him, Valiana’s outstretched arm puts a halt to his suicidal mission.

‘Dari,’ she begins quietly, watching me through narrowed eyes as she tries to puzzle out my endgame, ‘can you win this quick-draw duel without harming Lady Consequence?’

Darriana removes the second rapier and its scabbard from the casket. ‘Seems a waste to have to wait until you’ve gone to bed before I track her down and kill her, but sure, why not?’

I return her grin. Are we both madwomen, I wonder, or simply equally determined to make the other believe it?

‘Opezo, the coin?’ I ask.

He waits for the duchess to nod her assent before reaching into his pocket. The coin he produces is mostly copper but with enough silver to provide a reflective sheen sufficient to my purposes.

‘Flip it in the air,’ I tell him, ‘high enough for it to reach the light coming through the windows.’

The gemcutter does as he’s told, but his first attempt comes up short and his second arcs wildly, forcing him to jog over to retrieve the coin. His third try isn’t bad, and by the fourth and fifth he’s sending it ten feet up in a straight line to just above the ledge of the window. Each time, there’s a moment when the coin catches the light, casting a sudden bright reflection off the silvery surface.

‘When the duchess calls for you to do so, flip the coin. The flash of light is our cue to draw. First to place the blade on the other’s neck wins, regardless of whether blood is shed.’

Darriana yawns before taking a few casual swipes with her rapier to test its speed and balance. I’m not fooled by her cavalier demeanour; she’s attuning herself to every part of the weapon, the room, and me.

‘Anyone ever explain the difference between an assassin and a fencer to you?’ she asks as she slides the blade back in its scabbard.

Valiana reaches out a hand. ‘Dari, let’s not make this any—’

‘I warned you not to waste our time with this one, Pretty Bird,’ Darriana snaps, casually circling me like a jaded merchant inspecting second-rate goods – or perhaps a well-fed house cat idly pawing the cage of an emaciated canary. ‘Can’t you see it? She’s broken on the inside. She’s rabid – she hates the world so much she’s forgotten she’s part of it.’

‘Do all assassins talk this much?’ I ask.

The Dashini takes the jibe in stride, still circling me. ‘Our Lady of Blades here isn’t averse to risking her life – Hells, she’s eager for someone to put an end to her misery. It’s the prospect of dying for a noble cause – a purpose – that makes her hands shake. She’s done bad things, this one. Can’t stand the memories so she scurries away from them down whatever hole someone once dug in her soul.’

‘Dari, walk away,’ Valiana commands, but the Dashini isn’t listening any more.

‘The difference between an assassin and a fencer,’ she continues, ‘is that every action a fencer takes requires three steps.’ She points to the coin in Opezo’s hand. ‘First, you’ll watch for the signal.’ Her finger swings to point at my head. ‘Second, your mind will make the crucial decision: pull your sword and risk death, or withdraw and accept defeat.’ Finally, she gestures to the scabbard at my right side. ‘Only then will you draw the sword.’

‘That’s generally how it works.’

‘Ah, but not for an assassin. No Dashini decides to kill their target when the time comes to act. That intention is shaped long before.’ She draws her rapier with a speed that would make a diving condor look positively sluggish. The tip caresses the side of my neck. ‘The signal and the kill. There’s no middle step, no hesitation – not even for that fraction of a fraction of a second you’ll waste deciding whether you’re prepared to die for this idiotic demonstration of yours. That’s why you can’t win.’

‘Opezo, flip the coin twice more for me, would you please?’

He does so. The light through the high window has shifted ever so minutely during Darriana’s speech, so the flash comes a fraction sooner.

‘Thank you, Opezo. And thank you, Darriana, for your riveting account of your own superiority. I’ve no doubt that among the hired killers who sneak into people’s bedrooms at night to murder their babies, you were the finest.’ Turning to Valiana, I lay out the stakes of our wager. ‘If your pet viper wins, I’ll serve as your duellist against Spada Enguero and anyone else you need me to fight until your noble arse is well and truly stuffed into the ducal throne.’

She’s pleased, but tries to hide it. ‘And . . . should you outdraw Darriana?’

‘When I outdraw her, you will buy all my romantine ore from Opezo and never again seek me out. Live or die, your Grace, you’ll do it without my help.’

She makes no effort to negotiate or cajole me out of the wager. Instead, this honourable young duchess says, ‘Marked.’

I settle my left hand on my right shoulder, as this particular duel requires neither. My right hand glides across my body until my palm is floating six inches above the grip of my rapier. Belatedly, I wish I’d thought to ask that we oil the scabbards first. ‘Whenever you’re ready, your Grace.’

Darriana is staring at me quizzically, but I can sense that she, too, has made her preparations for the sudden violence to come. ‘Go on, Pretty Bird. I’ll try not to get any blood on you.’

‘Opezo,’ says the duchess calmly. ‘Now.’

His hand comes down the same inch and a half as before in preparation to launch the coin. That’s when I close my eyes.

The whisper of the coin turning end over end creates a faint, almost musical chime as it ascends towards the bottom edge of the window. My fingers have barely had time to register the smooth sensation of the leather and cotton wrappings around the hilt when the gemcutter shouts, ‘Saints!’

The clang of rapier blades gives way to the sharp intake of the duchess’ breath, followed by the shuffling of Opezo’s footsteps as he backs away from us. Between Darriana and I there is only silence, though I envision the incomprehension in her gaze even before my eyes open again. The edge of her blade quavers a hair’s breadth from my neck, held in place by my own. My tip rests against her throat.

‘Impossible—’

‘A trick, perhaps?’ I suggest.

There’s no ire in the Dashini, no desire for retribution, only a desperate curiosity that I’m fairly sure would kill her if left unanswered. ‘You must tell me.’

‘Bewilderment suits you.’

Valiana seems equally confused at first. ‘You . . . you closed your eyes. When Opezo flipped the coin, you— Ah!’

‘What?’ Darriana asks.

‘She timed the throw,’ Valiana explains. ‘That’s why she made Opezo flip the coin over and over before the duel!’

I withdraw my blade. Darriana does likewise. ‘Three steps,’ I remind her. ‘See the coin, make the decision, draw the blade. As you rightly pointed out, someone who hasn’t yet deadened their heart can’t hope to avoid the second step. So I eliminated the first.’

For the first time, she looks confused, almost hypnotised. ‘You didn’t watch for the flashing of the coin, so your hand moved just before the light would hit it.’

‘The rule was that the blade couldn’t leave its scabbard until the light struck the surface of the coin, not that we had to see the light. Do you understand now, Duchess?’ I ask Valiana. ‘This is why you’ll never win, not against me and certainly not against those whose deceptions make mine look like parlour tricks. You thought you could fill my head with tales of your desperate plight and your obscene – yes, obscene – idealism and some long-slumbering part of my soul would reawaken? Naïveté such as yours is worse than foolhardy, your Grace. It’s cruel.’

‘My Lady, please, let us leave before—’

Opezo’s urging is cut off by a shake of Duchess Valiana’s head. ‘Let her finish.’

I can’t help but laugh. ‘Even now you seek to establish a sense of order, of balance. This is what you fail to comprehend about this city, your Grace. This is why your enemies will inevitably defeat you. Because in Rijou, the moment you learn to play the game, the other side changes the rules.’

She opens her mouth to contradict me, then I see the furrow in her brow as she contemplates her next move. She has a dozen ways to force my hand, yet she doesn’t. This dashing, dauntless woman, so like the heroines of my favourite books – so like the woman I once longed to be – will honour her word no matter the cost. It makes me sad, because in the end, that’s almost certainly how Spada will destroy her.

I walk to the door, the Indigo still in my hand. As I’m about to leave, Valiana calls out to me, ‘The sword wasn’t part of the wager.’

I pause to slide the indigo-bladed rapier back in its scabbard and strap it to my sword belt before waving farewell. ‘You’re finally learning how things work in Rijou, your Grace.’


INTERLUDE

DAZIDIER ENGUERO

The steel tip of Dazidier’s weapon sliced at his opponent with a madman’s speed, though there was no clumsy hacking or slashing here: the diagonal incision, no more than a fraction of an inch in length before the point traced a perfect semi-circle, was a marvel of skill and precision. Next, a thrust with a twist at the end that by rights should have ended with a cry for mercy. Yet the enemy lay there, flat and lifeless, reminding him that the fight had barely begun. A momentary retreat was nonetheless necessary, so he lifted the nib from the page to dip it once again into the pot of black ink before renewing his attack.

Dearest Sister,

Hand trembling, sweat on his brow, this was all Dazidier’s duel against his body’s weakness and his heart’s need had yielded tonight. Back aching, head swimming, those two words and that comma – let’s not forget the fucking comma! – had already brought him to the point of exhaustion. He turned away from the light of the candle flickering precariously atop the writing desk to gaze at the narrow bed smothered in the shadows of his small room. His prison. His coffin.

Dazidier Enguero, Our Lord of Corpses, had been buried alive inside the attic of his family home for three days, alone, miserable, crippled.

Oh, the servants came with clockwork regularity, bringing him food, washing his body. Once a day, a physician came to examine his wounds and replace his bandages. Not one of the silent visitors spoke to him, however, nor would any of them obey his commands.

Spada, his beloved sister, had imprisoned him for his failure and for what she no doubt perceived as his betrayal.

Dearest Sister,

I

Careful now. That latest stroke was straight and clean, but the angle looked imperfect. Should he begin again? Crumple this sheet and take another from the stack? Eyes bleary from working in such deficient lighting, he leaned closer, tilting the page and examining it sidelong. No, the line was flawless, the angle exact, as it must be.

Dazidier Enguero had been the perfect fencer, once. His mastery of the rapier had been absolute. Despite Spada’s chosen physician refusing to assist him with the therapy that should already have begun in order to have any hope at all of returning his broken body to fighting form, Dazidier was determined to show her, through his letters, that he could once again be the greatest fencer in Rijou – he could be the brother she needed. The brother she loved.

A bitter sneer came to his lips. Did she think Taridan, that wastrel, could take his place? Though just a year younger than Dazidier, he was still a boy in spirit: no discipline, and even less genuine talent with a blade. No, Taridan could not take his place.

Dazidier had never wanted to be the sword son of the House of Falcons. That was supposed to be Spada’s role: the one for which she’d trained and had yammered on about since before she could walk. But then the Swan Revel had happened, seven years ago, and that damned mine girl had—

No, no complaining. No remorse. When the role of house champion had fallen to Dazidier, he’d given up his own dreams of being the scholar son, of spending his days devising plans to expand the family fortunes and conceiving intrigues against their enemies. Unlike Spada, who forever railed and stormed against having been forced to become the heir and give up duelling for ever, Dazidier had worked and trained ceaselessly, day after day, year after year, until at last he’d become the greatest duellist in all Rijou.

Our. Lord. Of. Corpses.

That’s not what anyone was calling him now, though, was it? He’d heard two of the servants giggling as they’d left his room, having replaced his full chamber pot with a fresh one. What had they called him? Our Lord of Remorses?

Well, that much was true.

Remorse was his constant companion these past three days: remorse for having lost to that imposter calling herself Lady Consequence, for having allowed Castilis Leander to place seven emerald karats in his palm to kill Opezo – for having betrayed his sister, whose orders had been to bleed the gemcutter only.

It wasn’t Dazidier’s fault, though. Spada had only herself to blame for not having told him why she wanted the gemcutter alive and indentured to their family rather than dead as a warning to other artisans never to appeal such a sentence in future. Had his sister shared her plan to hole up the gemcutter in Domas Lacrima, bringing him romantines burgled from other houses and having him reshape them to make them appear newly dug from the mines, then all could have gone according to her intentions. That she had kept this from Dazidier was her own undoing. Spada had always been incapable of finding fault in herself, which was why she had consigned her brother to this tiny room in the attic to rot.

A duellist makes few friends, and Dazidier had devoted his life to his family, which meant there would be no one coming to rescue him. His penance would continue until he died, or until his sister forgave him.

And alas, forgiveness was a concept utterly foreign to the great Spada Enguero.

Dearest Sister,

I have

Slow down, he reminded himself. However damaged his muscles had been left by that ill-fated duel in the Court of Blades, precision was everything now. Fortunately, precision was, at its heart, the very essence of the fencer’s art, and Dazidier was its master. Every stroke would be flawless, every letter exact, every word sharp enough to pierce Spada’s indifference. Since there was no one else to whom the servants would convey his letters, Dazidier’s freedom and restoration must be wrested from her, however unwillingly. This was a duel, and it was long past time Dazidier reminded her who was the sword son of the House of Falcons. He was the true Sword of Enguero.

Renewed optimism brought strength to his hand and sharpness to his mind as his pen went from ink pot to page more quickly, his writing never losing its elegance and exactitude as he wrote the words that would bring Spada back to him.

Dearest Sister,

I have information regarding the Swan Princeling’s plan to deny you both the Ducal Chalice of Shipping and your chance to unseat the false duchess. I have seen the blade with which he intends to stab you in the back.

This was the key that would unlock his cell – the envelopment of the opposing blade, turning the enemy tip aside and opening the line for the killing lunge. Dazidier’s first letter to Spada . . . Well, he could admit those were mistakes – feints and false thrusts. He’d pleaded with her to hear his side of the story, how the emerald karats he’d accepted from the damnable Swan Princeling had been accepted only to supplement the near-empty Enguero coffers. The second letter had openly blamed the family’s failing fortunes on Spada herself – they all knew Domas Lacrima had stopped producing precious stones, but instead of investing their resources in their copper, tin and gold mines, Spada had insisted on sending ever more workers and overseers to the House of Tears, as if relentless misery alone could turn dull rocks into romantines.

His third letter had been a threat: that Dazidier would recover despite his imprisonment and teach his arrogant sister the lesson she’d failed to learn from their grandmother, Curzia Enguero, when Our Lady of Blades had declared her granddaughter unsuitable for learning the art of duelling. He’d ended by mocking her stubborn blindness.

You don’t even see how our enemies play you for the fool behind your back, you stupid bitch.

After the servant girl had barely bothered to hide a snicker when he’d handed her the envelope, Dazidier had decided the third letter had been a mistake too – most likely his last. Spada would read it, kill the servant girl in case she’d so much as witnessed the sudden fury cracking her mistress’ studied mask of indifference, and then ascend the stairs to put an end to her worthless brother.

But she hadn’t.

That last line – the one that had felt so ill-advised after it was too late to recant it – had got to her. Spada Enguero, the most feared woman in all of Rijou, was afraid.

But afraid of what? Or whom?

Trapped in this tiny room with no one for company but the shadows, Dazidier would have to unwind the tangle of schemes into which his older sister had become ensnared.

That thought had brought a smile to his face.

Shadow duelling is a technique taught to all fencers, but hardly any practise it earnestly. Thrusting and parrying your own reflection is a dull way to pass the hours compared with proper sparring or – better yet – an illicit prize fight in the Court of Jests. Dazidier, however, had never stinted on this aspect of his training, instead evolving it into something far more effective. Standing alone in a dark room with a rapier in hand, he’d fence imaginary shadows of past opponents, conjuring from memory every detail of their style and movements. He could do this for hours without rest – the thrill of summoning his enemies, sifting their weaknesses from their strengths without their knowledge, was intoxicating.

That’s what Dazidier Enguero had done after his sister hadn’t come to kill him over his third letter: fenced with the shadows of his family’s true nemesis until he’d whittled all disguises away to reveal the secrets hidden underneath.

Dearest Sister,

I have information regarding the Swan Princeling’s plan to deny you the Ducal Chalice of Shipping. I have seen the blade with which he intends to stab you in the back. She calls herself Lady Consequence, but I know her true name.

Ah, Castilis thought himself so clever, convinced only his violet eyes could pierce the masks of the other players on the board. But the Swan Princeling was no fencer; he was an intriguer, a petty purveyor of mischief. Dazidier was a duellist – Our Lord of Corpses. He was the one who could see the shadows not only for what they were, but more importantly, what they were not.

The next part of the letter, he wrote using the Falcon Cypher, a code he, Spada and Taridan had constructed when they were children. Their eldest brother had shunned their system, deeming it dishonourable, but then, Galdrien had found practically everything dishonourable for one reason or another.

She is no foreigner –

Dazidier scrawled the words now, less worried about the precision of the cypher shapes than anticipating the reunion with his sister.

That had been the secret revealed to him during those endless hours fighting and re-fighting the duel, over and over, in the dark attic. He’d stripped bare of their brutish flair each feint and parry Lady Consequence had employed in the Court of Blades, until he could see the refined patterns underneath – not the pure, deadly lines of The Falcon Manifesto, but something older. Familiar. These were the teachings of a different house. A different bird.

a hummingbird has returned to the nest.

Dazidier lifted the nib from the paper. If he told her the last part, she wouldn’t need him. But if he left it out, knowing Spada, she would do something rash and foolish, playing right into Castilis’ hands. How was he to prevent either outcome?

A smile came to him as he set the pen down. He folded the letter, placed it in an envelope and dripped candle wax at the edge of the flap. Rather than use his signet ring, he brought the envelope to his lips and sealed it with a kiss. The searing heat was agonising, yet invigorating. He’d only got the sigila amora of a tiny falcon on a dare from Taridan, but that intricate scarring on his lip would be the sign – the omen – that would give his sister pause.

He was about to shout for a servant when he heard someone coming up the stairs. The sudden panic was banished when he recognised the footsteps of the serving girl who saw to his needs in the evenings. Another gift of his duelling training: Dazidier could recognise anyone from their walk.

‘Good,’ he said as she entered the room, that unmistakable rhythm of her soft shoes on the attic floorboards as she approached enticing him to risk rising to his feet despite the pain in his belly. Perhaps tonight he would take her at last. She was a pretty thing under that ugly servant’s smock, he could tell. ‘Take this to my sister and then come back here at once.’ He gave her a smile that had charmed the clothes off many a lover in the past. ‘You needn’t wear the smock.’

She reciprocated his smile so precisely that Dazidier, who was almost as perceptive as he considered himself to be, realised two things in that moment. First, this was, indeed, the same girl who’d been serving him in the evenings and taking his letters each night. Second, alas, was that Spada hadn’t hired her.

When the body of Our Lord of Corpses was found the next morning, there was a kiss on his cheek, but no sigila amora within to identify who had left it.


PART the third

THE TESTIMONIAL DUEL

[image: A man hiding a knife behind his back faces away from the viewer. A swan, sword and a smiling theatre mask with a finger to its mouth can be seen above him. A banner across the bottom reads: Duella Interogito.]


Let steel clang against steel in that silly game of swords until one fool is dead and the other preens in victory. Let armies march and priests lay crowns upon the heads of kings. Let the gods gaze down upon their domain and declare, ‘Yes, it is good, for all is in accordance with our wishes.’

Let the mighty reign without ever asking why those two swords clashed in the first place. Let the generals send forth their troops to defeat the enemy without wondering why that enemy and not another. Let the crown fall upon the dullard’s head. It matters not to us.

When at last the duellists and generals and kings slumber beneath the cold earth, perhaps their restless spirits will recall the quiet voice that suggested one of their most beloved consorts meant them harm, or that their closest allies were conspiring against them. Let the mighty discover at last that they held the sceptre of power, yet another’s hand – gently, so gently – guided its use.

Let the world proceed by the inspired design of the gods – though even they forget the dalliance that gave it birth.

P.13 of The Swan Bible,

manual of intrigues of House Leander


Chapter 20

Swans and Pawns

‘That Heartless Fate should return me to this most splendid of Hells,’ I murmur, gazing at the gleaming black and gold carriage Vicendi has acquired for us. Four magnificent black steeds clomp with plodding dignity up a winding road of bleached white flagstones. Twin canals snake along either side of us, the surface of the water aglow with dozens of swan-shaped lanterns lighting our way. The ebullient strains of harp music weave in and out of hearing as we pass swan-masked minstrels cavorting with beautiful boys and girls in white feather-patterned gowns who wave long silver rods topped with incense burners at the passing carriages. The sickly-sweet floral scent wafting in through the window makes me wonder if we’re being drugged.

‘My Lady?’ Vicendi asks from the velvet-upholstered seat opposite.

‘Hmm?’

‘You were saying something about fate?’

‘Oh, that. It’s the opening line from The Heart’s Stormy Blade – you know, when Captain Calista’s ship is wrecked on the island where she first met her lover Jurio – before he tried to kill her, of course.’

The flickering light seeping in through the window from the lanterns along the canals is too dim for me to discern whether Vicendi’s expression is appraising or reproachful. ‘I’ve never had much time for sword romances,’ he mutters, fidgeting with the leather notebook on his lap as if the play might somehow be found within its pages.

My advocate, business advisor and now marriage procurer cuts an unexpectedly dapper figure in his twin-tailed ivory coat. The silver inlay of swan wings adorning either shoulder is customary for retainers accompanying nobles to the Swan Revel – or so the revelista who rented us the suit claimed as she was taming Vicendi’s unruly hair into a short sparrow’s tail at the back.

My own costume is somewhat less conventional.

‘Forgive me, my Lady, but I fear your choice of garments may—’

‘You know, Vicendi, your prudishness would be more endearing were your complaint that my attire was too risqué rather than not revealing enough.’

I shouldn’t tease him; it’s not Vicendi’s fault that the dress code for tonight’s debauchery is so unsuited either to my purpose or my inclinations. Only Castilis and Syldia Leander, those magnificently lecherous intriguers, could pair the theme of ‘Graceful Splendour’ with the requirement that guests come dressed in diaphanous white silks so sheer as to leave little to the imagination and nothing at all to modesty. Alas, a barrelful of the exorbitant maschiera-paints concealing the scars on my face wouldn’t be enough to hide those covering the rest of my body. Shapely I may still be, but the role of sensuous nymph is beyond even my powers of disguise.

‘You don’t think my betrothed-to-be will find me pleasing like this?’ I ask, contorting myself into a comedically sensuous pose along the length of the carriage seat.

In lieu of see-through ivory silks, I’ve chosen tight-fitting black velvet trousers with a harlequin diamond pattern in silver thread and a matching shirt cut in the fencer’s style, the billowing sleeves wrapped to my forearms with finely woven argent bands. My only concession to the Swan Twins is my silver-blonde wig, and whatever goodwill that might win me will be more than offset by the ebony and indigo brocade of my waistcoat: the traditional court colours of the duellist holding the title of Our Lady of Blades.

If only I could have brought the blade itself with me, I think, feeling the absence of the Indigo’s scabbard from my side. Alas, there’s only so much controversy I can court tonight if I hope to snare a Swan.

‘I’ve no doubt that your outfit will make you the talk of the revel, my Lady. It’s the blatant insult to our hosts, which will test Castilis Leander’s resolve to marry you. I still cannot fathom why he consented so quickly to our proposal.’ Vicendi once again consults his trusty notebook, shaking his head as if not quite believing what he himself has written there. ‘He’s conceded to almost all our terms, including naming you his heir should he die before you.’

‘An uncontroversial expectation of a wife from her husband, no?’

‘And look here,’ Vicendi goes on, tapping at a scrawled line. ‘He’s even willing to cede governance of House Leander’s judicial affairs to you.’

I feign a yawn as I glance out the window at the garish spectacles welcoming us to the revel. ‘Perhaps he finds courtrooms and duelling circles almost as boring as I find parties.’

Vicendi grips his notebook so tightly the pages begin to quiver. ‘My Lady, I refuse to believe you could be this blind! Castilis Leander rules the most prominent of the Rising Houses – he’s as much as declared his intentions to take his seat among the Ascendant Twelve the moment the Court of Chalices declares Vauquelin a Fallen House. Why would he accept the marriage proposal of a—?’

I cut him off with a raised finger. Playing the glib, naïve foreigner has both its uses and its amusements, but it’s time I reassure Vicendi that I’m no pawn in this game, and remind him that he’s not some chevalier come to rescue me. ‘Rising to the rank of an Ascendant House is, one presumes, an expensive endeavour in a city where bribes flow as abundantly as sewer water, no?’

‘Yes, bu—’

‘You’re going to remind me that he could secure the funds from other wealthy houses, but that would put him in their debt, whereas I bring a fortune that has no strings attached. More importantly, his bid for the wreckage of this “House Vauquelin” will no doubt make enemies of those families from whom he’s denying a once-in-a-generation chance to join the Ascendant Twelve.’

‘The Leander house guards are more than ample to protect him from assassins.’

‘But not your duchy’s quaintly corrupt legal system,’ I remind him. ‘Sooner or later, some equally ambitious and vile family will manoeuvre the House of Swans into either a public duel or an even more public humiliation. You are passingly familiar with the Leanders. Tell me, would you rate any of them as capable duellists?’

Vicendi, whose moods appear to be confined to either profound anxiety or tremulous panic, snorts in response. ‘No, Lady Consequence, I would say the duelling circle is the one place in Rijou where no one need fear the House of Swans.’

I extend a leg and with the toe of my boot, flip my reluctant marriage procurer’s notebook closed. ‘I bring my fortune, my sword arm and my devastating good looks to the marriage.’ Stretching my arms as wide as the confines of the bouncing carriage allows, I ask, ‘Still think I’m a poor catch?’

Vicendi ponders that question rather longer than is polite, but I admire his determination to force the world to submit to his logic rather than the other way around. ‘Those virtues will entice Baronet Leander for only as long as he believes he can control you.’ Vicendi pulls out our invitation to the Swan Revel. ‘This insistence on his part that the marriage pact be sealed and announced tonight, during such an unseemly event, must surely be intended to publicly demean you.’

I wave away the salacious insinuation. ‘Castilis wants to see how skilfully I swim in the sea of intrigues at his revel, not parade me about like some high-born harlot on his arm before bedding me in one of the Leander dalliance chambers. Besides, isn’t he rumoured to be in some torrid incestuous affair with his sister?’

‘Syldia Leander is not—!’ Suddenly aware that he is yelling, Vicendi’s expression turns apologetic as he composes himself. The bench creaks as he leans forward, speaking so quietly that I can barely hear him over the clatter of wheels on flagstones and the increasingly irritating harp music outside. ‘He will lure you into a trap, my Lady.’

I edge nearer to whisper my reply. ‘The wonderful thing about traps, Vicendi, is that a forgetful huntsman sometimes gets his own foot caught in the snare.’ Reclining against my seat, I add, ‘Besides, wasn’t it you who assured me that Spada Enguero hasn’t attended the Swan Revel in ages?’

He nods reluctantly. ‘There was an . . . incident seven years ago. Margravina Enguero has not returned to the Swan Palace since.’

I tell myself it’s not her face I see reflected in the window, nor her shadow that has stalked mine ever since I stepped out of the ruins of Domas Lacrima.

Just as I fear my mask is going to crack, Vicendi rescues me with an even direr threat. ‘You must not provoke Castilis Leander’s displeasure tonight, no matter what he says or does. Never forget that he is . . .’ Once more words fail him. ‘My Lady, there are ways to destroy an enemy that need no blade.’

Oh, my dutiful Vicendi, I think as the carriage lurches over a narrow bridge before passing beneath the arched outer gates of the Swan Palace, you have no idea how right you are.

Outside, a trio of naked actors are sensuously intertwined on a small gazebo by the canal; all their naughty bits are tastefully hidden behind white feathers. ‘Swans always strike me as silly creatures,’ I observe idly. ‘Those long, graceful necks look designed to be wrung, don’t you think?’

The horses come to a stop and a smiling blond attendant in flowing white robes rushes to open our carriage door. The smile disappears when he sees how I’m dressed. ‘Away with you, jack-blade,’ the attendant commands. ‘None may enter the Swan Revel who would so dishonour tonight’s motif. How dare you slink through these gates dressed as some sort of ill-bred bravo?’

I jam my boot heel against the door before he can slam it closed. ‘Do forgive my attire; I was mugged by a harlot who was keen to steal my negligée.’ I pass a hand down the side of my waistcoat to the tops of my black trousers. ‘I was forced to dress like an adult instead.’

The attendant doesn’t bother trying to dislodge my foot but gestures behind him, and within seconds, a quartet of guards in beautifully sculpted and enamelled white armour appear, each holding elegantly carved six-inch ivory dowels from which a trio of hooked iron claws extend between their knuckles. Technically, flaying talons aren’t weapons at all; they’re instruments of torture.

‘Truly, one marvels at the myriad entertainments awaiting us,’ I comment drily. ‘Alas, any tardiness on my part would displease our host – who happens to be your employer, no?’

One of the guards shoots me a challenging sneer that tells me she recognises me from Opezo’s trial. She’s a big girl, this one, almost as broad in the shoulder as her male counterparts.

‘I do hope “Our Lady of Blades” won’t come too quietly.’ She leans in closer, holding up one of her fists so I can see the gleam of the flaying talons before whispering, ‘The Engueros are generous to their friends.’

So Castilis isn’t the only one betraying the alliance between their houses.

I inhale the scent of her breath, let the sour stench of her lust for violence mingle with my own. A broken part of my soul begs me to let this woman and her thugs cart me away somewhere quiet, somewhere no one will see. Let her strip me of my weapons and my clothes so they can leer and laugh as they prepare to flay the skin from my flesh with their talons. Let them begin with every advantage imaginable before I beat them to death with my fists alone.

Saint Zhagev-who-sings-for-tears! The taste in my mouth . . . copper and salt and the sweet anticipation of revenge—

‘Our invitation,’ Vicendi says, reaching past me to beckon the white-robed attendant. What he’s holding in his hand isn’t the gilded envelope he’d shown me earlier, but a small ivory calling card edged in electrum.

The attendant takes the card between thumb and forefinger, clearly unimpressed. ‘If you think showing up here with a Leander calling card is sufficient to—’

‘Turn the card around,’ Vicendi commands, his cold contempt unsettling not only the attendant and the guards, but me too.

‘I . . . forgive me, sir,’ the attendant says quickly, seeing what’s on the back. He waves the guards away before bowing low, one arm extended towards the palace. ‘Your presence gilds the Swan Revel with exalted splendour. It is my great honour to welcome you as the personal guests of—’

Vicendi silences him by snatching the card back, but before he can slip it into his pocket, I catch a glimpse of what so unnerved the attendant. Imprinted on the pristine ivory back is a silver kiss from lips expertly scarred to leave behind the imprint of a tiny dancing swan: the sigila amora of Syldia Leander herself.

As the attendant and his guards shuffle awkwardly back from the carriage, still bowing, while determinedly avoiding meeting our eyes, Vicendi and I descend onto a carpet of lilies so thick and heavily scented it’s as if we’re walking on clouds.

My enigmatic advocate waits until we’re out of earshot before responding to my unspoken question. ‘You keep many secrets, Lady Consequence. Allow me this one.’

It’s a challenge, of sorts. He wants to see if I’ll press him. But even before the old woman taught me the ways of intrigue and deception, I’d learned from my mother never to step onto the fencing piste before I’d taken the measure of my opponent’s sword arm. Giving Vicendi’s arm a gentle squeeze, I whisper to him, ‘Everyone’s entitled to at least one secret, don’t you think?’

He turns to me, the grateful, nervous grin on his lips fading when he sees that my own smile never reaches my eyes. I let Lady Consequence’s mask down, just this once, because I need my advocate to understand that there are monsters in this world more dangerous than the Leander twins, and I am one of them.

Arm in arm, we stroll past the dancers and acrobats with elaborate feathered wings pinned to their shoulders frolicking among the pale flowers. Some of the performers wear harnesses on wires attached to long, curved iron poles wielded by groups of burly men dressed head to toe in white and almost invisible as they make the acrobats fly in the air. Ahead of us, the massive double doors of the palace, carved in the shape of curved wings, part as we approach. Together, Vicendi and I enter the famed Swan Palace, our senses overwhelmed by the playful debaucheries that are mere preludes for darker intrigues to follow, a fairy-tale welcome into a nest of vipers.


Chapter 21

The Gardens

Seven Years Earlier . . .

‘It’s like a fairy tale,’ I murmured, so softly that not even Taridan, standing behind me with his hands on my waist and his breath on my neck, could hear me. Beyond the ornate, almost delicate iron and bronze gates awaited a magnificent garden whose serene beauty would soon be tarnished by the purpose that had brought me here. Beneath that starry sky, among those luminous blooms, Kareline and I were about to cross a threshold from which neither of us would return.

The Leander ball came to a close shortly after midnight. Under Kareline’s tutelage, I flitted about like a hummingbird, sipping from a dozen potential dalliances without truly tasting any of them. She, however, was a marvel. I watched in awe as she seduced young men and women from the eleven other Ascendant Houses and half a dozen Rising ones, reeling in her admirers and casting them aside without ever drawing their ire. She saw no contradiction between deception and dignity; that was how the game was played in Rijou, where no one was ever what they pretended to be.

No one.

When the midnight bell struck beneath the great chandelier in the cathedral-domed foyer of the Swan Palace, I watched her kiss Galdrien Enguero. My Galdrien. But though we bickered often, my soror and I, our lives were too perilous to leave room for petty jealousies. When her lips touched his, I saw the pinching at the corners of her eyes and recognised that desperate ache for a life she knew could never be hers.

When I’d first met Kareline, I’d believed her to be a creature of arrogance, vanity and cruelty. Now I understood that she was none of those things. They were simply the coins a daughter heir of Rijou learns to spend in service to her one true devotion: her family.

Kareline loved her mother and Farren – and, I believed then, was even beginning to love me. There was no price she wouldn’t pay to protect us, no crime she wouldn’t commit. So even before her lips left Galdrien’s, her eyes had already met Dazidier’s, and the faintest, most seductive smile had risen at the corner of her mouth. He stood on my left, his brother Taridan on my right, and I could hear both of them breathing heavily. Viscountess Zephine had once told us that betrayal was a potent aphrodisiac. Betraying your own brother, it appeared, was the most intoxicating of all.

Later, once the revellers had drifted off to their carriages, Kareline and I lingered by the massive wrought-iron gates shaped like kissing swans that guarded the famed Leander gardens. Taridan and Dazidier waited until their elder brother had been ushered away by their father, who was drunkenly berating him for wasting time flirting with the unsuitable daughters of treasonous houses. Only then did the two of them sneak up behind us. I felt Taridan’s hand on my lower back, right where the emerald lace trim of my gown met bare skin.

‘Marsina Leander permits only her children, her servants and her lovers to venture into those gardens,’ Taridan whispered in my ear. ‘Foreign princes have been known to beg admission just to inhale the fragrance of her famed silver lilies . . . among other intoxicating scents.’

The tip of his nose tickled my neck as he breathed in deeply and whispered something surely obscene that I failed to hear because my head was spinning from his attentions. Saint Shiula-who-bathes-with-beasts, how was it possible to loathe someone and long for them in the same breath? Taridan’s chestnut hair was a shade darker than his brother Dazidier’s golden brown, and he was leaner, too, which I preferred. Was I already betraying Galdrien, though our bond lived only in my fantasies?

What are you doing? some saner part of me cried as the rest of me leaned into Taridan’s hand, curious whether it might stray a little lower. Remember your role: Dazidier’s too arrogant to think he needs to win our favour. Taridan is the one who’ll get us inside.

‘Only her family and servants?’ I asked, pitching my voice high and innocent instead of low and sultry – just as Kareline had instructed.

‘Well . . .’ Taridan began, the pause so studied it might as well have come from a theatre script.

I played my part. ‘Oh please, Taridan,’ I pleaded breathlessly. ‘Even through the gates, the gardens are . . . bewitching.’

He loomed over my shoulder, his wolfish grin mirrored in that of his brother, who was already pawing at Kareline while she batted him away with calculated playfulness. ‘The winds on which you seek to soar cannot so easily be flown, my midnight falcon,’ she teased. ‘Have you not heard? Among the Vauquelin, one must spar with steel before laying hands on . . . softer blades.’

If Dazidier Enguero harboured even a flicker of suspicion, it was soon extinguished. He craved violence more fiercely than he ever would whatever poor woman was destined to be his wife. Bedding Kareline Vauquelin, snatching her from his elder brother, and doing so in the private gardens of the Leanders after besting her in a fencing match? Dazidier’s deepest, darkest desires were coming true.

As my fingers entwined with Taridan’s, he pressed a catch hidden in one of the swan’s wings and the gates swung silently open. Together we walked through those unimaginably lush gardens, as unlike the endless grey passages of the House of Tears as anything the gods had ever created. An unexpected thrill passed through me: this was where Kareline and I would beat Dazidier and Taridan Enguero to within an inch of their lives for all the pain they’d dealt our brother. I felt happy – truly happy – for the first time in my life. When I caught Kareline’s eye and saw that same feral joy gleaming there, I knew we were sisters at last, for there was nothing either of us wouldn’t do to protect our brother or each other.

Alas, we should have remembered that such familial devotion runs just as deeply in the hearts of falcons as it does in hummingbirds.


Chapter 22

Two Dalliances and a Death Threat

The noise of clinking glasses, swishing silk and seductive giggles greets us as Vicendi and I enter the Swan Palace’s cavernous circular foyer. Curved ivory walls, intricately carved to depict the triumphs of House Leander – a few military, most carnal – rise up to a glittering glass dome. Everything here is too bright, too alive. Tonight is the last night of Vinsette, the month of the grape harvest when the eleven stars of Cignaregis, the constellation known as the ‘Reigning Swan’, shine brightest through the glass dome. It’s almost as if the Leanders are trying to make a point.

Vicendi ushers me through the crowds, making passing introductions, reminding me to nod and smile at strangers while I choke on a fugue of expensive perfumes and exotic hair oils. All that flesh, slender or voluptuous, nubile or decrepit, strains against the translucent gossamer gowns, demanding to be noticed, appreciated and lusted after. The musky sweat unleashed as they writhe against one another, sometimes by chance, more often as a prelude to seduction, is making me nauseous.

None of this breaks me, though – not the whispers and moans, nor the stench of lust. Even the unwanted brush of elbows against my side or a finger tracing the curve of my black-clad buttocks leaves me unperturbed. My weakness lies elsewhere: an elusive ache I can’t quite place until a hand from out of nowhere grabs my wrist.

In fencing, the time it takes to execute a single attack is called a tempo. My opponent’s tempo is so languid that I needn’t rush my counter-attack; instead, I take his measure. He’s tall and pleasingly muscled, his dark hair held in place with a silver circlet. The diaphanous ivory sheath he’s wearing is tied at one shoulder, pinned with a turquoise brooch shaped like a rearing horse. He might have stepped out of a portrait of some god come to bed a mortal for the night – and I’m fairly sure that’s exactly what he has in mind.

House Andoise, I recall. Their bird is the thrush, but their family holds the charter for animal husbandry, hence the horse brooch.

Bringing my hand to his lips, which are painted the same sea green as his eyes, he turns my wrist and leaves behind a kiss on my palm. It tingles, though not from any drug.

‘Shall we?’ he asks.

According to the old duelling manuals – most notably Errera Bottio’s famously depressing You Are Sure To Die – love, lust and strong drink are cardinal sins. In Bottio’s words, Better to throw your rapier into the sea than allow sexual congress to weaken your sword arm. Better to drink poison than summer wine before a duel. Better to offer your back to your enemy than your heart to an honest woman.

Ah, poor old Bottio. Such a sour turnip of a man. Still, he would have been proud of me. Strong drink has no hold over me, and having been the object of lust even in the mines – especially in the mines – I’ve no interest in dalliances. As for love, only my family has ever earned mine, and my love for them is anything but a weakness. No, my affliction makes itself known only when my eyes meet those of my unwanted suitor. He’s staring at me with a kind of . . . curiosity, not so much carnal as romantic. Playful. It’s not just sex he desires, but intimacy: a shared exploration of each other’s bodies, minds and hearts.

A hush descends over the room as this scion of wealth and privilege holds his palm out to me. Everyone’s waiting to see if I’ll kiss it and thus seal the promise of an assignation in one of the dalliance chambers on the upper floor of the palace. The temptation is fleeting, but only because I remember that my own lips are unpainted save for a thin, almost imperceptible layer of maschiera to hide the scar no one must ever see. I’ve never felt so utterly, desperately alone.

‘I . . . I am . . .’ The words won’t come out.

‘My Lady has only just arrived,’ Vicendi blurts out, awkwardly jostling his way between me and my suitor. ‘As her chaperone, I could not condone so swift an assignation before she has perambulated the revel.’

The dark-haired paragon shoots my self-appointed governess the briefest of glares, promising retribution when the opportunity presents itself. Just as quickly, he pulls back his hand and covers his mouth with the first three fingers in a gesture of amused embarrassment.

‘Forgive me, my goddess.’ His voice unleashes a pleasing thrum deep inside me. ‘I was so stricken by your charms that my manners appear to have vanished.’

A feminine giggle erupts behind him. ‘Oh, I can help you find them . . .’ A woman, younger than me and blessed with long, lustrous hair the colour of a rich claret steps around my erstwhile suitor, moving with the perfect combination of graceful restraint and inviting sensuality. Vicendi and I are forced to retreat to make way for her. Taking the fellow’s hand, she lifts it to her lips, pausing just long enough to give him the chance to refuse. ‘Perhaps we should search for your manners upstairs?’ she suggests.

Recovering with admirable speed from being spurned by me, the handsome young Andoise offers his new goddess a dazzling smile and waits for her to kiss his palm. She leaves behind a glistening plum-coloured imprint of her lips. A daughter of House Abarca? Porvos? I can’t recall, which is strange, since I used to know every Ascendant family and their colours.

Her eyes never leaving those of her conquest, the fox-faced beauty snaps her fingers for a trystelone, and within seconds, the crowd parts before a veiled androgynous figure from whose arms dangle hundreds of long silk feathers. The trystelone dances up, wraps one wing around the young woman, the other around my erstwhile suitor, and guides them to the twin staircases winding up to the gallery above. The soon-to-be-lovers ascend separately, tethered only by their gazes, which are full of all those small and silly anticipations that can never be a part of my life.

The ache of that loss leaves me bereft and breathless.

If Errera Bottio were among that crowd of scantily clad peacocks, he would shake his head in disgust at my weakness before going off to wager his every last karat on my imminent demise. The tittering around me is full of scorn. Vicendi shoves a silk kerchief in my hand and belatedly I wipe the emerald lip paint from my palm; leaving it there when its owner has abandoned me for another might suggest I’ve reconsidered my refusal and now hope to be his second choice.

‘Thank you,’ I tell Vicendi. ‘Who was that fellow I sent away?’

‘Costan Andoise, third son of—’

Abruptly, Vicendi stumbles away, his place taken by a man taller and even broader of shoulder than my previous suitor. His hair is dyed amber and dusted with flecks of gold. ‘—third son of a house so dull it would be criminal to allow this delicious creature to waste the revel passing out from boredom while that plodding dolt mounts her from behind as he does his family’s sheep.’

The boorish insult is quickly followed by the seizing of my hand, taken with far less delicacy than the man he intends to embarrass by bedding me.

I allow him to kiss my palm, this self-loving lout whom I now recognise, though he has no idea that we once danced together as children. Can it really be you, little Bandio Faujoix, all grown up? I’m more intrigued than offended by his behaviour. I recall him being such a timid, scrawny lad. Now, he towers over the other guests.

‘I was convinced Fortune despised me,’ he declares for the benefit of his audience, smugly examining the smeared golden kiss he’s left on my palm. ‘Important business kept me from the Court of Blades, else you and I would have become acquainted sooner.’ Bandio’s broad grin is infectious – much like a venereal disease. He gives a gentle yet insistent tug on my hand. ‘Come, I’ll let you play at being Our Lady of Blades while I shall be Your Chevalier Most Chivalrous!’

I tilt my head, holding his gaze to remove any doubt in him – or anyone else present – that the twinkle in my eye is born of amusement and not arousal. ‘Had you witnessed my dalliance with Dazidier Enguero at court,’ I say as I scrub my palm with Vicendi’s already stained pocket square, ‘you might not be so bold in taking my hand unbidden.’ I dangle the silk kerchief for everyone to see the splotch made by the combined green and gold lipsticks. ‘Oh, look! Does this mean that by the sacred traditions of the Swan Revel, you and that “plodding dolt” must now take turns mounting each other?’

Laughter echoes around the circular foyer like a herd of racehorses. Bandio Faujoix makes a valiant effort to restrain himself, but the chortling of his peers is an omen of gossip and derision to come. Precious few damsels will now be encouraging Bandio’s kiss tonight.

‘My Lady!’ Vicendi calls out, though he needn’t have bothered; I’m well acquainted with how easily seduction turns to savagery.

Bandio’s fist is clenched, his shoulder shifting as his arm rises. The shocked gasps of those witnessing his boorish breach of protocol would normally be enough to restrain him, but I’m inclined to provoke him a little further.

‘A beggar’s duel, then?’ I ask casually.

Bandio stares first at me, then at his fist. ‘What?’ he grunts incredulously. Anger and humiliation are burning so hot in him that beads of sweat are forming beneath the amber locks dangling over his brow.

I lift my chin, turn to the side and tap my jaw. ‘The rules are simple. You may punch me in the face as hard as you like, and we wager on whether it’s my jaw or your hand that breaks.’ I repeat the gesture, focusing his attention on the target.

‘What?’ Bandio repeats. Some part of him knows he’s already lost; he just can’t quite understand how it happened. I’d be inclined to mercy, but he’s given me the perfect opportunity to increase the value of my hand in marriage to Castilis Leander.

I turn helplessly to the crowd, adjusting my stance to give myself an extra foot of distance from my opponent. ‘Would someone please explain how a wager works to this poor fellow? Short words only, I’m afraid. Perhaps someone could run upstairs and retrieve that dashing Lord Andoise? His family’s expertise in animal-handling should prove adequate to the task.’

‘Bitch.’

I’m not even sure I heard Bandio say the word out loud; it’s become so familiar an insult that when an opponent shouts it at me, I can’t tell if it’s their voice I hear or the memory of someone else’s. Then I remember that it really doesn’t matter who said it, only that there must be a price for doing so.

Bandio’s tempo is almost as fast as mine, so our duel begins and ends in the blink of an eye. It starts with a sharp intake of breath that precedes the scream of a nearby guest who’s noticed that Bandio’s about to sucker-punch me in the jaw before we’ve settled the stakes of our wager – a sound strategy under most circumstances, but his mistake is going precisely for the target I offered him, which means I know where his fist will be even before the blow is struck.

Seven years in the mines have left me with all sorts of unattractive souvenirs, but those hardest to hide are my knuckles. That’s why I’m so careful to keep people from seeing them too closely. I’m not ashamed, though, for these fragile bones are, in my case, hard as granite.

The fight is over in a blink of an eye, leaving Bandio stumbling backwards, crying out as he cradles his broken fingers. I’ve already dropped my own hand to my side, making a show of offering my jaw as if waiting patiently for him to punch me.

‘Well?’ I ask, and, pretending to only then notice that he’s hunched over in agony, ‘Oh, my poor dove, whatever’s happened to your lovely fingers? Could it be my jawbone is so hard I didn’t even notice when you unleashed what I’m sure must’ve been a devastating blow?’

Confused mumbling flutters throughout the foyer. Most of the guests know that something happened, but only a few actually witnessed the moment my fist collided with Bandio’s bigger, stronger, but woefully daintier one.

‘I’ll kill you,’ he groans. ‘I’ll smash your teeth and make you choke on them, you bit—’

‘You’re welcome to try, my dove,’ I say, cutting him off as I turn to wink at my audience, ‘but you may find my teeth even sharper than my jaw.’

For the first time since my arrival at the Swan Revel, the cheering and clinking of glasses become an enchanting orchestra in my ears. Rijou boasts dozens of talented duellists, most of whom will have already dismissed my defeat of Dazidier Enguero as the result of his ill luck rather than my skill. Tonight, though, I’ve shown them all that I’m as deadly with my fists as I am with a blade. If the House of Falcons hope to exact revenge for his humiliation, they’ll need to empty their coffers to hire a fencer willing to face me in the circle.

Who needs intimacy, I think as I bow to my admirers, when the adoration of strangers is so cheaply purchased?

The merriment suddenly dies down and when I stand upright again, no one’s paying attention to me. Every eye is on the gallery overlooking the foyer, where Castilis and Syldia Leander loom above us all, resplendent in matching ivory robes far less revealing than those of their guests, yet somehow accentuating the subtle eroticism that oozes from their skin like liquid moonlight.

You really are both so terribly beautiful, I think, drawn to the violet eyes and waves of silver-blond hair caressing their cheeks and descending to tickle smooth, pale shoulders. I should dearly like to make you less so.

Odd that their father, Shiballe Leander, was so unattractive. Perhaps that’s why Castilis had him killed – if Vicendi’s gossip is accurate. There is something in the eyes of the son, however, that mirrors those of the father: a sensuous cruelty that lends credence to the accusations that Shiballe was the one who manipulated the former Duke of Rijou to institute the infamous Ganath Kalila, the Blood Week, in which entire families could be wiped out without a single culprit ever facing a magistrate.

Don’t allow recognition to show in your eyes, I remind myself. Lady Consequence is a foreigner who would see only a pair of pretty swans, not the devils you know them to be.

‘Guards,’ Castilis begins with the quiet assurance of one who needn’t yell to be obeyed. He’s pointing at me, ‘take h—’

He pauses mid sentence because Syldia is suddenly whispering in his ear. She, too, is watching me, almost as if— No, it’s not me she’s looking at, but Vicendi, beside me. Some signal must have passed between the two of them that went unnoticed by Castilis or anyone else in the room.

The hint of a frown appears on Castilis Leander’s obscenely luscious lips, but he completes his command as if he’d never been interrupted. ‘Take him.’

That ‘him’ was meant to be ‘her’, I’m convinced of it, just as I’m sure my remonstration of Bandio Faujoix, scholar son of an Ascendant House, has displeased Castilis. I turn to my advocate, searching his face for a clue as to what leverage he could possibly hold sufficient to induce Syldia Leander to intercede on my behalf and risk her brother’s displeasure. She would never have done so when we were younger.

Vicendi’s expression betrays nothing.

The guffaws accompanying Bandio’s exile from the Swan Palace boom like cannon fire, the tittering following him out of the doors like a flock of giddy seagulls. I’m not laughing, though, and neither is Castilis. From atop his perch in the gallery, his eyes find mine. There’s a recognition between us, but not one of childhood memories or past betrayals. We are merely two predators skulking at the boundary of each other’s territories, sufficiently sated from our recent kills that neither feels the need to bare our teeth.

Not yet, anyway.

‘We must make our way through the debating parlour, my Lady,’ Vicendi whispers in my ear as he deflects the rush of diaphanously clad nymphs and satyrs reaching for my hand, apparently convinced they can succeed where Bandio Faujoix failed. ‘Castilis asked that you await him in the chalice room, where he’ll join you after his debate with a rival house.’

I allow my exasperated advocate to escort me through the crowds, but when we’re about to pass beneath a pair of curved silver and black wings carved into the arched doorway that leads into the Swan Palace’s infamous debating parlour, I pause to glance one final time up at the balcony. Castilis is gone, but Syldia is maintaining her vigil, violet eyes following every step of our departure. As my faithful escort tugs on my arm, I can’t help but wonder silently, And what about you, Vicendi? You refer to me as ‘my Lady’ to my face, but what do you call me when my back is turned?


Chapter 23

Lessons in Civility

Seven Years Earlier . . .

‘Bitch!’

I’d given Taridan only the barest tap to the nose with the pommel of my wooden practice sword, but his pretence at adoring anticipation immediately evaporated into the night air. Like his brother, he used that most unpleasant word as punctuation. Strangely, when interspersed with the rest of his protestations, it began to form a kind of poetry:

I opened my heart to you –

You bitch.

Looked past your unseemly birth,

Ignored all my friends’ warnings,

And for what?

A snarling,

Ill-favoured

Little

Bitch.

As ballads went, it lacked melody, but the clattering of our wooden swords gave it a jaunty beat. Taridan was stronger than me and a more skilled fencer, but his rage and self-imposed verbal handicap were keeping me in the fight. Kareline, on the other hand, needed no such distractions to give her the edge on Dazidier.

‘Bitch, bitch, bitch,’ she repeated gleefully, batting his weapon aside with quick, deft strokes as she cornered him. ‘You know, Tazia, I had no idea that marriage proposals could be so dull and repetitive. I fear the wedding vows would bore us to death.’

Taridan was too busy trying not to fall into the shallow waters of the central pool to offer a retort, but Dazidier growled, ‘Marry you? My brother and I will beat you to within an inch of your worthless lives, you—’

‘Bitches?’ Kareline ventured, ducking under Dazidier’s wooden blade and thrusting for his groin, causing him to stumble backwards into the pool. Moonlight reflecting off the water gave his face an oddly angelic glow.

Even as I parried Taridan’s attacks, I found myself smiling. Kareline didn’t just fence, she danced. The terrifying clash of swords that always felt like a frantic bid for survival to me was music to her.

She stepped back and curtseyed to Dazidier, waiting for him to get himself out of the water.

‘Get up!’ Taridan shouted at his brother, even as he launched into a series of diagonal cuts forcing me back towards the bellflower bushes, the purple blooms glistening almost black in the moonlight. Though he was slighter than his brother, Taridan was by far the more aggressive fencer. ‘Help me teach these bit—’ He caught himself in time, not wanting to encourage Kareline’s continuing mockery. ‘Tonight, we teach these two sluts a lesson. Tomorrow we’ll make sure that defective toad Farren knows the price of his sisters’ arrogance.’

‘Tazia,’ Kareline said evenly, without ire or urgency, ‘perhaps you should remonstrate with him.’

Remonstrate. What a word. Kareline loved insults, and she had a tariff, a price for each one.

Dazidier and Taridan wanted to call Farren sickly? That carried a stiff penalty.

Feeble came with an added fine.

Defective? Now, that was the costliest word of all.

‘Do it,’ she said.

Easy for you to say, I thought, but Kareline didn’t consider strength, speed or skill as necessary factors in defeating an opponent. Somehow, the mere intention was enough, and now, since Taridan had dared to call Farren defective – and we had warned him that would have consequences – it was up to me to make him regret it.

The mathematics of his punishment were simple enough. The only problem was that he was a better fighter than me.

‘Come on, then,’ he sneered. ‘Make me pay, prison girl.’

Prison girl. Kareline and I hadn’t discussed the price of that particular insult. I decided it warranted two remonstrations.

I gave a quarter-turn on my back heel away from the bushes and stalked Taridan along the paved path. At each step I taunted him, and his swings grew wilder and wilder. Kareline had suggested a number of mocking and merciless insults, but I’d watched Viscountess Zephine fence a duella verdetto over a piece of disputed property, noting how she goaded her enemy using only her expressive face. I was trying that with Taridan and it was working altogether too well.

‘I’ll kill you!’ he shouted into the night air, which was a mistake on his part – anyone who heard would make an excellent witness, should either Kareline or I go too far with our respective remonstrations.

I pretended to be dismayed by his fury, only to increase the rhythm of my attacks, which, sure enough, pushed him over the edge. He ran straight at me.

A diagonal lunge to my right took me out of the line of his sword, and as he ran past, I struck his buttocks with the flat of mine. He spun around, outrage blinding him, and I drove the point of my wooden weapon into his knee. I didn’t hear the bone crack – but I might have missed it over all his screaming.

‘Lovely,’ I heard Kareline say as if she were standing right next to me, though she was all the way over on the other side of the pool, beating the now fallen Dazidier. He’d lost his sword and was holding his arms up to protect his face from her blows.

‘I’ll kill Farren!’ Dazidier kept repeating. ‘You can’t protect that feeble little brat for ever – I’ll kill him – I’ll kill your mother – I’ll kill everyone you ever cared about!’

I felt somewhat hurt that he hadn’t bothered to include me in his list.

Taridan made another desperate lunge for me, growling over the pain he was inflicting on himself by putting weight on his injured knee. I struck twice, a technique Kareline had frequently used on me: hitting one wrist then the other in quick succession. Crying out, he dropped his sword, staring at his forearms as if the hands had been severed. I hadn’t broken any bones, but the pain would put an end to this fight.

‘I believe these two will think twice before bullying Farren again,’ I called out to Kareline.

She didn’t answer. I turned, terrified that somehow Dazidier had got the better of her at last. But he was rolling on the ground, trying to get away from the blows she was raining down on him as she smashed the flat of her broken sword against his arms and legs.

‘Kareline?’ The light from the moon caught her eyes and I saw in them the darkness of the countless nights spent wondering what new cruelties awaited our brother the next morning. Dazidier wasn’t the sole purveyor of those daily torments, but Kareline meant to make him pay for them all. My sister was about to become a murderer.

I took off at a run, leaving Taridan to his moaning. As I neared the stone pool, I leaped up high. My right foot found purchase on the curved ledge and from there I pushed off hard, landing knee-deep in the water halfway across the pool. Shouting Kareline’s name, I sloshed clumsily towards her and grabbed at her arm to keep her from driving the broken end of her sword into Dazidier’s throat. I missed her arm entirely, but by the grace of whichever gods and saints were listening, my stumble bowled us both over.

It took a moment for the two of us to untangle ourselves and get back on our feet. Kareline was breathing so heavily, I feared she’d lost her wits entirely and would attack me next, but she had regained her composure with the same lightning speed she did everything. By the time she turned to me, she was smirking.

‘Do you suppose our lesson in civility might have gone a trifle too far, Sister?’ she asked.

I felt such a rush of reassurance and joy that she’d called me sister that I foolishly threw my arms around her and hugged her so hard I heard her groan from the injuries she’d taken from Dazidier’s sword.

For a moment, it was glorious: I had conquered my fears, Kareline had conquered her rage and the two of us had shown the world that our brother was never to be harmed again.

Then Kareline pushed me away. I worried she’d thought better of this rare display of affection, but when I caught her eye, I saw she wasn’t looking at me at all. Her gaze was fixed on the domed arch above the pool, where a lithe figure was climbing down like a mountain cat from its den.

‘Tazia . . .’ she whispered as the only person she truly feared stalked towards us. ‘Run!’


Chapter 24

The Debasement of Debates

Run.

Run from this awful place and never turn back.

‘My Lady, we mustn’t tarry.’ Vicendi ushers me down the central aisle of what might have once been a grand ballroom but is now the Swan Palace’s debating parlour. Six different ‘courts’ are marked out by feather-patterned sofas upon which scantily clad spectators sway to the musical back-and-forth of oratorical duets. Noble scions in shimmering togas volley rhetorical flourishes with such speed and style that an unwary observer might be forgiven for assuming the two contestants knew what they were talking about.

That illusion fades the moment one notices the hooded, grey-robed figure lurking in the shadows behind each speaker. Whenever an orator pauses to think, he leans back, hand to chin, while his hired scholar whispers devastating counters.

A beautiful man or woman in a golden wig coiffed into a rising sun serves as judge in each court, weighing the potency of the arguments by placing square-cut rubies on golden scales atop a four-foot pillar. Some of the judges are naked.

The din makes it hard to hear Vicendi’s grumbling as we promenade down the aisle separating the two rows of debating courts. From his sputtering, I presume it goes something like this: ‘May all the gods and saints punish these ponderously pretentious poseurs prancing about while paid pedants peddle pointless claptrap for them to pontificate.’ There are a great many ‘puh’ sounds, at any rate.

‘Why so glum, Vicendi?’ I ask, gesturing to a nearby pair of orators: a young man with red curls facing off against a shapely older woman whose right breast has slipped out of her gown. She seems disinclined to cover it up. ‘I’d have thought these entertainments more suited to an advocate’s temperament than those of the Court of Blades.’

Vicendi’s response is a soul-smouldering moral outrage emanating from deep within the young advocate. ‘These are not duels, Lady Consequence.’ He takes me by the elbow and pulls me aside. ‘To ennoble what these insensate betrayers of common decency spew as “debating” is akin to referring to what you do with a sword as “surgery”.’

‘Except that the only skewering done here is with words, Vicendi.’

He shakes his head vigorously, wisps of dark brown hair slipping out of the sparrow’s tail at the back. ‘The truth is being butchered here tonight, my Lady. These “debates” are elaborate pieces of theatre meant to distract from the hideous machinery beneath the stage.’

A retainer sweeps past, proudly bearing an ivory platter upon which an ornate swan-shaped bottle of claret sits next to a golden goblet. I presume he’s headed for the last and most magnificent of the courts where, according to tonight’s debate card, Castilis Leander is about to trounce some hapless opponent listed only as ‘A Distinguished Guest’. I snatch both bottle and goblet from the retainer’s platter, leaving the young fellow huffing and puffing as I pour my irate advocate a drink. ‘Settle your nerves, Vicendi. What is this terrifying “machine” that so troubles you? Vague metaphors annoy me.’

He takes a swig, pauses when our eyes meet, and drinks again before replying with a question of his own. ‘Have you not been listening to the arguments being made here tonight?’

Truth be told, I’d been following the rhetorical feints and ripostes, not the actual content of the arguments.

‘Abide a moment,’ I tell Vicendi.

Closing my eyes, I replay the entirety of our stroll down the central aisle. This time, the words send chills down my spine.

‘What my worthy opponent fails to recognise is that we are all of us servants, the highest more so than any, for nature binds us with the duty to govern over—’

‘Does not the happiness of the lower classes, which all agree is highest when free of the burdens of self-governance, mean nothing to my esteemed yet regrettably cruel friend?’

‘And so I ask my ill-informed adversary, in what way is an unpaid debt any different than theft? And does not the thief enslave him who is denied the use of monies owed as much as if he were bound with an iron collar?’

‘Saints,’ I murmur as the glittering arguments arrange themselves into a single, grotesque mosaic in my mind. ‘Indenture. Every winning argument, however circuitously constructed, is offering a rationale for judicial indenture.’

I turn on my heels, slowly, watching what’s unfolding in the debating courts as the combatants parrot the ingenious turns of phrase whispered by the grey-robed scholars behind them.

Vicendi follows my gaze. ‘Hand-picked by Castilis Leander himself,’ he informs me. ‘The orators think they’re playing a marvellous game, unaware they are pawns propagating a cause so despicable they wouldn’t even dare speak its name.’

Vicendi’s talking about slavery!

Then comes Castilis Leander’s voice, melodic and cruel, cutting through the din like an axe blade. ‘Surely my fine, upstanding adversary must concur, as I do, that death be no bar to the repayment of a debt?’

The crowds packing his side of the last and grandest of the duelling courts block our view. I can make out the lustrous silver curls of the Swan Prince, but neither see nor hear his opponent.

‘Furthermore,’ Castilis continues, a hint of amusement in his tone suggesting his argument is so plainly obvious it shouldn’t require utterance, ‘if the obligation outlives the debtor, does not Justice demand that the heirs to the fruits of the parent’s wealth must equally bear the burden of the unpaid debt?’ Castilis raises his hands up to the sky, turning as if by some divine impulse to his audience. ‘Why should a luxurious palazzo be inherited by the son from the father, yet not the duty to repay the loan that allowed its purchase? If the title of viscountess or margravina passes without question from mother to daughter, then why not that of indentured servant?’

Here is Vicendi’s monstrous machine, I understand at last: a rhetorical engine persuading Rijou’s élite that generations must be held in bondage over a singular fraudulent debt filed in the Court of Coins. Have I escaped the House of Tears only to find the entire duchy transforming into one giant prison mine?

Castilis’ latest verbal thrust sets an avalanche of gleeful scorn from his admirers falling upon his hapless opponent. A luscious bronze-haired beauty holding up a pair of golden scales adds another square-cut ruby to one side. The crowd cheers.

‘Who is Castilis’ opponent?’ I ask Vicendi. ‘What noble house would risk one of their scions humiliating themselves in front of their peers?’

‘I do not know the fellow, my Lady.’ Vicendi tries to stand up on his tiptoes to peer over the crowd. ‘I’m told Castilis picked some apple-crate rabble-rouser often seen outside the Court of Bla—’

I push past him, elbowing my way through the press of bodies. At first, all I can see is Castilis in his magnificent ivory robe, posing beneath the chandelier as if positioned by an artist determined to capture the very essence of grace and wisdom.

‘Who—?’ demands a tall, broad-shouldered woman wearing a necklace of emeralds and precious little else as she spins on me. ‘Did you just poke me?’

I gesture absently to a fellow walking in the other direction, then slide past the woman as she takes a step to grab him by the collar of his gown. The same manoeuvre brings me close enough to observe that Castilis’ opponent has only a single supporter standing anxiously nearby. The winsome lass appears uncomfortably aware that her slender figure is made all too visible by the light of the chandeliers through her sheer white gown. Black stitching in the pattern of a robin at her neckline reveals that she is the daughter of a Fallen House.

Twina Tiarren, I realise, the same girl who’d sought my services after the duel with Dazidier.

‘Not now!’ growls a barrel-chested courtier with striking black hair when he feels my hand on his wrist. He turns, glaring irritably at what he presumes was my intention to kiss his palm. The scowl transforms to a salacious grin when he’s done appraising me from head to toe. ‘Later, though. After the debate.’

I smile bashfully, holding out the sapphire and silver bracelet I slid off his wrist a moment ago. ‘Forgive me, but I saw this on the floor behind you and feared someone might step on such a lovely heirloom.’

‘Indeed,’ he says, accepting the expensive bracelet from me in exchange for a wink. ‘Perhaps you and I shou—’

I make use of the gap he’s left to weave around him and one step closer to the court where Twina’s unfortunate champion is suffering the jeers of Castilis’ supporters. My breath catches in my throat as surely as if clawed fingers had wrapped around my neck like a noose.

At first, I see only an arm poking out from the dangling sleeve of an ill-fitting white robe too big for its wearer’s slender frame. His finger stabs the air like the tip of a rapier too short and too blunt to pierce the rhetorical armour of his opponent. I can’t hear what he’s saying over the chortling of the remaining two rows of onlookers separating us, but already the talons around my windpipe are clenching tight. I shove the two women locking arms in front of me out of the way, then carefully pull aside the burgundy silk cloak draping off the right shoulder of a corpulent nobleman as if peeking behind a curtain.

An apple-crate rabble-rouser, Vicendi had called him, but neither trembling hands nor a stooped posture can diminish the defiant spark in those foolish, idealistic and entirely beautiful eyes.

Oh, Farren, how could you let them trick you again?

Here at this gaudy revel where Castilis and I are to negotiate our marriage and announce our engagement, he has lured the brother I came to rescue: the last of the hummingbirds that Spada Enguero has waited seven years to finish hunting.


Chapter 25

Oaths

Seven Years Earlier . . .

Spada Enguero’s eyes followed us as she crossed the gardens. Her steps were effortless, almost languid. She was taller than Kareline or me and her sleeveless black gown accentuated the breadth of her shoulders, the sinewy strength of her arms and the length of her reach. She looked as if the gods had designed her for the sole purpose of wielding a rapier.

Raven-black hair hung halfway down her back, and I watched in fascinated horror as she plaited it into a coronet braid with calm efficiency. She seemed barely aware of our existence – or of her brothers, writhing and moaning at our feet. Did she love her siblings as Kareline and I loved Farren? Were they anything more to her now than a pair of hunting falcons with broken wings?

‘One fractured patella,’ she said, dragging the moaning Taridan to lay next to his brother before tracing a finger over his knee. Her gaze went to his right arm. ‘And a fractured wrist.’ Still kneeling, she pivoted to Dazidier. ‘Broken humerus, clavicle, cheekbone.’ She stuck her fingers in his mouth and pried his jaw open, drawing a scream from him. ‘Four missing teeth.’

At first, I didn’t understand what she was doing. She sounded detached, as if compiling a report for a physician.

No, I thought then, she doesn’t care about their injuries. This is an accounting: a list of debts she’ll see repaid, line by line.

‘This was a consensual contest,’ I said, parroting the ethics instructor from school. ‘The consequences are borne by the combatants. No vendetta may ensue.’

Applying etiquette to violence felt almost foppish, given the rules of Domas Lacrima. Apparently Spada agreed. Rising from her brothers, she flipped Dazidier’s weapon in the air, caught it in her right hand, and took two lazy swings to test its weight. ‘I’m going to break you both.’

Kareline lurched back like some spooked amateur. ‘Y-you and I are f-forbidden from duelling,’ she warned. I’d never heard her stutter before. ‘Your brother Galdrien swore on your behalf that—’

‘Galdrien is a gentle soul, isn’t he?’ Spada asked, her wistful smile doing nothing to soften the burning black holes of her eyes. ‘Almost daily he tries to convince my father that an alliance between House Enguero and House Vauquelin could avoid the inevitable war between our families.’

‘It can!’ I shouted, my optimism born of a blind belief that Galdrien Enguero was the cure to all the world’s ills. ‘If you’d all stop being so—’

Spada ignored me, as she always had at school when she wasn’t beating me senseless. ‘I was searching for my grandmother tonight,’ she said.

Curzia Enguero held the title of Our Lady of Blades. In her prime, she’d been unbeatable. She was near sixty now, but whatever she’d lost in strength and speed in the duelling circle she made up for with cunning and cruelty.

‘Grandmother disdains the Swan Revel,’ Spada continued, the wooden blade in her hand spinning this way and that with hypnotic grace. ‘She comes every year only because my father wills it, and because she is an Enguero. Tonight, though, she was absent for the first time in decades. Curious, don’t you think?’

‘Why are you telling me this?’ Kareline demanded. Her grip on her sword was white-knuckled. ‘What does any of this have to do wi—?’

Spada went on as if she hadn’t heard, or perhaps had forgotten either of us were still there. ‘I left the revel early, questioned the servants. They insisted she’d left our home before dawn. Very unlike the old girl, but then, servants sometimes lie on her behalf.’ She shook her head. ‘Odd, though. No matter how strenuously I reprimanded them, they all held to the same story.’

I kept my eyes on Taridan and Dazidier, fearing they might recover and attempt to swarm Kareline, but they were still barely moving. It’s not because of their injuries, I thought. They’re just afraid of interrupting their sister.

She began waggling the fore and middle fingers of her other hand upside down, like a pair of legs sauntering down the street provided by the wooden blade of her sword. ‘I followed Grandmother’s trail all through the city until, much to my surprise, I found myself at the Court of Jests, of all places.’

I saw the confusion in Kareline’s expression, a mirror to my own. ‘Why would Our Lady of Blades go to—’

Spada ignored her, though, turning to me instead. ‘I suppose a mine girl wouldn’t know much about the Court of Jests. It’s a bit like the Court of Blades, only less stuffy. There are no magistrates, no legal prohibitions on who can or can’t engage in an honour duel.’ She brought her hand up to her face, using the same two fingers to now frame one eye. ‘The masks are a formality more than anything else. Long-standing tradition holds that what happens in the Court of Jests stays in the Court of Jests.’

Even from where I stood, I could feel the chill of whatever homicidal craving was coursing through Spada’s veins. At school, they called her the Sword of Enguero. My gaze went to Taridan’s practice weapon lying in a bed of violets inches from my right foot.

If I can get to it fast enough, Kareline and I might—

Whatever unwise plan had been forming in my mind vanished beneath Kareline’s warning glance. I hoped she might be coming up with a better one.

Spada kept talking as if she hadn’t noticed our exchange, though I doubted anything escaped her. ‘The clerks at the Court of Jests are notoriously tight-lipped. In fact . . .’ Her tone shifted, her mask shattering as she hissed, ‘I had to tear the lower lip from one of them before the other revealed that your bitch of a Greatcoat-loving mother challenged my grandmother to a secret duel.’

I felt myself begin to shake – not just my arms or legs, but my entire body. A creeping paralysis threatened to root me in place as Spada Enguero came to break every bone in me with her brother’s wooden sword.

‘The murder of the Greatcoat . . .’ Kareline breathed. ‘She was stabbed behind the Court of Blades. No witnesses. But my mother suspected it was your father who ordered the killing. And your grandmother who carried it out.’

Spada didn’t flinch. Whatever else she was, she wasn’t a liar. Kareline’s mother – reviled by her peers for her support of the Greatcoats – must have sought justice for the murdered magistrate by challenging Curzia Enguero to a secret duel.

‘Would you like to know how the legendary Hummingbird Viscountess bested Our Lady of Blades?’ Spada asked. The wooden sword in her hand stilled at last. ‘She goaded my grandmother into agreeing to full armour and heavy war swords.’ She gave a low chuckle, almost admiring the trick. ‘Your mother wore down a sixty-year-old woman for over an hour, until she couldn’t lift her blade. Did you know that it’s almost impossible to prosecute the ruler of an Ascendant House for murder?’ Spada turned her fingers around for us to see the dried blood staining them. ‘The evidence must be incontrovertible. Without a corpse . . .’ She turned her hand, staring at her fingers as if the blood stains were speaking to her. ‘This is all that’s left of my grandmother. No body. No grave. Nothing for her children to bury.’

With that final indictment, Spada Enguero slid into guard, so smooth and effortless, it was as if she’d poured herself into it.

Kareline wrenched her limbs into a clumsy defensive guard. Her thighs trembled; her arm shook as she raised her sword. All the while, she kept muttering, ‘I can beat her. I can beat her.’

We should have fled the gardens then, fled like the insignificant little mice we were before Spada’s rage and talent. But where can a pair of mice run that a family of falcons won’t find them?

There has to be another way out. Some clever ploy to deny Spada her revenge until the two of us are ready for her . . .

Cunning gambits and bold manoeuvres were Kareline’s gift, not mine, but now the stiffness of her body, the hard set of her jaw as she fought to keep her teeth from chattering suggested a kind of surrender to her darkest terrors.

What’s happened to the girl who fears no one and nothing? The girl who fights with me day after day so that we can make each other stronger? The girl I so badly want to become?

‘Listen to me,’ I said to her quickly, ‘when Spada steps into measure, feint high twice, then turn and run, fast as you can, to the far side. I’ll make for the gate and call for the Leander house guards. By law, they can’t—’

A laugh, light and musical, sliced through the night air. At first, I thought one of the flute players from the palace had come outside for a stroll. But when I turned, I saw Castilis and Syldia Leander sitting arm in arm on the wooden swing by the gates. Their ivory silk outfits shimmered in the shadows, their silvery hair turning the moonlight into halos. Each had a glass of wine in one hand – and a cocked pistol in the other.

‘Our guards are busy at the moment, I’m afraid,’ Castilis said.

‘They’ll be back in an hour, though,’ Syldia added, twitching her nose in irritation. ‘We have to get this wretched . . . experiment of yours over before they return.’

‘Experiment?’ I asked.

I turned back to Kareline, but she and Spada saw nothing but each other now. Neither had moved an inch, but I knew my sister was already losing.

‘Well,’ Castilis said, rising from the swing and aiming his pistol in our direction, apparently heedless of the fact that he might as easily hit Spada as either of us, ‘as our beloved Sword of Enguero mentioned, Galdrien is rather taken with your soror. He made a few too many rash promises tonight about all the kindnesses he’d show you and the defective brother, should Kareline agree to marry him. Alas, that would be a significant impediment to my own plans. You see, I need Galdrien to marry Syldia.’

The slender, almost luminous girl didn’t look pleased by the prospect of being married off by her brother. Yet when he turned to her, she quickly banished the irritation from her expression and, like a cat, tilted her head as she watched Kareline. ‘Does he prefer her because she’s prettier than me, do you think?’

I despised the feigned vapidness with which Syldia tried to make herself appear silly and harmless to her vile brother. Part of me hoped he saw through the act.

Castilis looked amused, tossing his wine glass behind him to shatter on the flagstone path. His fingers brushed through his sister’s long silver hair, lingering just slightly too long for this to be idle filial affection. ‘Impossible. No, my dear, I believe Galdrien’s interest has been aroused by some less tangible but nobler attribute. Nonetheless, there’s a simple way to measure the depth of his love for Kareline.’

Castilis smiled then, and with that smile, made Spada Enguero look as sane and rational as Saint Felsan-who-weighs-the-world.

‘Let the trial begin,’ he said.

I could feel Spada tensing, while Kareline stood immobile, like a moth trapped in amber. I reached down to snatch Taridan’s sword from the ground. ‘We fight them together, Sis—’

A grinding click: the steel mechanism in Castilis’ wheellock spun, sparking the black powder in the flash pan. An instant later, my legs went out from under me.

‘This is Rijou, my little mine girl,’ Castilis said, laughing as I collapsed on the stone path next to the now-unconscious Taridan Enguero. ‘Bad manners come with . . . consequences.’

My left thigh burned, the skin seared by the bolt of lightning that had torn through the emerald fabric of my gown. I lifted the hem to reveal the angry red and black streak where the lead ball had grazed me. It was a minor wound, easily treated, but I cried out all the same. Some things hurt worse than you can imagine, especially when paired with the terror of what comes next.

No one paid me the least attention – not even Kareline. I no longer mattered in this long-simmering vendetta. When my soror spoke, it was as if she’d finally awakened to the nightmare unfolding before us.

‘Tazia goes free,’ Kareline said quickly. ‘Whatever happens here, you let her go. You leave Farren alone.’

‘Why in the world would we do that?’ Castilis asked, still gazing down the barrel of his wheellock pistol at me as if I were a rabbit come to raid his vegetable garden.

It was ironic that Kareline offered him a carrot in exchange for my life. ‘Because in return I’ll keep silent. No retaliation from House Vauquelin. No summons to the Court of Blades by my mother, who could easily defeat any Leander or Enguero who ever lived in single combat.’

A sudden fury lit Spada’s face, blooming crimson in the moonlight. ‘Only because the duel she fought against my grandmother wasn’t fair.’

Kareline spat on the paving stones. ‘Neither is this one.’

‘Oh, this is wonderful!’ Castilis clapped his hands excitedly. ‘Just like one of the old romances, don’t you think, Syldia?’

‘It’s all very exciting,’ she said, feigning disinterest as she reloaded her brother’s pistol. Her hands were anything but steady.

A sharper edge crept into Castilis’ voice. ‘Actually, it’s more like a sculpture.’

‘Sculpture?’ Syldia asked, suddenly aware of his discontent. ‘Brother, this is all so tedious, why don’t we—’

‘Everyone knows that the great sculptors look at a block of marble and see only the true form within. They don’t shape it; they remove what’s unnecessary. Don’t you agree, Spada?’

The Sword of Enguero nodded.

I screamed, not from pain, but from impotent rage.

The pain in my thigh was like an iron rod straight from the smith’s fire pressed against bare skin. The cruelty, the hypocrisy of this city burned deeper still. This was a city of elegant intrigues and brutal vendettas, where grievances passed down like diseases, until no one remembered how it began – only how it must end.

I was just a mine girl. All I knew was that my sister needed me.

I groaned as I forced my unwilling legs to get me back on my feet and sustain my weight. Taridan’s sword felt heavy in my hands.

‘Tazia, don’t,’ Kareline warned.

‘I won’t let you face her alone.’

I heard Castilis cocking his reloaded pistol. ‘How mean-spirited,’ he said, and almost sounded sincere. ‘Why would you deny your sister her chance at pure, untainted heroism?’

‘You’re a monster!’ I shouted at him. ‘When this is done, I swear I’m going to—’

‘Don’t swear oaths you can’t fulfil,’ Kareline said quietly. Then, more loudly: ‘The terms of the duel have been set. This fight is between Spada and me alone. So long as Tazia and Farren are unharmed, no one will ever know what happened here. The vendetta between House Vauquelin and House Enguero ends tonight. I’ll hear your oaths on it.’

‘For House Leander, the oath is given,’ Castilis said.

Syldia turned away. ‘Just get on with it.’

‘On behalf of my brothers Dazidier and Taridan,’ Spada added, giving each of them a sharp kick, ‘you’ve the oath of House Enguero to leave the cripple and the mine girl alone.’ She raised her sword higher. ‘But no quarter. No forfeit. The fight ends when I say it ends.’

‘For House Vauquelin, the oath is given,’ Kareline said.

She looked as if she were about to begin the fight, but Spada shook her head. ‘The mine girl must give her own oath.’

Kareline turned to me. ‘Do it, Tazia.’

‘No! I’m the duellist daughter of House Vauquelin,’ I protested, ignoring the pain in my leg as I raised my weapon in defiance of Spada, of Kareline, of all these lordlings and ladies who thought I was less than them.

My rebellion ended as Kareline met my eyes and whispered, ‘This was my fault, my scheme. The price has to be paid by me alone. Whatever happens, our brother needs his defender.’ She blinked, fighting back tears. ‘Tazia, he’s the best of us. You know that.’

I’d never realised before that moment how fragile Kareline was. I’d always believed it was her love for Farren that made her so determined to protect him, but beneath all her arrogant posturing, she simply couldn’t endure the thought of failing her family. She’d been born to rule a great house, but her true nature was buried in the pages of old sword romances. Kareline Vauquelin was meant to be a hero. She’d been born into a society that ruined heroes for sport.

I looked at Spada, eager to unleash blood on the soil of this wondrous garden because her monster of a grandmother had finally faced justice. Then at Castilis, who thought the world was a joke only he was allowed to laugh at. And Syldia, who might have been decent beneath it all, but we’d never know because she, like the rest of them, obeyed not her own conscience, but the twisted rules of Rijou.

I was a mine girl, though. Those rules didn’t apply to me.

‘I am Natazia Vauquelin, daughter of Zephine, sister of Kareline and Farren,’ I declared with the boldness of a born liar as I limped away from the two combatants. ‘Hold to your oaths and I’ll hold to mine.’

Dance with her a little while, Sister, I thought, watching the lazy way Castilis held his pistol, the indifference of his sister and the distances I would need to cross. My first oath was a lie, but this one I swear will come true. We took down Dazidier and Taridan together, and if Spada’s claim is true, our mother has slain the monster Curzia Enguero. Let the gods War and Death bear witness as I bring a fourth falcon down from the sky.


Chapter 26

Perilous Promises

Crystal glasses tinkle and silk gowns rustle as the crowd cheers the indisputable triumph of their elegant host over the opponent whose billing as ‘Distinguished Guest’ on tonight’s debate card is now recognised as a subtle jibe at his awkward, frail appearance. The crestfallen rabble-rouser’s impassioned arguments against judicial indenture have already become a parlour joke, repeated by nobles as they gleefully mimic his tremors.

How many nights when we were children had I sat by his bed, holding his sweat-slick hand and promising, ‘I’ll keep you safe, Farren. No matter the cost, no matter who stands in your way. One day, you’ll be the greatest scholar son of the greatest house in all Rijou. Those who once taunted and bullied you will bow as you pass them on the street. They’ll hold a hand to their ears to catch even a fragment of your words, hoping to later repeat them in the grand parlours. Let the saints hear my oath, beloved boy, and hold me to account should I ever fail to keep my promise.’

Watching the jeering audience now, I wonder if perhaps I should count myself lucky that most of those saints perished while I toiled in the mines.

They snared you with your own righteousness, Brother. Your greatest weakness was never the frailty of your body, but your heart’s need to be the valorous hero, fighting with words the way your sisters fought with swords. You should’ve known that no amount of brilliant rhetoric would sway these fawning geese away from Castilis. Instead, you’ve shown yourself to be gullible as well as enfeebled. He and Spada won’t even need to bribe the magistrates of the Court of Chalices to rule you unfit to hold a ducal charter now.

‘My Lady?’ Vicendi asks. The hint of confusion and worry in his tone tells me that my desperate desire to push through the crowd, snatch Farren’s hand and take him from this awful place is causing my mask to slip.

Go ahead, I imagine the old woman snarling in my ear. Run to the lad. Hold the little hummingbird gently in your hands so this flock of hunting birds knows precisely where to dig their talons next. Let the kindness and decency that not even Domas Lacrima could beat out of you become the one trap from which not even a ducal warship will protect him.

There were times when I wished I’d accepted the old woman’s offer to be my protector rather than insist she train me to become as fierce and deadly as she was. There were times when I ached for compassion and understanding, not an endless series of hard lessons. But I had made her swear to teach me the ways of intrigue and violence, and unlike me, she always kept her promises.

‘Show me how cold you can be,’ she’d commanded me on the night during my second year at Domas Lacrima when rumours had come to the mines of my sister’s death in a shipwreck a thousand leagues away. ‘You must be colder than the deepest pit in this mine. Colder than your sister’s corpse beneath the sea. This is the price of making yourself invisible to your enemies, of denying them the means to ensnare you. Can you make yourself that cold and still beat your wings, little hummingbird?’

Just watch me, you old crocodile.

‘Who’s the scholar behind Castilis?’ I ask Vicendi after the two of us have squeezed ourselves back through the crowd to the ivory carpeted aisle. I position us behind one of the central columns to keep us out of sight. ‘The one with the nasty gleam in his eye.’

‘No one knows his identity, my Lady. The fellow returned with Castilis after his exile abroad some months ago. He delivers no lectures at the universities, nor does he publish any academic works. The only times this particular scholar appears in public is at Castilis’ side during these . . . debates.’

‘Debates my future husband wins with regularity, I presume,’ I say, raising my voice slightly over the ceaseless applause. The acclaim showered upon Castilis is its own performance, as foregone as the final line of a stage play.

Vicendi’s scowl reminds me to shape my features into one of Consequence’s more disinterested expressions before I turn back towards the debating court. My gaze flits here and there as if I’m intrigued by the architecture, but my attention is devoted entirely to Castilis’ pet scholar.

The shape of the eyes, nose and chin would be common enough in southern Tristia, I observe silently, but his skin is too pale, and the way his lips move when he whispers to his master suggests the Tristian language comes uneasily to his tongue.

When the scholar turns a few degrees clockwise, my chest suddenly tightens. He’s subtle, but I can tell my attempts to study him haven’t gone unnoticed. There’s something . . . rapacious about the way he’s looking at me.

He’s pierced my mask – somehow, he knows who I am, knows everything about me—

I bite down on the panic and return his smile with one of Consequence’s. I’m charmed by your obvious desire for me, I think, pairing thought to facial expression as I was trained to do. Alas, I’m not in the market for an assignation with an unsightly worm.

I turn and make my way towards the passage at the far end of the debating parlour, where the door to House Leander’s chalice room awaits. I’m not surprised when my husband-to-be chooses to foil my escape.

‘Ah, Lady Consequence!’ Castilis beams, as if introducing me to his guests for the first time. ‘Have you come to join us?’ His next words are delivered so casually that only someone who’s spent years practising intonation and diction could notice the subtle disdain infused into his tone. ‘The societal conundrums we debate tonight could do with a more persuasive challenger. Shall we see if your tongue is as sharp as your blade?’

A touch crass. I reach for a miniature tart topped with meringue shaped like a swan from a servant’s tray, using it as an excuse to turn my back to him. I should walk away, pretend not to have heard him. Something in his churlish tone has aroused my curiosity, however. Not as smooth as when last we met, are you, Castilis? Where exactly did you spend those seven years of exile before murdering your own father, I wonder?

Taking a bite of the over-sweet tart, I speak with my mouth full as I reach for another. ‘Forgive me, my Lord . . . Lavender, was it?’

‘Leander,’ he corrects, his amused chuckle less convincing than he might wish. ‘Baronet Castilis Leander. I have the honour of being your host this evening.’

‘Of course!’ I exclaim, slapping my forehead. ‘Do forgive me, darling Castilis. How could I fail to recognise you, of all people?’

Let him wonder what that might mean, I think, pleased with myself when I see his mask slip just a touch.

The Swan Princeling’s tone stays placid, but the triple inflection on that suspicious you rattles him. He recovers quickly, damn him. ‘I’m cursed with a forgettable face,’ he declares, eliciting laughter from his admirers.

I bow, just deep enough to imply mockery, careful to keep myself hidden from Farren’s view. ‘There is such a thing as too much beauty, Baronet. As for your generous offer, I’m afraid words too often fail me, necessitating that I settle such disputes with steel.’

That earns me a few laughs, though they flutter between amused and uneasy. Castilis isn’t troubled, though; he’s already turned to the bronze-haired beauty who judged the debate. She looks poised for more private deliberations. In the shadow of his disinterest, I slip away towards the chalice room.

Vicendi follows close behind. Once we’re out of sight, I turn on him, hiding urgency behind the pretence of a sudden, whimsical impulse. ‘That fellow Castilis was debating?’

‘Farren Vauquelin, my Lady. I mentioned him the other day—’

‘Yes, yes, whatever. He strikes me as a shy little fellow. Given how pawed and pounced upon I’ve been by revellers seeking dalliances, I’d hate to see a hapless innocent swarmed in similar fashion. Be a dear and escort him from the palace, won’t you? Put him in a carriage and send him home to lick his wounds, free of temptation and further humiliation.’

‘But, my Lady, I’ve no acquaintance with him – nor would I wish to leave you alone with Castilis!’

‘We knew Baronet Leander would insist these final negotiations take place in private.’ Glancing at the door waiting in the narrow corridor off the debating parlour, I ask, ‘Are you worried some other suitor might snatch me away before I reach the chalice room?’

Lacking further objections, Vicendi bows briefly before turning to leave.

‘Oh,’ I call after him, as if just remembering, ‘best not to mention my involvement. Young lordlings suffer such embarrassment at even the thought of being rescued by women.’

Vicendi opens his mouth, then thinks better of it – perhaps agreeing with my assessment of his gender’s fragility. Once he’s gone, I make my way to the narrow white door carved with House Leander’s heraldic swans. The passage is empty, save for the moaning of two young men in the nearby shadows giving a spirited display of groping one another.

‘You needn’t trouble yourselves with theatrics,’ I inform them, twisting the swan-shaped doorknob. ‘I’m flattered Baronet Leander respects me enough to station armed guards in case our negotiations become . . . heated.’

The pair disentangle without fluster or threat, though the taller one gives me a curious look. ‘How did you know?’

The old woman frowns upon revealing one’s methods to strangers, which she reviles as the most contemptible form of braggadocio. But I appreciate that they dropped the act quickly and haven’t bothered making boorish threats against me. ‘The ardour was convincing,’ I tell them, ‘but you move too smoothly together, more like trained soldiers gyrating to the cadence of a marching drum than breathless lovers.’ Stepping inside the chalice room, I offer them one last piece of advice. ‘Trust me, gentlemen, love is a far more chaotic business than war.’


Chapter 27

Heroism

Seven Years Earlier . . .

War is a foreign concept to the nobility of Rijou: a brutish enterprise best left to the lower classes. Only House Tiarren, with its quaint devotion to duty, consigned its sons and daughters to military service. For the scions of Ascendant and Rising Houses, violence was meant to be beautiful – an art of grace and precision.

Tonight, however, the luscious paths of the Swan Gardens had become a brutal and bloody battlefield. There had been no curtseys or formal salutes, no counting down to the first clash of blades. Kareline and Spada hurled themselves at one another like raptors, their wooden swords the talons with which to rend the wings of their prey.

‘Oh, beautifully done.’ Castilis applauded as Spada split Kareline’s lip with a strike that would have disfigured her had the wooden sword’s reach been half an inch longer.

‘Brava!’ Syldia cheered when Kareline countered with a numbing thrust to Spada’s shoulder.

The Leander twins spoke as if this were nothing more than an afternoon entertainment, while I bit back pleas I knew would be futile. Instead, I pretended to weep over the graze in my thigh left by Castilis’ bullet, watching from the corner of my eye for the chance to snatch the reloaded pistol from him.

No quarter. No forfeit. Those were the terms you demanded, Spada. I’m going to make them your epitaph.

I’d never fired a pistol before, but the principle was simple enough: point the barrel at the girl beating your sister to death, then pull the trigger.

You’ll be a murderer, part of me warned, banished from Rijou back to the mines – unless you can run far and fast enough. You’ll never see Kareline or Farren again. Never be held in Viscountess Zephine’s arms. Never kiss Galdrien . . .

‘I am the duellist daughter of House Vauquelin,’ I whispered so quietly no one could hear me over the heartless rhythm of wood thudding against flesh and bone. ‘There is no wound I’ll refuse, no crime I won’t commit to protect my family.’

I’d never thought of myself as the tragic heroine in one of Kareline’s sword romances, but in that moment, I wanted nothing more. Just one chance. One slip in Castilis Leander’s attention. One loosening of his grip on the pistol – just long enough for me to close the distance and take it from him.

No quarter. No forfeit.

Castilis wanted me to believe he was distracted, enthralled by the cruel ballet he’d orchestrated. But the sly curve of his grin told me he knew I was only pretending to be incapacitated.

He’s goading me, I thought, even as I sobbed and wailed. He doesn’t think I’m fast enough – or strong enough – to take the pistol from him.

Then the duel was lost.

Spada’s wooden blade smashed into the side of Kareline’s head. Blood flowed from the wound as my sister’s eyes went glassy. She swung her sword wildly, flailing like a punch-drunk pugilist. Spada danced around her feeble defences, pairing each blow with another entry in her ledger.

‘One broken humerus,’ she said as she snapped Kareline’s left arm. She could’ve taken the sword arm, but that would have ended the fight too quickly.

Kareline screamed, channelling her pain into a reckless charge that sent her stumbling harmlessly past her opponent. Spada raised her sword in both hands and brought the blade back down again as if felling the trunk of a tree.

‘One knee,’ she said, as Kareline went down.

‘Stop!’ I screamed. ‘It’s enough – it’s enough!’

My cunning scheme abandoned, I was about to launch myself at Spada when I felt the muzzle of Castilis Leander’s wheellock press against my temple.

‘I’ve seen the inside of a person’s skull,’ he said. ‘It’s quite lovely, actually. Alas, it doesn’t pair well with autumn blooms.’

‘Please!’ I begged – him, his sister, Spada, even the unkind gods above. ‘Make it stop! She’s killing her – Spada’s killing my sister!’

‘Don’t be silly,’ Castilis said, twisting my arm behind my back until I dropped my sword. ‘How would killing the heir to House Vauquelin suit anyone?’

Kareline should’ve been unconscious by now, but she jammed her sword against the flagstone like a crutch and forced herself to one knee. Her eyes were vacant, her balance broken, yet something inside her demanded she fight on.

Was there nobility in this? Some hidden valour to inspire a Bardatti troubadour’s ballad? I couldn’t see it.

Neither could Spada.

‘One cheekbone,’ Spada said, jabbing the pommel of her sword into the side of Kareline’s face.

Idly, she flipped the weapon, held it by the blade, and smashed the crossbar into Kareline’s chest, just below the neckline of her dress. The crack of splitting bone sent bile up my throat.

‘One clavicle,’ she added.

Ignoring Castilis’ pistol and the burn on my thigh, I tried to run to Kareline. Syldia caught me by the shoulder and shoved me down onto the edge of the pool. ‘A mine girl should know better than to throw herself down a shaft so deep no one climbs out,’ she whispered in my ear. ‘Your sister’s finished. Accept that, and ask yourself how to turn what comes next to your advantage.’

Despite everything, Kareline still teetered on one leg, her mouth hanging open, panting like a dog.

Spada tossed away her sword, seized my sister by the back of her gown and dragged her to the nearest tree. She propped her up against the trunk, then tore strips from Kareline’s gown and used them to tie her arms to the branches so she wouldn’t fall down.

Then Spada curled her hands into fists and went to work on Kareline’s face.

‘Watch closely,’ Castilis cooed in my ear, ‘see how the sculptress is removing all the wasted marble to reveal the true work of art beneath? Now the real experiment begins.’ He slid an arm across my shoulders. ‘Tomorrow Galdrien – kind, honourable, decent Galdrien – will have the chance to show whether his commitment to peace between the Engueros and Vauquelin endures, and whether his admiration for your sister was truly more than . . . skin-deep.’

He wasn’t speaking to me any more, not really. I could feel his excitement in the quickening of his breath, taste it in the faint aroma of autumn wine. The cruellest swan of House Leander was mesmerised by the atrocity unfolding before him, lost in the warm waters of his poisoned soul.

Castilis had all but forgotten I existed, and for this greatest of all gifts, I silently thanked the good God Death.

I set the foot of my uninjured leg flat on the ground to give me leverage. My right hand slid into position right below the pistol Castilis was still pressing against my temple. Syldia was behind me, and whether out of sympathy for me or horror at what she’d helped unleash upon Kareline, her grip on my shoulder was half-hearted at best.

Hold on, Sister, I thought as I prepared to commit my first true act of heroism and make a tomb out of this false paradise.


Chapter 28

The Chalice and the Charter

Of all Rijou’s architectural peculiarities, the chalice room is surely the most beloved by its noble families: a six-walled miniature cathedral venerating no gods but themselves. Beneath the central dome, each wall features a shallow alcove rising to a peaked arch, its borders etched with ivory friezes of former house rulers and their supposed triumphs. In this particular chalice room, the silver sconces above all but one alcove flicker with subdued flames, casting an eerie glow. I feel as if I’ve stepped into a narcissist’s dream – a sanctuary for conquest, a war room for hatching conspiracies and pacing out murders.

The room’s sole furnishing is a four-foot-high marble pedestal. Traditionally, it would bear a silver chalice, the rim sculpted with livestock or trees or sailing ships – whichever banal symbol best reflected the monopoly granted by its ducal charter. But as a mere Rising House under Enguero’s wing, the Leanders possess no such chalice; in its place sits a crystal swan decanter, sealed with an ivory stopper shaped not with the simple coronet of a baronetcy, but a far older and more intricate crown that few would recognise today: the diadem of an emperor.

I don’t recall your ambitions being quite so insatiable in our youth, Castilis. What brought on this new avarice?

Only when I look down do I notice the most telling sign of his aspirations. The hexagonal floor is meant to display a painted map cluttered with wooden miniatures – factories, workshops, mills and other tokens of the family’s business holdings. The glittering tile mosaic beneath my feet, however, stretches across all of Tristia and into the oceans beyond.

I appreciate confidence in a potential husband, but I never considered marrying a would-be emperor.

Three strides take me south of Pulnam’s wheat fields, past the iron-rich duchy of Hervor and into the forests of Domaris, where I pivot west to step onto the cluster of ruby-red tiles representing Rijou. Taking the swan decanter from the pedestal, I hold it up to the nearest wall sconce. The etched glass feathers glint pleasingly in the light. A gold-rimmed goblet from a nearby shelf is soon filled with a generous serving of unconscionably expensive imported pazione liqueur. Nothing but the most rancid ales ever made it into the pits of Domas Lacrima, so I’m due a decent drink.

‘Delicious,’ I declare after draining the glass. The flavour is smooth and smoky, leaving a pleasing burn in the throat. ‘You really should try some, darling.’

Castilis says nothing at first, remaining in the shadows behind me, perhaps hoping I hadn’t noticed his sly entrance.

‘Come now, my bashful soon-to-be-betrothed,’ I tease. ‘Surely you didn’t think I’d miss the unlit sconce above that alcove? What purpose could it serve but to mask a hidden door?’ I swirl the pazione in its swan-shaped decanter. ‘Shall we toast our imminent . . . arrangement?’

His footsteps are light, languorous – but I hear the stalking of a predator in his reply. ‘Inveterate duellists of ignoble birth should know better than to aspire to a sexual liaison for which Rijou’s most refined women would gladly murder their rivals.’

‘And yet, it was you who invited me here. I wonder how many of those demure damsels have been granted the honour of stepping into your family’s chalice room?’

I can feel his breath now, winding around the back of my neck like fingers poised to squeeze. ‘I suffer from a certain fascination with . . . audacity.’

I certainly have that, I think, but Castilis isn’t done with the preamble to his wedding vows.

‘In my youth, I made a hobby of scraping away the veneer of false heroism from harlequins such as yourself. I did so enjoy exposing the raw clay underneath.’ He takes the decanter and pours himself a drink. ‘The duties of adulthood make other demands of us, however. Now, I must leave the exposing of your true identity to the new City Sage. Have you heard? Within the week, he’ll have completed his initiation into the blood rites of lineage-tracing.’

Before the glass reaches his lips, I snatch it from his hand and down it in one swig. ‘Perilous profession, that. Stressful, I’m told. Perhaps this sage will expire of sheer anxiety on the privy, like the last one.’

Before Castilis can retrieve the glass, I toss it over my shoulder where it breaks against the pristine mosaic. ‘Now, Baronet Leander, shall we proceed to whatever odious appraisal you require before convincing yourself to marry me?’

Whatever outrage my insolence might have provoked, he moves past it quickly. ‘You failed the first test already, you ill-bred, back-alley jack-blade. The only question that remains is whether to let you walk out of here alive or hand you over to one of my more devoted servants as a plaything.’

Oh, push me a little further, Castilis, I beg you.

He’s not done threatening me, though. ‘Look around you, “Lady Consequence”. The walls, the ceiling, the floor – each hides a dozen different devices waiting to be triggered. I could end your life before you’ve even noticed the mechanism of your death.’

I let my gaze sweep the room: the tiny crevice beneath a lintel, the faint gleam hidden in the cornice, the carved ivory figure whose eye sockets are too deep. Which ones are traps and which mere ornaments, I cannot say. Seven years in the mines prepared me for death, not its disguises.

‘I confess to having doubts,’ I murmur softly, letting him feel the lightest touch of my thumbnail at his neck. Beneath the gaudy scarlet polish is a sliver of steel sharp enough to open a vein.

Castilis lifts his chin, baring his throat. ‘Test me, then. Learn why the heirs of House Leander need never carry blades for our enemies to fear the sound of our footsteps.’

‘No, no – I meant doubts regarding all these modest maidens longing for your marriage bed. Surely some of them prefer other women?’

Castilis doesn’t laugh, nor does he bristle at the jibe. Instead, he removes my hand from his throat and goes to the shelf where he retrieves a third goblet that he sets on the pedestal next to the swan decanter. ‘The noble daughters of Rijou get over such trivialities quickly where I’m concerned.’

In this one instance and no other, the Swan Princeling isn’t boasting, either about his looks or his sexual prowess. He’s offering a concise and dispassionate analysis of the facts. Other houses may be wealthier, other noble scions more admired, but no one exudes the same quiet certainty of inevitable victory as Castilis Leander. Whatever he desires, he will win.

I’ve never had much faith in gods, but I definitely believe in the devil. I’ve known him since childhood.

I can only pray the devil doesn’t remember me.


Chapter 29

The Seventh Mistake

Seven Years Earlier . . .

Seven things went wrong in those next seven seconds. Had even one of them been prevented, a life more valuable to the world than mine could have been saved. Instead . . .

‘By all the gods—!’ a voice cried out, even though no one was supposed to come inside the gardens, not until this butcher’s business was done. Guards had been posted outside to prevent anyone entering, but Castilis had failed to understand that not even armed soldiers could restrain a noble spirit. After the guards had chased off Galdrien Enguero, he’d circled round the outside of the gardens and climbed over the fence – a time-honoured act of heroism momentarily and painfully foiled by the decorative iron swans atop the bars whose wings rose to sharpened points. As he’d vaulted over the fence, his breeches had torn on the iron wingtips, causing him to land poorly and sprain his ankle.

That was the first thing to go wrong.

Had his approach been observed, Spada might have stopped beating Kareline to confront him. But she was too busy revelling in her family’s long-simmering hatred for mine.

So no one noticed Galdrien’s arrival, which was our second misfortune.

The remaining five unfolded much more quickly.

Had Galdrien kept silent and rescued Kareline with deeds rather than useless words . . . Instead, he shouted at the top of his lungs, ‘By all the gods!’

By all the gods – and that prayer was answered with a third piece of bad luck: Kareline, hearing his voice, called out to him like one of those damsels whose enchanting helplessness she’d studied for tonight’s revel. Had she secretly desired him despite her denials? It no longer mattered. What did matter was that something in the way she’d cried his name set off Castilis Leander, who perhaps feared his ‘experiment’ would not end as he’d hoped if the one decent son of the House of Enguero should prove a true hero after all.

That was the fourth.

Fifth: Castilis, never one to restrain his darkest impulses, shifted his pistol from my temple and aimed it at Kareline.

I smashed the back of my head into Syldia’s nose, her scream the first note in an anguished lament I would soon make them all sing for me.

Castilis Leander was bigger and probably stronger than me, but he hadn’t trained day after day to wield that strength like I could. My left hand clamped down on the barrel of his pistol as I drove my right fist into the muscle of his weapon arm. I twisted the pistol upwards. Castilis’ forefinger was trapped inside the brass trigger ring, and I was rewarded with the snapping of bone and the squealing of the person I blamed more than any other for what had happened tonight.

Sixth.

The swan brother cried out his sister’s name. Syldia tried to grab the weapon from me, but I was holding on too tight. Fifteen feet away from us, Spada held the broken remains of my sister’s wooden weapon up high. The Sword of Enguero’s eyes were so flat and lifeless it was as if she were a corpse waiting to sink into the soil beneath the garden.

My job – the role for which Zephine Vauquelin had freed me from the depths of Domas Lacrima, given me a home and a family – was to make that true.

I squeezed the trigger, so convinced that victory was at hand and Kareline would be saved that I hadn’t noticed Castilis reaching up with his unbroken hand to snatch it from me.

That was the seventh thing that went wrong.

The pistol shot was unnaturally quiet: no crack of fire lighting up the night, no roar of thunder, just a puff of smoke and a quiet . . . pffft. I thought the powder in the wheellock’s chamber had failed to ignite properly, but then I heard the sudden flapping of wings. A flock of swans took to the air, fleeing the gardens – all white, save one which remained. Its feathers were the black of mine shafts, and it seemed to stare back at me from its perch atop the fountain. That was when I knew that an inconsequential mine girl had woken the good God Death and turned his eye upon House Vauquelin.

Everyone was staring at me, even Kareline, who couldn’t possibly see me with one eye swollen shut and the other blurry with tears.

‘Tazia?’ Galdrien asked. There was an intimate note in his voice, not so different from the one I’d imagined in my fantasy of our courtship on the carriage ride here. Upon the lapel of his lustrous amber-coloured coat was pinned an orchid, which was unusual in Rijou, where floral adornments were only for funerals.

Stranger still, the orchid, which had been tiny at first, was blossoming before our eyes.

It was only then that I noticed the heat of the pistol against my palm, and my nostrils detected the acrid smoke oozing from the barrel. Everything I’d imagined moments before: a senseless act of violence, a murder to set off a vendetta that would never – could never – end . . . had happened after all, just not the way I’d expected.

What’s wrong with everyone?

Galdrien fell.

Spada screamed.

Kareline, her eyes glazed beneath the folds of her swollen lids, slipped her bonds at last. She fell onto a bed of flowers to float on that ocean of blue lilies, a bloody, disfigured shipwreck waiting to sink beneath the surface.

Galdrien Enguero, blood pooling across the pale canvas of his silk shirt, had already submerged for the final time. In my right hand I still held the wheellock pistol, grey smoke oozing from the barrel. I blinked away tears, but more came to take their place. I started babbling, pleading with him about how sorry I was, blaming everything on Spada and Castilis and Syldia and their parents and this city and shouldn’t we put something on the wound and why hasn’t someone called for a physician and—

‘We must remove the body from the garden,’ Castilis said evenly.

‘How can you believe we can hide from this?’ Syldia whimpered, wringing her hands over and over, even though there was no blood on them. ‘The heir to House Enguero is dead! That’s a capital offence, no matter what the circumstances. It’s even worse because we’re only three days from the beginning of Ganath Kalila, which means Duke Jillard will see this as wilfully flouting his laws. We will be made to answer for this!’

Her brother finally glared her into silence. He was still holding his broken finger, although the pain no longer seemed to bother him. ‘Someone must answer for it, naturally. A scandal involving our three houses would tar our family names for generations and I for one don’t plan on being exiled by my own parents over some trivial accident.’

There was no remorse in his words, only cold calculation. In that moment, none of us, not even Spada, could look upon Castilis Leander’s beautiful, placid face and not be shaken by what we saw. I hadn’t known it then, but Castilis had been born with a deficiency in his heart: he couldn’t feel the suffering of others, not in the slightest degree, not even for his beloved sister. To him, people were nothing more than dolls to be played with until they ceased to entertain him. He was brilliant, though, and most times he could school his features to dupe those around him, twisting his lips into smiles or frowns, raising his eyebrows so he appeared contrite or concerned, allowing his eyelashes to flutter pleasingly – whatever was needed to convey what he guessed was expected of him. Most times he got it right, and people were fooled.

This wasn’t one of those times.

‘Don’t cry, little mine girl,’ Castilis said with a warm, boyish grin as he came to stand before me. ‘I have a plan that will save us all. We just need to trust each other.’


Chapter 30

Tests and Titillations

‘You’re a man condemned by his own hubris, Castilis Leander.’ I stroke the line of his jaw with my fingertip. His skin is sleek and soft as silk, so unlike the rough canvas of mine beneath the creams and maschiera-paints. When I speak, it’s a whisper that could seduce a monk fresh from his vows. ‘Never fear. As your future wife, I’ve devised an excellent plan for curing your affliction – so long as we can learn to trust one another.’

He shoves my hand away as if I were a filthy street urchin begging for a crust of bread. ‘You speak to me of hubris? What would you call your brutish humiliation of Bandio Faujoix not an hour ago?’

‘Political brilliance?’ I suggest.

The first flicker of his laughter is like the tentative pluck of a harp string, cut off the moment the player has decided the listener is unworthy of his music. ‘I’ll do you the courtesy of assuming you’ve learned of my plans to take over House Vauquelin at the next assembly of the Court of Chalices. House Faujoix is not only a traditional ally of mine, they represent a crucial vote among the Ascendant Twelve – a vote your ham-fisted manoeuvring has just cost me.’

‘“Brilliance” may have been too strong a word,’ I concede.

‘You are unschooled and uncouth,’ he says, pouring another drink and sliding the glass towards me. ‘Take off your clothes and dance for me. Reveal your paltry little secrets. Whisper to me the nastiest things you’ll let me do to you and perhaps I’ll teach you what you need to survive a week in this city.’ The smile on his lips looks sculpted from the memory of someone else’s screams. ‘The re-education of ignorant minds is something of a hobby of mine.’

Whose mind have you ‘re-educated’ recently, Castilis? I wonder. The colder, wiser voice the old woman instilled in me warns against that line of thought. Among skilled duellists, the surest path to defeat is allowing your opponent the choice of weapons.

‘I should be grateful for your instruction, Baronet. I fear I am a silly, silly girl at heart.’ I step away from the pedestal, tapping the toe of my boot against a tiny segment of pink and yellow tiles on the mosaic floor depicting an old textile mill near the duchy’s southwest corner. ‘For example, I mistook Faujoix for an Ascendant House, and thus far more likely to back the Engueros – their peers – than a mere Rising House like yours.’

His reply is smooth, self-assured, but comes a touch too quickly to mask the uncertainty beneath. ‘The Engueros and Leanders were allies long before our current rivalry over the Vauquelin shipping rights. Once Spada realised she had no hope of victory, she would have brought House Faujoix to my side – had you not forced me to insult that halfwit Bandio, you insipid cow. Now, his family won’t risk the humiliation of supporting me.’

My return to the pedestal is slow and sensuous. I make him wait until we’re face to face. That’s when I deliver the slap he so richly deserves.

‘Tut-tut,’ I say.

‘You struck me,’ he says evenly. It’s not an accusation, nor a protest; it’s an indictment – a promise of tenfold retribution.

I blink at him innocently. ‘Why would a low-born, ill-bred little sword-wench like me dare lay hands upon the future Duke of Rijou?’

He’s about to deliver some glib reply – perhaps something about duellists mistaking violence for power, or strumpets imagining their antics might elicit lust – but he catches himself. It’s not my reference to his aspirations that startles him, but something more devious on my part.

‘You weren’t offended by my calling you a cow . . .’

‘I’ve been called worse – at this very party, in fact.’

‘What angered you was my pretence that House Leander and House Enguero are still genuine allies.’ Curiosity awakens in those languid eyes of his. ‘Which means you already know about the deeper rift between Spada and me. That’s why you publicly humiliated Bandio Faujoix: because you knew his family already intended to oppose me in the Court of Chalices.’

I lean my elbows on the pedestal, chin in hand. ‘Educate me, Baronet. How will it look when the House of Larks votes against you now?’

The violet eyes really are entrancing when they’re so entirely focused on me. ‘Faujoix siding with the Engueros will be seen as a petty overreaction to my “fiancée’s” defiance of their son’s undignified advances.’

I compliment his insightfulness with a fencer’s bow, then stick the blade in a little deeper. ‘Which would have positioned you perfectly to court one of their rivals. Tell me, Baronet Leander – who was that innocent darling you so pointedly insulted during tonight’s debate?’

Castilis chuckles as if I’ve just revealed my political naïveté. ‘Farren Vauquelin? The defective son of a Fallen Hou—’

‘No,’ I interrupt. ‘The girl standing at his side.’

‘Another heir to a Fallen House. Twina Tiarren. An unsophisticated prude of no consequence.’

‘A pity. A more thorough investigation into her affairs might have uncovered a secret romantic entanglement with . . .’ I make sure he watches as I trace a fingertip along the triangular peaks of the crown atop the half-empty decanter.

‘King Filian?’

In truth, I’ve no reason to believe the newly crowned sixteen-year-old monarch even knows Twina Tiarren exists. But in Rijou, the absence of evidence for a secret dalliance is often seen as definitive proof of one.

‘The board was perfectly set. You could’ve brought the last living heir of the House of Robins to your side and with her the support of a young and malleable monarch. Instead, you humiliated the Vauquelin boy – a fellow scion of a Fallen House. Tell me, Baronet, was the adoration of a few drunken revellers worth the loss of a king’s friendship?’

Castilis’ concession is perfunctory, but I sense him wavering. ‘I suppose not.’

I reach across the pedestal and pinch his perfect nose. ‘You insisted I attend your silly little Swan Revel so other men could paw at me while you watched. All the while, you were unwittingly sabotaging your own cause. Tell me, Baronet Leander, which of us has failed your first test?’

Suspicion stirs behind a sculptor’s dream of a face. I’ve pushed him too far, debased the part of himself he holds sacred: his deviousness.

He stares at me wide-eyed, as if the foreign strumpet he so disdained has disappeared and someone else – someone far more intriguing – has taken her place. I wait as that cruel and cunning mind of his sifts through the clues to confirm his suspicions and calculate a suitable punishment.

‘Isn’t it odd that a self-professed stranger to Rijou should so effortlessly navigate its political labyrinths?’

A clumsy thrust. I parry with a shrug. ‘I can’t tell which you flatter more, Baronet, your city or yourself. One night in a tavern, buying watered wine for the lesser sons and daughters of faded houses is more than enough to glean the shape of noble enmities.’

His shoulders relax, not in surrender, but in the way of a predator taking its time as it circles its prey. ‘Tavern gossip doesn’t explain how you could uncover that the alliance between House Leander and House Enguero – an alliance that has survived a hundred years and a dozen dukes – could splinter so deeply that each now seeks the other’s destruction.’ He steps closer, convinced that he has me at last. ‘You wagered everything – even your life – on the suspicion that my rivalry with Spada over the Vauquelin charter conceals a far deeper enmity between our houses. Only my sister and Spada’s two remaining brothers know how deep that hatred runs – so how could you?’

He comes around the pedestal, cornering me. We’re of a height, he and I, which puts our mouths mere inches apart.

Now . . . whether to kiss me or signal for my death, that’s the question troubling you, isn’t it, Castilis?

His right hand grabs my shoulder – a distraction, so I won’t notice the left reaching beneath the pedestal for whatever hidden switch might trigger my death. ‘Who are you, “Lady Consequence”?’

There’s so much depraved beauty in those violet eyes, it’s as if he were some failed experiment of the gods: too exquisite to kill, too monstrous to be allowed to live. He wants me to see in his smile that I’m helpless before his perverse appetite for destruction. There’s no way for me to guess which trap he intends to spring or how many assassins might be lurking behind his secret door. All I know is that I’m a poorly worded response away from death.

‘You want my name, Baronet?’

He says nothing, only holds my gaze, convinced he’s about to destroy me. His mask is perfect, the finest in all of Rijou. But poise means nothing to a mine rat, and not even a snarling swan can hide the stench of fear beneath its feathers.

I lean in close, daring him to act, whispering in his ear with the intimacy of a lover, ‘You want my secret, you sad, unloved little boy? You want to know how I discerned just how badly your need to control everyone around you led to the one betrayal Spada Enguero will avenge with a massacre that would make a century’s worth of Blood Weeks peaceful by comparison?’

Slowly, I lift my left palm, letting him see the welt where a steel blade would’ve sliced it open had I not gripped it just right.

‘The blade,’ he murmurs. ‘When you took Dazidier’s sword during the duel . . . you used it to reflect the nobles’ gallery. You were watching our reactions.’

He’s breathing faster now, as if each word disrobes us both, drawing us down onto his bed.

‘Does that please you, Castilis?’ I ask, letting him see how unaffected I am by his arousal. ‘Do you like that I can see what no one else can? Not even your precious Syldia?’ This next part is the most dangerous, the blade so sharp it may well slit my own throat. But he’s close now, and I won’t risk him slipping away from me. ‘Your sister doesn’t love you, you know. Not the way you think she ought to.’ I let a smile play on my lips. ‘But you needn’t fret, my darling. I told you before, I am the cure for all that ails you.’

He jerks back with such force that I worry one of his traps is about to fall on my head. I pretend not to notice, taking a sip from the gold-rimmed glass before offering it to him. ‘Many will be shocked by your announcement of our engagement at the close of the revel,’ I say lightly. ‘Some may object to the heir of Rijou’s most promising Rising House debasing his lineage by wedding a . . . how did you put it? An ill-bred, back-alley jack-blade?’

‘There will be . . .’

Saints, I never imagined I’d one day see Castilis Leander flustered.

‘There will be challenges to our arrangement,’ he says at last.

I take the glass back, drain the last drop, then place it back on the pedestal. The trick itself is easy: a simple sleight of hand as I wipe my lips on my sleeve, slipping the fingernail-sized stone from my cuff to my tongue. The hard part – the part that makes my treacherous body shudder with both dread and anticipation – is what comes next.

Sliding my hand behind his neck, I pull Castilis Leander, the demon of my nightmares and the man who orchestrated the ruin of my house, into a kiss.

That such bitter defilement could taste so cruelly sweet.

His lips are everything his beauty promises: soft, full, unexpectedly generous. His mouth is warm and giving, his tongue . . . Oh, surely this is how souls are sold to devils: not through contracts, but cravings. He can taste my loathing, but so too can he sense my hunger for the false intimacy of his touch, every second bringing us closer to—

Now.

Feigning a gasp, I let the stone slip from cheek to tongue. My next kiss slides it onto his. Castilis pulls back, confused, then reaches into his mouth, thinking I may have poisoned him. Only after he holds the briolette-cut stone to the light, turning it over in his fingers, does he comprehend the game we’ve been playing all along.

Or thinks he does, at any rate.

‘Domas Lacrima,’ he murmurs, so softly you’d think that name might awaken the ghosts of a thousand dead miners. ‘There was a cave-in, weeks ago. The Enguero overseers dug too deep. The supports were too poorly built.’ He frowns. ‘Dazidier refused to speak of it even to me – he threatened a duella honoria against anyone who repeated the slander.’

‘When last I saw Our Lord of Corpses, he was in no condition to fulfil that pledge.’

Castilis is so enraptured by the stone, he barely hears me. ‘We all assumed Spada wanted the failure buried to keep anyone from proving that the Enguero gem-mining interests were now worthless. No one believed the rumours of a lost cache of romantine ore, hidden by long-dead overseers who’d plotted to steal it for themselves.’ The gem rolls in his palm. He’s no longer seeing one jewel, but an entire trove. His gaze sweeps me from head to toe – from the silver-blonde wig styled to match his own down to my black duellist’s boots. ‘You’re no overseer. And you’re too strong to be a prisoner. Which means either you miraculously stumbled on the wreckage at the perfect time or . . . or you and a group of confederates engineered the collapse yourselves. You’re a fortune hunter – a professional thief!’

I mime an arrow piercing my heart. ‘Such a cruel indictment of my triumphant tale. Ah well, I suppose I’ll have to settle for a career on the stage so I can write a better one – that is, if you fail to entice me into marriage.’

Castilis says nothing, just extends his hand. In his palm, the single romantine glitters. With the tiniest twitch of his fingers, he beckons me – well, not me, exactly.

From the pocket inside my indigo-laced waistcoat, I draw the velvet pouch and tip its contents into his hand. Seven more briolettes, teardrop-shaped, the blue facets gleaming with the impossible-to-fake gold flecks beneath. Not even Castilis can hide the avaricious delight that’s making his fingers tremble.

Taking his wrist, I tilt his hand until every last jewel has slid back inside the velvet pouch. After returning it to the hidden pocket inside my waistcoat, I rest my forearms atop Castilis’ shoulders as my fingers play with the strands of his silvery blond hair. ‘A sovereign’s fortune, the deadliest blade in the country and a mind as sharp as your own. That’s what I bring to our union, my Lord. What, pray tell, do you have to offer me?’

‘What is it you want?’

‘Guess.’

There’s no hesitation, no pretence. Castilis lets me see the almost drunken intoxication he feels at not only having met his match for the first time in his life, but discovering that he craves not to destroy her but to win her.

There are any number of things I expect him to promise me: a throne, a lifetime of revels and intrigues, a great deal of sex. But those are givens – the cost of doing business. What he wants is for me to admire him as he now admires me. And so, his answer is one I hadn’t expected.

‘Pass my final test, and I will give you everything your marriage procurer demands – and one thing more. I will give you what no other husband could offer, no matter how earnest his promise. I will never ask your true name. You will always be Consequence to me.’

As romantic gestures go, it’s certainly daring. No other woman would consider it much of a gift, but Castilis, with his uncanny way of seeing through people, knows this is both my greatest vulnerability and my most prized possession.

The kiss that follows is more potent than our earlier ones, not just deeper, but more intimate.

‘Well then,’ I say, masking my conflicting desires as we pull apart, ‘I suppose all that’s left is to announce our engage—’

‘My Lady!’ a hushed, panicked voice calls through the door, accompanied by frantic knocking. ‘We must leave this accursed place at once—’

I stride across the mosaic floor and open it less than an inch. Vicendi’s face is the ashen grey of a wilted lily.

He ignores the two bodyguards behind him trying to pull him back. ‘My Lady, Spada Enguero is in the debating parlour!’

‘You . . . you told me she never attends the revels.’

He nods miserably. ‘Which means she came for you, Lady Consequence. The Sword of Enguero has returned to the Swan Palace after seven years to seek you out!’

The terror that fills me is almost comforting. There’s a strange serenity in knowing your worst fear is finally coming true – the promise that, in facing your nightmares, you’ll be free of them once and for all.

I’m so stunned by the closing in of my future that I barely notice Castilis sidling up beside me. ‘It’s perhaps late in our engagement for confessions,’ he murmurs, ‘but in truth, I couldn’t be sure Spada would accept my invitation. We’re not on the best of terms lately, you see.’

I could kill him, I think, my mind racing. Would it be so bad to die with my hands around the throat of one of the people most responsible for my family’s destruction?

He leans in closer, whispering in my ear. ‘One final test, and everything I promised you will be yours. Kill Spada Enguero for me.’ He kisses my ear, lips as soft as a butterfly’s wings, and adds, ‘My girl.’

I shove him aside, then do the same to Vicendi and the guards. I have to get out of the palace before Spada corners me. If I can get to Farren and flee the city, maybe we can . . .

But even as I dart down the corridor, I hear the Swan Princeling’s laughter following me. Only then do I realise that he didn’t say ‘my girl’ – he’d never use those words. What Castilis had called me was . . . Mine Girl.


Chapter 31

The Dress Rehearsal

Seven Years Earlier . . .

‘We really must do something about those clothes.’

‘My . . . my clothes?’ My voice sounded dull and lifeless inside the carriage. Everything was muffled and distant: the wheels rumbling listlessly to the sulky plodding of the horses’ hooves, the muted squeal of the carriage springs numbing the bounces and bumps along our route. Even Castilis Leander’s melodic manner of speech had become monotonous and distant.

‘Yes, your clothes, silly,’ he insisted, fussing at the muddy stains of my ruined gown. ‘We can’t possibly present you to the court looking like this, can we?’

The court . . . why was I being taken to court in the middle of the night? Oh, right: to lie and lie and lie some more.

After Galdrien’s body had been carted away from the Swan Gardens by two retainers dressed all in black, Castilis’ scheme to save what was left of our skins had unfolded so quickly I’d felt like a bumbling actress who’d misplaced her script, while everyone else had quickly learned their parts by heart.

Spada Enguero had played the stern general at the darkest hour of the battle scene, commanding her brothers to ignore their injuries, pick up the remains of their weapons and march behind her to the next battlefield.

Syldia, she’d been the weeping widow, determinedly holding herself together for the good of the children. ‘Two carriages,’ she’d mumbled, wiping furiously at her cheeks as if the tears were an affront to her perfect complexion. ‘There must be two carriages. One will return Spada, Dazidier and Taridan home. A second will take the mine girl to the Court of Chains to give testimony before a magistrate.’

Kareline took to the role of the dying soldier flawlessly, as she did everything. After slipping free from the bonds holding her limbs to the branches, she used the back of a wrought-iron bench to support herself as she limped from the tree trunk towards a black marble swan statue, grabbing the outstretched wing for balance. Alas, marble, like swans, can be slippery and treacherous. Her hand slid and she collapsed to the flagstone path with heart-wrenching aplomb.

Surprisingly, it was Syldia who rushed to her side first, as if there had been some heretofore secret bond of affection between the two of them. Perhaps it was simply Syldia’s sense of the dramatic warning her that a second death would diminish the tragedy of Galdrien’s demise. ‘Castilis, you must take her to the physician immediately,’ she declared.

‘Must I?’ the Swan Princeling asked, amused.

I had never before seen Syldia Leander contradict her brother, let alone command him. ‘Yes, you must, and you will. Take her to the archiurgeon that Mother uses. Tell him we’ll pay for the prodigialis magni formulations.’

Prodigialis magni. Until I’d been brought to Rijou from the mines, I’d always assumed that infamous regimen of mystically infused salves, tinctures and poultices was a myth. Prodigialis magni was very real, though – just impossibly expensive.

‘Anything else?’ Castilis asked. There was only the faintest edge in his voice, and yet even Spada looked up, knowing that Syldia might well pay for this one moment of decency with years of subtle punishments.

‘Just take her to the archiurgeon,’ she repeated.

Other than Kareline, I’d never met anyone who looked more like the heroines described in the old sword romances than Syldia Leander: the tousled silvery hair that trailed down her perfect jaw, the eyes, more violet than blue, which pierced the darkness. Most of all, it was the way she stood, as if at any moment a gleaming sword would appear in her hand so that she might charge off to face a horde of demons.

Breeding, I’d thought to myself, watching Syldia summon a second pair of black-garbed retainers to organise a stretcher for Kareline, from the fine clothes they wear and the expensive maschiera with which they tint their cheekbones to the private training that sculpts their bodies into those of storybook heroines.

The grandeur that was so innate in these daughters of Rijou made them just another prized piece of art purchased by their parents.

A more perverse thought came hot on the heels of that one: What happens when you take away their fine clothes and paints? When you make them starve as I starved, suffer as I suffered?

‘Oh, dear, are you quite well?’ Castilis asked, still seated next to me on the plush cushioned bench of the carriage. ‘It would be a pity if Kareline died because you failed to muster a sufficiently poised performance for our hosts.’

Right. My performance.

The tale Castilis had spun for us all in the Swan Gardens had been a simple one: a quartet of ill-fated young lovers out for a stroll, the two gentleman falcons aiming to impress their infatuated hummingbirds by braving the perilous docks of the carto navare, regaling them with tales of smugglers and pirates. All very innocent until, alas, they stumble across actual smugglers who decide to compound their villainy with the kidnapping of the two young ladies. Taridan and Dazidier fight like lions, but are outnumbered – that is, of course, until their elder brother, determined to keep them out of trouble, arrives to save the day.

‘Brave, valorous Galdrien would have beat them all,’ Castilis had said as he acted out the scene in the gardens, reciting my lines for me, ‘were it not for the smuggler captain’s pistol.’

The perversion of concocting this elaborate lie even as Syldia and I were scrubbing frantically at the blood on the stones to hide the real crime made me sick to my stomach. Yet I kept on scrubbing, because no one had proposed a better plan than Castilis, and because digging in the dirt was familiar to me.

Spada had almost refused the deal, insisting that an entirely new tally must be paid for the death of her older brother. Without Galdrien, the heirdom of House Enguero would fall to her, which meant she would forever be denied the right to duel.

‘Besides,’ she’d said dismissively, ‘no dockside thug carries a wheellock – not unless someone of far higher status handed it to him.’

Castilis had sighed in his martyrdom, as though it pained him to have to explain something so obvious. ‘I haven’t told you which house insignia Tazia found on one of the dead smugglers.’

The Tiarren were a Rising House beneath the wing of House Vauquelin, and Viscountess Zephine had taken pains to engineer their success. I’d overheard Uncle Delino arguing with her about wasting an alliance on the House of Robins solely for their support of the Greatcoats ‘interfering’ in the affairs of Rijou.

I barely knew the family, other than two of the younger girls, Aline and Twina, who’d taken a liking to me, and their eldest brother, Percévan, who was the shyest boy I’d ever met.

The alliance between our houses would come to an abrupt and permanent end once I’d given my testimony to the midnight magistrate of the Court of Chains. I wondered if Aline and Percévan would wait to grow up before they challenged me to a duella honoria.

I shook my head, trying to rattle those awful ruminations. Kareline was lying curled on the bench opposite me in the carriage, her body battered, the skin through the rips in her silver gown a patchwork of angry red welts and purplish-black bruises. Her eyes were swollen shut, though she was somehow clinging to consciousness. In the ragged wheeze of her breathing I thought there was a warning for me about some danger I mustn’t forget.

‘The physician,’ I muttered, struggling to get enough air into my lungs to make myself sound commanding. ‘Syldia said you were to take Kareline to the physician.’

I leaned over to tug at the hem of her torn gown, which had risen up past her thigh, but Castilis batted my hand away. ‘Archiurgeon,’ he corrected. ‘Much more expensive. And we have an errand to run first, remember?’

That, too, had been part of the bargain: treason before treatment.

Castilis reached into his pocket. Despite all that had transpired in the Swan Gardens, not a single tear nor smear of mud nor drop of blood marred the pristine white perfection of his brocaded frock coat. It was as if nothing could dirty Castilis Leander’s garments, because all his foulness was kept on the inside.

When I saw what he’d removed from his pocket, my hand shot out of its own accord, fingers wrapping tightly around his wrist, nails biting into his flesh. Castilis was holding a small, hooked blade no more than two inches long attached to a polished wooden handle.

‘For your clothes,’ he said, gesturing with his other hand at the ruins of my gown.

Dancing inside the ballroom of the Swan Palace earlier that night, I’d glanced up at the grand chandelier and seen my reflection in one of the dangling mirrored crystals. The shimmering silk of my gown had flowed down my body like liquid emerald. Now the muddy fabric draped over me like sickly green sackcloth.

Castilis was admiring the knife in his hand. ‘It’s not especially sharp,’ he said, giving it a few tiny twists in the air despite my grip on his wrist. ‘That’s the beauty of it. You need to tug a little, you see? That way it doesn’t just cut the fabric or flesh; it leaves behind a story.’

‘What I don’t see are any other clothes for me in this carriage,’ I said, digging my fingernails deeper into his wrist. ‘If you think I’m going to let you strip me naked so you can—’

Castilis smiled, but it wasn’t his usual smile. There was none of his customary mockery or self-satisfaction. He was almost . . . respectful. ‘I would never violate your body, Natazia.’

Why was I letting him unwrap my fingers from his wrist? Why wasn’t I tearing his eyes from their sockets, breaking the bones of his fingers so I could slit his throat with his own despicable blade? Had being born in a prison mine and growing up amid endless brutal savagery instilled a peculiar sickness that made it impossible not to be enthralled by the graceful malice of this unbearably beautiful young man?

The tip of his knife slipped under the neckline of my gown, the unsharpened curved side of the steel cool against my skin. Castilis tugged on the handle gently, almost feebly until the tip pierced the silk. He paused a moment, as if he were a surgeon inspecting his initial incision into the patient’s flesh. At last he gave a slow, stuttering pull on the knife and a three-inch rip took shape from the neckline of my gown down to just above the barely discernible swell of my right breast.

He sighed. ‘Perfect.’

I stared down at the tear, which hardly looked like the work of a knife at all.

‘What do you see?’ he asked.

‘My skin, the top of my—’ No, not that. Castilis Leander didn’t care about my body. This was something else. Something worse. ‘I see the place where a man’s hand grabbed the front of my dress, ripping it open as he prepared to . . .’

I hesitated, not wanting to say the word out loud, because doing so meant I couldn’t hide from the lie I was about to tell that would destroy an entire family’s reputation. Castilis leaned over and whispered that word in my ear. Then, with the same precision and artistry as he’d employed in tearing my gown, he reached up and turned my jaw so that I was looking past him to Kareline. She lay on her side, panting like a beaten dog waiting to die, but she didn’t die. She refused. Even though both her eyes were swollen shut from the bruises left behind by Spada’s fist, she forced them open, locking her gaze to mine. She didn’t speak. Her lips didn’t even move. But I heard her say Farren’s name all the same.

‘The Tiarren gang,’ I murmured, my voice flat, bereft of any last trace of dignity or integrity. ‘One of them was about to rape me when Galdrien tried to sa—’

‘Not yet,’ Castilis said, placing a finger over my lips.

I nodded. Everything about this game was clear to me now: how the pieces moved, what the stakes were, and above all else, why I could never outplay Castilis Leander.

‘Now,’ he began as if we were out strolling on a sunny spring afternoon contemplating which tea parlour would serve the sweetest cakes. He placed a hand on my knee and, with what he probably considered exquisite gentility, parted my legs. ‘What shall we do about this hem?’

I turned my head, looking out the window to the darkened streets for something to distract me from the methodical rents Castilis was making in my dress, each one accompanied by a new piece of the story I was to recount for the magistrate. I could sense Castilis’ arousal, smell it on him like the musk of an animal in heat. That his gratification had nothing to do with my body only made it more disturbing.

Castilis is lying, I would tell the magistrates. They’re all lying. We did this. We chose to hurt each other, so giddy with the violence this city teaches us to crave that we forgot there are some souls untainted by our disease. We beat each other. We tormented each other. We killed Galdrien. I killed Galdrien.

Nausea that had nothing to do with the incessant rumbling of the carriage made me swallow bile. Across from me, Kareline was holding onto life with her fingernails. The price for my rebellion against the corruption of this city would be my sister’s death.

You’re the duellist daughter of House Vauquelin, I reminded myself. Dignity and decency are vices you can’t afford. Save your sister, protect your brother and let the other noble houses solve their own problems.

‘Those lights,’ I said, noticing the tall lanterns on either side of the pristine marble bridge our carriage was crossing to even brighter ones along the avenue further ahead. ‘We’re not in the carto legaris. I thought magistrates could only take testimony inside a courtroom?’

Castilis glanced out the window as if he had no idea what I was talking about and had forgotten our destination. ‘Oh, that. We’re not going to visit a magistrate, Tazia.’

‘But . . . we agreed I was to testify that a gang of Tiarren-backed smugglers killed Galdrien.’

When he looked up at me with that momentary confusion followed by melancholy disappointment, I understood then that to Castilis Leander the entire world stuttered when it should spin, and the terrible loneliness he felt when the thoughts of others refused to twist and turn alongside his own. When he smiled again, it was the one he most often wore so that the rest of us wouldn’t see that we were less than animals in his eyes. ‘You are indeed giving testimony tonight, Natazia, but not to some petty magistrate. That’s why we needed to fix your clothes.’ He pulled on the torn hem of my gown. ‘One must always look one’s best when meeting with our betters.’


Chapter 32

Rhythms and Melodies

This is how you tread the treacherous tunnels of a prison mine unnoticed, where every wrong step is sure to twist an ankle, if it doesn’t send you hurtling down a drop-shaft. This is how you slip past convicts and overseers for whom the accidental brush of a shoulder or elbow demands violent retaliation. It’s how you traverse a ballroom crowded with sly lords and daminas, an unseen shadow drifting across their white gossamer gowns. The terrains may be different, but the tools are the same: rhythm and melody.

In the mines, everything has a rhythm: the pickaxes striking the rock, feet shuffling over uneven ground, cart wheels rumbling to the groans of those pushing or pulling the wagons – an intricate rhythm, to be sure, but one the patient ear learns to discern.

A palace revel differs from a mine only in its instrumentation; here we have the rustles of silk against silk, the giggles and coos and long-winded prattlers and the ‘but-hmm-well-buts’ of nervous sycophants.

Like most predators, revellers only notice things which move in unexpected ways. Miners pay no attention to a drudge bending to scoop up loose rock, while partygoers are blind to the lone woman lost among those enthralled by some pontificating lord, even if she wasn’t there the moment before.

Learn to hear the rhythms, to play them, and you can disappear between the drumbeats. The trick is to hide beneath the melody.

In a mine, every ear will turn towards the faint whoosh of sand and tiny stones unexpectedly falling, for it can signal an impending cave-in; every eye will turn in that direction, searching to see if death has come to take his due from those who dig too deep into Hell. A handful of dirt and grit, sprayed just right, can mimic those notes, become a distraction that comes and goes in seconds, more than enough time to sneak past an otherwise vigilant guard.

In a palace, the tinkle of glasses, punctuated with a titter or gasp, can suggest all kinds of illicit activities to draw the eyes and ears of those nearby. Nothing is so tantalising as that which we suspect is being denied us.

This is how I move through the Swan Palace, from the passageway where I left Castilis and his bodyguards, through the long debating parlour with its gossiping crowds, and into the huge cathedral-like foyer, where its writhing revellers are petting and kissing and grinding against one another in anticipation of one of the tinkling bells announcing a dalliance chamber above has become available. I match the footsteps of a couple walking arm in arm, then jostle a servant extending a liqueur flute to a guest so that it crashes to the floor. The shattering of glass lets me pass unnoticed while his betters tut-tut at his clumsiness. I whisper in someone’s ear so they turn in one direction, pinch another’s bottom to make them squeal with surprise or delight, tinkering with the rhythms of the party as they all become unwitting accomplices in the dance of my escape.

It’s a lovely little canzona, if I do say so myself.

Within minutes, despite my recent celebrity and the way everyone is gossiping and speculating about what will happen when Spada Enguero meets the mysterious duellist who ruined her brother, I’ve made my way to those grandiose swan-wing doors leading to my freedom, unnoticed by all . . .

. . . save one.

‘May the gods be damned!’ a voice calls out, a bombastic trumpet blast that sours my far subtler melody. ‘When I dubbed her Our Lady of Blades at court, I must have been blinded by that smile that flashes like a rapier blade. Little did I know there was an even more favourable angle from which to view her talents. Henceforth, let this damsel of unquestionable Consequence be revered as Our Lady of the Blessed Buttocks!’

I turn, contorting my features back into some semblance of Lady Consequence’s casual amusement at the workings of this petty world. A blue-jacketed mockingbird is sloshing his way through the crowd with a wine bottle dangling from each hand. Bézan Grise eyes me up and down as if he can see every inch of my skin through my clothes. ‘My Lady, you inspire me to invent a new branch of poetry dedicated entirely to the celebration of your magnificent arse.’

There are a thousand places in this foul city where those words would have been his last, and twenty-three hours in the day where even in this uncouth palace his glib mockery might have offered grounds for a duel, but the minstrel has chosen the one place, at the one time, where the circumstances render me helpless.

And the bastard knows it.

‘Surely you’re not leaving so soon?’ he asks, tossing one of the bottles at me. My reflexes betray me into catching it, giving him the opportunity to slip his hand behind my elbow. Arm in arm, he glides us back through the same crowds I’d so painstakingly evaded moments before. The other guests part before him, not out of respect, but because they know where he’s leading me.

Spada Enguero, bloodthirsty heir of a bloodthirsty family, awaits with the placid stillness of her family’s symbol as it spreads its wings to glide down and dig its talons into the flesh of its prey.

Where I had set myself apart from the gaudy rabble by refusing to dress as they do, Spada has embraced the fashions of the Swan Revel. The fabric of her sleeveless gown – white with just a hint of Enguero brown warming it to a pale beige – is almost transparent, seductively draping her smoothly muscled body. Spada’s never been curvaceous, yet narrow hips and small breasts do nothing to diminish her allure. With her straight raven-black hair elegantly piled atop her head, the loose fontange style accenting her cheekbones, she’s managed to exceed the expectations of the evening, distinguishing herself far more than I have. My fitted duelling trousers, blousy shirt and crimson-accented black waistcoat look petulant and churlish now.

‘Allow me to make introductions,’ Bézan insists as he draws me ever closer to the embrace of the only duellist I have ever feared in my entire life. ‘Lady Consequence, meet Margravina Spada Enguero.’ Before I even notice it’s happening, he’s dispensed with my wine bottle and placed both my hands into her waiting ones. ‘She’s been so longing to make your better acquaintance.’

Fighting the panic that threatens to strip my mask away from me, I’m rescued by Lady Consequence, who cloaks herself in words and winks as much as mere garments. Where Spada’s smile is pure elegance and hauteur, mine evokes unaffected amusement that teeters at the edge of insolence. ‘I am unexpectedly sought after tonight,’ I say, as much to the crowd as to the self-possessed lunatic who now takes my hands.

Among those whose profession is steel, a finely forged blade is a thing of wonder which commands our devotion. We cannot gaze upon an expertly made rapier or longsword without our fingertips itching to trace the fluting of the blade’s forte, up the flat of the middle tempero to the slender, razor-sharp diabola, the tip which could slice a falling feather in half. When you wrap your fingers around the hilt of such a weapon, you cannot help but feel Death’s fingernails gently stroking the back of your neck. That same chill comes to me when Spada Enguero and I clasp each other’s palms.

The exuberant lustiness that once filled the foyer has turned to reverential silence. The other guests watch us, waiting for the duel to begin, unaware that it already has. Spada knows me for a harlequin by the amused smile that lingers on my lips as Bézan spews introductions composed of rhyming triple-entendres. The dull-witted among the crowd hear innocent observations concerning entertaining similarities between the two of us. Those of a more salacious disposition detect the sexual innuendo meant to evoke visions of the two of us in bed together – but the third layer of those laudatory stanzas, those are meant only for Spada and me.

‘In twilight’s play, twin beauties entwine, one to be loved, the other consigned.’

The applause is so quiet, it’s as if those clapping dare not let their hands touch for fear of drowning out the text uttered between us. Even before Spada speaks, she too reveals herself as a harlequin by the way she swallows the venom I know is burning her tongue as she greets me with sublime conviviality.

‘I’d hoped to meet you sooner,’ she begins. ‘Alas, I suppose my attempt to gift you with the Sword of the Midnight Falcon in honour of your victory against my brother Dazidier may have been misinterpreted by your advocate. Thankfully, destiny has brought us together.’ Her voice is convincingly full of wonder and admiration, but the tips of her thumbs are tracing the hard, misshapen first knuckles on the backs of my hands. Her smile is a perfect curve drawn with a stiletto blade. ‘It is as if I’m meeting a long-lost sister.’

I do not respond with a lie. My mother was adamant that the mask should never seek to withhold one’s true self, but instead blind one’s interrogator with the light of sincerity. The smile I return Spada is genuine. It’s honest. It’s me. ‘There is no affection greater, nor any force deadlier, than the bond between sisters.’

Her serene mask remains in place, her posture unchanged, but the unexpected discomfort has to go somewhere. Her uncertainty reveals itself in the increased pressure of her thumbs against my knuckles – an attempt to reassure herself that I’m nothing but a sarcastic duellist subtly mocking her brother Dazidier as insignificant to her.

She doesn’t recognise me! I exult without dropping my own mask in the slightest. A few moments longer, that’s all I need to hold my mask in place – this alchemical transmutation of bitter hate into the casual pleasure of a new acquaintance – and then I’ll make my excuses and be out the door where the crisp night air will wash away the stink of this palace and all the gaudily dressed cockroaches scurrying within.

From the corner of my right eye, I notice Bézan watching from the side, that smug, open-mouthed grin of his firmly in place. It’s a grin that I’m quite sure will only be improved by the extraction of a few front teeth.

‘Were you truly leaving the revel so early?’ Spada asks. Her voice is deeper than most women our age, yet she infuses it with an effortless femininity. ‘The Swan Twins will be inconsolable to have lost such a fascinating guest to the night.’

Oh, isn’t that nice? I think, observing the subtle mockery of her emphasis on the vowels for ‘swaaan’ and ‘incon-soo-lable’. She wants me to know that she considers the Leander twins contemptible and beneath the two of us.

If I were planning to murder a trained duellist who knew perfectly well my intentions, I’d proceed exactly as Spada has done: disarm the opponent with gentility and compliments, forcing them to come up with a witty retort and in that instant’s hesita—

Spada’s right hand sliding up the back of my left is so smooth I barely notice it until her fingers have clamped around my wrist. Her other hand disappears behind her back and I swear the good God Death’s shadow descends on us both.

An amateur’s gambit – or that of someone who can’t contain their rage any longer.

It’s a foolish manoeuvre, and it’s going to cost her everything. Instead of trying to wrench free, I press the fingertips of my other hand together to form a tight striking surface pugilists call the ‘falcon’s beak’ – ironic since I’m going to use it to kill a falcon. My elbow comes back and my forearm rises to shoulder height so that my right hand is now in a straight line for Spada’s neck. Whatever blade she’s about to draw from behind her back, it will arrive too late.

I’m going to get my revenge! I marvel, content that even as all my schemes and dreams are about to go up in smoke, at least I’ll have executed the woman who destroyed my family, and put an end to a duel that began seven years ago in the gardens outside this very palace.

When Spada’s eyes flicker to my upraised fist, her smile banishes my fantasy of standing over her corpse. Too late, I discover that there is no knife; she’d only brought her hand behind her back as part of an elaborate courtly bow. Turning my wrist, she raises my palm to her lips. The ensuing kiss is so soft, so casually erotic, that even though I’ve never been especially attracted to other women, I’m lost in the unexpected sensuality of the moment. I unclench my fingers from my falcon’s beak and weave them through the curls of tonight’s silvery-white wig to preen for the crowd. The gasps all around us turn to excited murmurs when at last she releases my wrist. There, on my palm, is the dark burgundy imprint of her lips.

Spada Enguero, the woman I despise with more fire and fury than such small words could ever hope to contain, intends to make me her lover.

‘That is one kiss I would not advise wiping from your hand,’ Bézan Grise whispers to me. He snaps his fingers and a moment later the rustle of silk heralds the arrival of a veiled, white-feathered trystelone. Spada waits for me to nod my consent before stepping under the tall, slender figure’s left wing. Disarmed in every way imaginable, seeing no avenue for escape that does not worsen my situation, I take my place beneath the trystelone’s other wing.


Chapter 33

His Grace

Seven Years Earlier . . .

‘Is the girl mad?’ asked Jillard, Duke of Rijou.

He was seated upon a throne of polished dark wood that appeared to have been extruded from the wall behind him, though that was surely impossible. Nonetheless, I couldn’t see any joins between the ornate seat of ducal authority and the mahogany panelling of the rear wall. Only two of the chamber’s twelve wall sconces had been lit, adding their flickers to the moonlight shining down through the angled glass windows and lending an eerie yellowish glow to the proceedings. I’d found it oddly comforting to trace the edges of the mahogany throne with my gaze as I’d recounted my slanderous and wholly manufactured fable of young lovers attacked by masked villains who were somehow stupid enough to still wear the insignia of their house on their coats. My performance had become more convincing as I’d described the tragedy of brave, kind Galdrien Enguero’s death from a single shot of a wheellock pistol, even if I had left out the part about Castilis and me being the ones holding the weapon when it fired.

‘The girl is merely nervous, your Grace,’ said the obsequious bloated worm seated next to the duke in a chair so plainly inadequate for his girth that I wondered whether this were some long-running and malicious prank the duke had been playing upon his chief advisor.

Shiballe Leander, Baronet of the House of Swans, was the oddest-looking individual I had ever seen. His head was shaved, his cheeks rouged, and at least two of his chins hung over a too tight collar, making his brightly coloured robes into a bulbous cocoon around his body. It was as if Shiballe Leander had long ago decided that if he couldn’t be as pretty as his children, he would at least be remembered as the least self-conscious person anyone would ever meet.

‘My father is correct,’ Castilis said, kneeling next to me on a crimson oval rug fringed in gold. The fabric was remarkably soft, as I discovered thankfully, given all the kneeling we were expected to do. ‘Natazia has undergone a terrible trauma tonight, which is why I risked bringing her to your Grace straightaway.’ He turned to glance at the tatters of my once beautiful emerald revel gown, shaking his head at the sorry state his own knife had made of it.

‘It is as I’ve warned you many times, your Grace,’ said Shiballe, oozing from his chair. Sandals slapping against the marble floor, he walked towards me. He gestured to me as if I were a piece of incontrovertible evidence presented before a court. ‘House Tiarren has been embezzling funds allocated by House Vauquelin for shipbuilding. The Lord Tiarren is a good man, your Grace, but his wife . . . her ill-conceived sexual misadventures have cost their house many commissions. While Lord Tiarren has been leading our forces against the barbarians on our western borders, Lady Tiarren has all but transformed the House of Robins into a criminal organisation to supplement their failing shipbuilding ventures through thievery, blackmail, piracy and now murder.’

It sounded like a preposterous accusation to me. While there were rumours that Lady Tiarren had a brief romantic entanglement with King Paelis before he was deposed and executed, everyone knew Lord Tiarren was devoted to his wife and family – even shy, withdrawn Percévan, who was as unlike his military father as a dove to a condor.

Duke Jillard kept silent as he pondered the litany of accusations his advisor had laid at the feet of the House of Robins. At last he said, ‘The girl claims to have gleaned a great deal from what could easily be mistaken for a random violent attack on a group of young nobles venturing too close to the docks where crime is as inevitable as the tides. And this business of one of the smugglers carrying the insignia of their benefactors?’

Castilis sobbed. I would have thought it far too exaggerated a manoeuvre, but when I looked up at him, the sorrow appeared so genuine my idiot heart almost broke for him. ‘The blame is mine as much as Taridan’s,’ he said. ‘He’d told me of his attraction to Natazia, his desperate desire to prove to her that low birth was no bar to a future together. That’s why he took her to the carto navare, where the poorest of your subjects live, to show her tha—’

‘Yes, yes,’ Duke Jillard interrupted with a wave of his hand. ‘The girl has already painted the picture clearly enough, no need to keep adding gobs of paint all over the canvas.’ He rose from his throne and crossed the floor, pausing to wait until Shiballe stepped aside. The lean, meticulously groomed Duke of Rijou came to loom over me like a well-dressed headsman, his axe waiting to crash down on my skull. ‘Do you stand by your story, girl?’

‘I do, my Lord.’

‘Not your “Lord”, you ill-bred urchin,’ Shiballe hissed. ‘A duke is addressed as “your Grace”.’

I knew this, of course. It’s not as if I hadn’t spent the past three years being educated by Rijou’s finest teachers in everything from geography to etiquette. But Castilis had instructed me to mis-title the duke at least twice. This was the second time.

‘Forgive me, your Graces,’ I said to both Shiballe and the duke; that, too, had been one of Castilis’ instructions.

‘No, you fool!’ Shiballe spat. ‘Only his Grace is addressed as—’

‘Enough,’ Duke Jillard said. He reached out a hand and took hold of my jaw. ‘Do you know what lies beneath this palace?’

I swallowed. ‘I’ve . . . I’ve heard things, your Grace.’

‘When the time comes to quell his doubts, Jillard will bring up his dungeons. You must first make your jaw tremble, then squeeze your knees together and drop one hand in front of your groin – like this.’ Castilis had demonstrated the odd ritual in the carriage, before making me practise it three times. He was pleased when I didn’t ask why.

Duke Jillard ruled his subjects through cunning and terror rather than love, but for all that his interrogation rooms and torture chambers were legendary, I’d never heard any suggestion that he committed the sorts of violations upon his victims that Castilis wanted me to evoke through my sudden nervous gesture, distracting Jillard from his pursuit of the facts by suggesting I was so terrified of his reputed villainy that I would never dare lie to him.

‘The Tiarrens are a house under the wing of Vauquelin,’ the duke said then, abandoning his initial line of attack. ‘Do you know what that means?’

‘Yes, my Lo— your Grace.’

Out of the corner of my eye, I caught Castilis’ approving nod. He’d made me practise this too. ‘My Lo— your Grace. My Lo— your Grace.’

Duke Jillard squeezed my jaw tighter. ‘If the Tiarren have truly turned to criminal enterprises and find out that they’ve been discovered, they may make a move against House Vauquelin when Ganath Kalila begins.’

‘Assuming they even wait that long,’ Shiballe muttered.

The duke’s eyes narrowed, but he said nothing. Apparently, the venality of House Tiarren was a long-standing debate between himself and his chief advisor. He released my jaw at last. ‘The Blood Week does not start for three days. Viscountess Zephine, your moth—’

‘Madera,’ I corrected, trying very hard not to prepare myself for what Castilis assured me would be coming.

Shiballe strode across the rug and slapped me across the face. Castilis had told me to cry out and fall to the rug when this happened, but I took the blow without flinching. I was still the duellist daughter of House Vauquelin and I would not let anyone think otherwise. Shiballe, looking surprised by my intransigence, brought his hand back to strike me again, but the duke took hold of his forearm before he could do so.

‘A proper daughter of the House of Hummingbirds,’ the duke said. ‘Perhaps I was wrong to question Zephine’s decision to adopt you into her family.’

I had steeled myself against the shame of what Castilis had brought me there to do, of telling the foulest lies imaginable about a family who had never been anything but loyal to House Vauquelin. I had shut out my memories of Aline, Twina and Percévan, knowing that my slander would cost them greatly. But when Duke Jillard called me ‘a proper daughter of the House of Hummingbirds’, the sudden, unworthy pride threatening to burst open my chest broke me in two. I began weeping uncontrollably, great gasping sobs erupting from my throat like the discordant honks of geese.

Duke Jillard looked upon me with what I supposed was meant to be sympathy but which I could only see as disdain. ‘You will bring word of our regrets to House Enguero for the loss of their heir, Galdrien,’ he said to Castilis who knelt yet again in response. ‘I regret that I cannot condemn an entire noble house on the testimony of a fourteen-year-old girl who is, apparently, the only one of you to have actually observed the sigil on the clothes of the attackers. Nonetheless, House Tiarren will no longer be welcome in this palace, nor shall they be entitled to bid upon any charters in the Court of Chalices for a period of no fewer than—’ He turned to Shiballe. ‘What is the usual injunction in such matters?’

‘Seven years,’ Shiballe replied.

Duke Jillard looked uncertain, but neither did he strike me as particularly interested. ‘The ban will be seven years then.’ He pinched my chin between his thumb and forefinger and tilted my head back until our eyes met. ‘Three days. The Blood Week begins in three days. From that moment, until it ends at the ceremony at the Rock of Rijou, no law nor custom protects any noble house save their own strength and cunning. This is how we keep the bloodlines strong, and how vendettas are prevented from festering into civil war. Do you understand?’

‘No, your Grace,’ I replied, sickened by how easily the horrors that would be unleashed by this so-called ‘tradition’ passed his lips. ‘I never have and I don’t think I ever will.’

Oddly, that pleased him. ‘Then you are wise as well as strong. Hear then my command to you, little mine girl. Protect your mother. Protect your sister and your brother. Prove to me that you are right and I am wrong. Then, perhaps, you and I may have a different conversation someday.’

Shiballe looked horrified.

Castilis looked . . . proud.

‘Oh, my Natazia,’ he whispered as he wrapped his arms around me, pretending to share his sorrows with mine as the duke and his advisor left us there on the oval rug in the middle of the throne room. ‘You were perfect. You are perfect.’ I felt his fingers fiddle with my hair as if he were trying to fix some flaw in it. His nose nuzzled my ear. ‘Would you like to make love with me tonight?’

Would you like to make love with me tonight?

How could that question, spoken by that foul, black-hearted swan on that blackest of nights, be anything other than a crime for which the sentence was death? But I couldn’t kill him, not there, not then. Kareline was still lying inside the carriage, watched over by Castilis’ men. She needed a doctor – an archiurgeon, Syldia had called him – with a prince’s fortune in salves and tinctures to save her life and put her body on a path to restoration. So I couldn’t punish Castilis Leander as he so badly deserved, but neither would I become his plaything.

‘Well?’ he asked, his lips brushing my neck.

‘I would rather die,’ I replied.

Castilis laughed quietly. It sounded almost as if he were crying.


Chapter 34

The Shadow of the Chaperone

Spada and I walk in languid harmony beneath the wings of the costumed trystelone. The crowd follows us like the train of a wedding gown through the glass-domed foyer, stopping only when we reach the twin curving staircases. As Spada and I part to ascend to the gallery above, the trystelone weaves his arms through the air, causing his silk-feathered wings to rise and fall. He might have been flying us to the heavens, ushered there by the applause of the assembled guests.

At the top, where the twin staircases meet once more, a second trystelone awaits us – this one attired in shimmering silk peacock feathers that flutter as he guides us along a narrow hallway to a pair of arched ivory doors, which he opens with a grand flourish.

‘Do they have dalliance chambers where you’re from?’ Spada asks, peering inside. Her brief grunt of satisfaction confirms that ours is the finest of these rooms in the Swan Palace – save, perhaps, for whichever iniquitous den Castilis Leander has set aside for his own debaucheries.

Memories of mined-out pits deep beneath Domas Lacrima where the overseers concocted all manner of brutal entertainments remind me to shape my smile into something suitably enigmatic when I answer, ‘Of a sort.’

Spada shoves aside the trystelone before taking my elbow and ushering me into the dalliance chamber. ‘You know, my Lady Consequence, I can’t quite decide what to make of this air of mystery in which you cloak yourself. I’m almost inclined to believe it’s a ruse.’

‘To what purpose?’

Her smile is flawlessly indifferent. ‘To send us all searching for your origins here in Rijou, of course. It’s the perfect way for a moderately skilled fencer, born of some hinterland duchy like Hervor or Pulnam, to make herself appear sophisticated while she whores herself out in search of a patron.’

I pat the hand on my elbow with the kind of condescension one reserves for old dodderers spouting nonsense. ‘Perhaps, Margravina, I come to you from some far-off land where these quaint sexual intrigues so exalted in your city are considered disappointingly provincial.’

It’s as much a slap in the face as I dare give her, yet her only response is a burst of comradely laughter. ‘On this point, my sister of swords, we do indeed agree.’

‘Oh?’

It’s remarkable how effortlessly her eyes put the lie to the congeniality of her smile. ‘I was reared for a single purpose, you see – to serve as the duellist daughter of my house.’

‘Sounds rather like being born into slavery.’

A twitch in her upper lip, nothing more – gone so quickly I might almost have imagined it. ‘Ah, but you see, in my case, my father’s ambitions for me matched the desires of my own heart. There is nothing I have ever wanted or deserved more than the title of Our Lady of Blades. A title which, despite a regrettable episode in my youth, I’d finally found the path to fulfilling.’ A slender finger wags affectionately at me. ‘That is, until you took it from me.’

The first true test, I think. Spada wants to see whether I’ll show her defiance or submission. I offer her indifference, instead. ‘In that case, you’re more than welcome to have it back. Consider it my gift.’

It is, perhaps, the most perfect stroke I have ever delivered, for it turns Spada’s thoughts exactly where I want them to go. ‘You really don’t know Rijou, do you?’ she asks, barely able to hide her disappointment. ‘Until you came along, my impediments were mere legal formalities. Now, however, the slack-jawed crowds will expect me to . . . take the title.’

An arch of the left eyebrow, I command the muscles of my face. One quarter of an inch, no more. The eyes looking away, as if distracted by some gaudy trinket inside the dalliance chamber.

‘Well, I suppose you could just kill me here at the ball,’ I tell her.

‘Revel,’ she corrects me, even though her tone makes clear it matters not at all to either of us. ‘Alas, drawing steel against you would be considered gauche – to say nothing of illegal. Worse, it would lend credence to the whispers behind my back that I’m some savage beast, unworthy of ruling an Ascendant house.’ She smiles again, but this time, the mirth is mirrored in her eyes as she takes my hand. ‘No, I must first break you in a more . . . publicly acceptable fashion.’

Consequence, bless her unbreakable confidence, pairs a light-hearted chuckle with a flawless grin. ‘Well, then, Margravina,’ I say, twirling on my toes, ‘let’s not leave our audience waiting.’

The oval expanse inside is wonderfully garish. Aquamarine walls, delicately wainscotted in alabaster, curve sensuously around sumptuous furnishings. The plush white chaise longue in the centre of the room is large enough for two, but the far more inviting peacock-feather rugs and the plethora of over-large coral and cream pillows suggest that most of the entertaining takes place on the floor.

A highly polished mahogany sideboard, laden with delicacies and liquors in assorted coloured glass bottles, offers both refreshment and – one presumes – various narcotic amusements. At one narrowed end of the elongated oval chamber sits a small, heart-shaped hearth to warm naked bodies; at the other, an assortment of wing-shaped fans for cooling them off.

The most luxurious accoutrement, however, is the painted silk partition, behind which palm frond shadows sway, cast by the four-piece ensemble currently performing an overture to accompany our foreplay.

‘I’ve never had an orchestral accompaniment to a sexual liaison,’ I observe, adding a touch of Consequence’s lilting laugh to that of Spada’s, who seems to find their presence equally preposterous. ‘You don’t suppose they’ll want to join us during the third act, do you?’

Disdain replaces amusement in her reply. ‘Castilis insists on squandering the dregs of his father’s coffers in his ongoing campaign to convince the Ascendant Houses that he returned from his foreign adventures with some mysterious fortune. During tonight’s revel, every dalliance chamber in the palace hosts at least a duo, to serve as both chaperones and musical interludes to our pleasures. The Swan Twins will do anything to avoid a scandal these days.’

I make a show of inspecting the erotic paintings along the walls. They’re rather diagrammatic – perhaps to inspire less imaginative guests who run out of ideas.

‘And here I presumed scandalous behaviour was entirely the point of the Swan Revel.’

‘Would you prefer a more private assignation?’ Spada asks.

My reply is clearly unnecessary, as she is already striding across the room. Pushing the partition aside, she reveals a quartet of older men and women in tailored minstrels’ jackets and flowing pantaloons. The musicians look up in horror at her abrupt invasion of their territory.

‘Fuck off, all of you,’ she tells them.

Three leap to their feet, ready to obey. The fourth – a tall, gaunt man armed with a heart-shaped lyre – makes a valiant attempt to stand his ground.

‘Under the rules of the revel, at least one chaperone must always be in attendance during an assignation,’ he informs her.

Spada confiscates a silverwood bow from one of the viola players and examines it as if contemplating all the ways she might use it to kill the fellow with the lyre. ‘Some rules, like some necks, are meant to be broken.’

The ball of the old fellow’s throat bobs twice before he can formulate a response. ‘My Lady, I—’

‘Margravina,’ she corrects him. ‘When a man is about to insult my honour, I prefer he use my proper title.’

The bony minstrel attempts to stand taller, which serves only to make him appear even more skeletal. ‘Margravina, your reputation for eschewing revels and dalliances is well known to all. Perhaps you were not apprised that our presence in these chambers is to ensure that guests cannot be subject to later accusations of non-consensual conduct, which, as I’m sure you do know, is grounds for a duella honori in the Court of Blades.’

‘Really?’ Spada asks, her arched eyebrow betraying the sarcasm just beneath the surface of her innocent tone. ‘Forgive me, then, Most Esteemed Minstrel Chaperone, for it never occurred to me that Lady Consequence – a fencer so skilled she brought low Our Lord of Corpses – should wish to demean her already legendary reputation by crying rape after an evening in a palace dalliance chamber.’

She turns to me, and the air in my lungs chills at the coldness in her eyes. ‘What says Our Lady of Blades to such an insult?’

It’s not lost on me that only Spada’s rank keeps her from challenging me to a duel over the ruin of her brother. A slanderous accusation of sexual violation during a revel, however, would provide sufficient legal grounds to overcome that impediment.

So, she intends to beat me, rape me, and if I dare utter a word of it afterwards, murder me in an entirely legal duel in the Court of Blades.

The ensemble leader is watching me, anticipating my insistence that he remain – which is the only sane course of action.

Then again, if I were entirely sane, I wouldn’t be trying to take down the two most vicious houses in all of Rijou.

‘Kindly fuck off,’ I tell him and his trio of minstrels as I walk over to Spada and intertwine my fingers with hers. ‘The margravina and I would like a little privacy.’


Chapter 35

The Archiurgeon

Seven Years Earlier . . .

I had never met a proper physician until Viscountess Zephine took me away from Domas Lacrima. What passes for medical attention in a prison mine is typically a convict provisioned with ragged bandages cut from the clothes of the dead, a few precious clay jars of alcohol meant for cleaning mining implements but which served as a passable antiseptic, and a bone saw. After my price had been negotiated with the head overseer, the Viscountess had proceeded to examine me head to toe, deducting fees for every infected cut, rash and poorly healed scar she could find. Zephine was a shrewd negotiator. I doubt the final price of my freedom had been a single opal shard more than the absolute minimum the overseers would have accepted.

The doctor she’d taken me to had been perfunctory in his diagnosis, which was that she had overpaid for me. I couldn’t hear what she whispered to him after affectionately placing her hand on his arm, but the doctor looked as if he’d suddenly taken quite ill. Thereafter, he was profoundly more attentive in his ministrations of my poorly healed wounds.

In the three years that followed, I’d been to a great many doctors. The daily injuries of a duellist daughter of a great house were many and varied. Farren, who, for all his many fine qualities, was a terrible gossip, once told me of a line item in the household budget devoted entirely to my medical needs, which, he informed me, were nearly as costly as his own. I think he saw this as proof that I was truly part of the family.

In addition to its physicians, Rijou boasts the finest apothecaries in the country. Constantly being asked to devise ever more devious poisons sometimes had resulted in the discovery of remarkable new curatives. None of these ingenious medicines could compare with the concoctions employed inside the underground chamber Marsina Leander’s personal archiurgeon called his infirmary.

‘Hold her down,’ the big man in the white smock commanded Castilis and me. Despite being strapped by the wrists and ankles to a brass-topped iron table at the centre of the room, Kareline was bucking like a wild horse. The lantern swaying overhead cast a halo that traversed the disturbing, undulating spasms of her muscles beneath the wreckage of her skin.

‘Those are the stitching oils doing their work,’ the archiurgeon informed us as he forced more of the sticky black goo down Kareline’s throat. ‘Induces the muscles to contract in just the right ways to pull the bones back into place. Far more reliable than splinting. More painful, too.’

The way he spoke of her, as if she were some poorly cut piece of marble waiting for his masterful sculpting, set my teeth on edge. I had seen animal doctors show greater compassion for the suffering of their patients. ‘Pain’ was a wholly inadequate word to describe the agony racking Kareline’s entire body. Her head, shaking from side to side, was prevented from further concussions only by the grace of leather straps that looked as if they might give way at any moment. She was naked, which bothered no one but me.

‘Need to see where the bile bees go,’ the archiurgeon replied when I asked why she couldn’t at least have a blanket over her, for the temperature in the cramped basement infirmary was near to freezing. ‘Those ones there,’ he said, pointing at a swarm of the sickly yellowish buzzing insects that were clearly intent on stinging every inch of Kareline’s flesh, ‘see how they’re turning black and dying? That’s from infection.’

Apparently, leaving someone for hours with open wounds delivered by filthy wooden swords before getting them medical attention wasn’t conducive to a speedy recovery.

‘Hold her, damn it!’ the man shouted at us again, his strong left hand squeezing his patient’s jaw almost to breaking point to force her mouth open for more of his disgusting oil.

The archiurgeon – a term which I’d come to understand was a combination of ‘architect’ and ‘surgeon’ – had complained vociferously when we’d shown up at his door in the middle of the night and informed him that he needed to perform the most challenging bone and muscle restoration of his career without the benefit of a decent night’s sleep or the time to assemble his team of assistants. Then the fellow had noticed the way Castilis Leander was smiling in that peculiar, almost sleepy way of his, and decided he’d be happy to do as he was instructed.

Kareline kept arching her back upwards before smashing her body down against the brass tabletop. I was trying to hold her waist, but I was scared to apply too much pressure in case her wounds tore open again. The bile bees were crawling all over my hands, but they never stung me – they were interested only in the festering cuts, and the toxins they left behind were healing Kareline’s injuries faster than I would have thought possible.

‘Your mother will be emptying her coffers for tonight’s work,’ the archiurgeon informed Castilis before adding, with a smug grin, ‘Though you can tell her I’ll be happy to offer her the usual . . . discount.’

I would have thought that smarmy comment more than sufficient to ensure the man’s demise, but Castilis merely nodded. Apparently some skills are so valuable they provide a measure of protection even from the Swan Princeling’s displeasure.

The big man, who looked more like a prize fighter than a physician, kept poking at Kareline’s body with a distinct lack of courtesy. ‘The bones will knit nicely, as will the muscles.’ He shooed away the few remaining insects that hadn’t already died, then wagged an admonishing finger in my face. ‘No painkillers, you hear me, girl? Spare the tears and you spoil the cure.’

Physical discomfort was something you grew accustomed to in the mines, but Kareline, for all her dauntlessness, had grown up in a pampered household where every scrape and bruise was immediately taken care of.

‘Why must she suff—?’

But the archiurgeon was ignoring me, instead strapping a thick-lensed monocle over one eye. ‘Now, this here’s the tricky part,’ he continued, unscrewing the lid of a clay pot. The contents were so acrid they made my eyes water. He opened a shallow wooden case to reveal a set of delicate sable-hair brushes, the sort used by master portrait-painters, and after a long perusal, finally selected one and dipped it into the pot. The lustre of the glittering white paste coating the hairs was utterly at odds with its stench. His first stroke, along Kareline’s chin, was cautious, almost reticent, then he gestured for me to lean closer and I watched the skin beneath the translucent paste lose its redness and tighten as if reacting to the near-invisible lines left by the brush. The paste began to harden almost immediately, and the archiurgeon pushed me away from the light so he could resume his artistry. Minute by minute, stroke by stroke, he painted every inch of her face, leaving only her eyes, nostrils and lips uncovered, until Kareline’s gleaming porcelain mask perfectly mirrored the flawless features Spada had so diligently endeavoured to strip away from her in the Swan Gardens.

‘May I?’ Castilis asked, holding out his hand.

The archiurgeon froze. When he turned his head, the one eye magnified by the monocle added to his expression of disbelief. ‘Are you mad, boy? This isn’t some amateur wood carving to whittle away at on a summer’s afternoon by the lake. It’s a girl’s face! Every stroke must be precisely aligned so that each of the dozens of muscles beneath the skin conform to her original appearance. The prodigialis is merely the clay; the sculpting – that takes decades to master!’

Castilis still had his hand out, saying only, ‘A pity the labours of such an expert artist as yourself should go . . . unrewarded.’

The archiurgeon stood up straight, still defiantly clutching his brush as he looked to me, perhaps hoping I would intervene.

‘Now, now,’ Castilis warned, sidling to the head of the table. The nasty little dagger he’d shown me in the carriage was in his hand, the hooked blade at Kareline’s throat. ‘Let’s not quibble over details when our beloved heroine’s future rests upon a knife’s edge.’

The next three seconds passed in silence as I considered the ways I might try to get the blade away from Castilis before he could slit her throat. Three wasted seconds, naturally, since we both knew it was impossible.

‘Go on,’ he told the archiurgeon, nodding towards the door behind us that led to the anteroom. ‘Take Natazia and offer her a decent cup of tea. I won’t be long.’

When I hesitated, he added, ‘Or perhaps I will be, if I’m feeling peevish.’

This time, I allowed myself almost six seconds to play out a dozen different gambits against Castilis. My training in such stratagems had been relentless these past three years. Kareline and I had been forever testing each another, on the fencing piste, in the sparring ring, across every part of the house and out in the streets. We had concocted every conceivable tactical scenario, challenging each other to devise ever more intricate means to outmanoeuvre the other’s traps.

But he was Castilis Leander, and even if I had never seen him outwit opponents twice as clever as me, even if I had never met him until this moment, his smile would have told me the battle was already lost, and all that was left was for me to say, ‘Please, Castilis. Please, don’t hurt her.’

This amused him. ‘Why not? What’s she to you?’

I didn’t hesitate. ‘She is my sister.’

His next question was just as swift. ‘So – what? You love her, truly?’

‘Yes.’

‘How much? More than your madera? More than her defective son? More than you loved Galdrien Enguero?’

‘I . . . I don’t think that’s how love works,’ I replied.

On the table, Kareline’s left eye blinked open, barely able to meet my gaze. She looked feverish and confused. I wondered if, even in the midst of the terror she must be feeling, her limbs bound and Castilis’ hooked blade at her throat, she, too, was struggling to weigh each filial attachment against the others.

He paused then, his eyes locked on mine as if waiting for my lies to reveal themselves. When they didn’t, he said, ‘My sister loves me, too.’

‘I’m sure she does. That’s why I’m begging you to—’

Castilis wasn’t listening to me any more. ‘Not properly, though. Not the way she should.’

He’s broken inside, I realised for the first time. He’s incapable of loving anyone, yet desperate to be loved by the one person he deems worthy of his affection. This is his weakness. But how can I—?

The return of his smile told me I’d miscalculated badly. My mask had slipped and he’d known instantly what I was thinking. What could I say now that would sway him towards mercy or decency? I felt cornered, as though the blade were at my throat as much as Kareline’s.

‘Go,’ he said again, nodding once more at the door to the anteroom. ‘I must consider the . . . shape of this sisterly enchantment that could enthral a mine girl into worshipping a cold-hearted bitch she ought to despise.’

I felt the archiurgeon grab my arm. ‘Come, girl. Best not to . . .’ He glanced back at Castilis but then looked down at his feet as he dragged me out of the room. ‘Nothing more either of us can do for your sister now.’


Chapter 36

Dancing Deceptions

The moment the musicians depart, the room feels transformed. The soothing aquamarine walls are now the boundaries of an oval duelling circle. The plush peacock rugs feel like snares waiting to snag my boot heels. In the right hands, any of the assortment of cheese knives on the sideboard could pierce a vital organ. Every bottle on the bar is a glass truncheon; broken, jagged edges can flay skin as effectively as any rapier.

‘A drink, Lady Consequence?’ Spada asks, pouring a thick purplish-red liqueur into two crystal goblets with heavy pewter bases. These, too, might make reasonable weapons, though it’s not the goblets I’m worried about.

‘An aphrodisiac?’ I ask, holding mine to the light to check for traces of powder that might have floated to the surface before inhaling the scent in search of troubling aromas.

‘A potent one,’ Spada assures me. ‘House Leander employs the finest apothecaries in the country.’ Her other hand gestures to the shelf lined with tiny glass flutes. ‘Half a measure would send most men twice our size into uncontrolled spasms of lust.’

She breathes in the cinnamon-sweet scent of the liqueur. Her hips begin swaying to a rhythm I suspect is meant to mimic desire. She’s waiting for me to flinch, to say the obvious: You first.

I hate tests. I hate games. This is both.

Your first misstep, Spada: you continue to mistake me for some flighty fencer who lacks a duellist’s endurance.

I hold her gaze as I down the goblet in one long swallow, then run my finger around the rim and lick the last drops with my tongue. The taste isn’t sweet exactly; it’s what sweetness wishes it could be.

A warm tingle glides down my throat to my belly. Whatever Castilis pays his apothecaries, it isn’t enough.

‘The courtezano, Bézan Grise, claims you came to negotiate a marriage pact with Castilis,’ Spada says. She still hasn’t taken a drink. ‘He’s a monster, you know.’

One serpent accuses another of having a forked tongue.

‘Harsh words for my future husband, don’t you think?’ I ask, all innocence.

The curl of Spada’s upper lip is the first crack in her mask. She hasn’t touched her drink, so this isn’t the liquor talking.

‘Are you familiar with the name Shiballe Leander?’ she asks.

‘Oh, saints.’ I sigh. ‘Must I memorise the entire Swan lineage to hear this ghost story?’

‘Shiballe Leander was the chief advisor to Duke Jillard.’

‘He’s the dead one, right?’

‘Both men are dead,’ she clarifies, her gaze lost in the crimson depths of her goblet. ‘Jillard, a lifelong schemer and corrupter, was killed three months ago when he attempted to save the life of Aline, the fifteen-year-old heir to the Tristian throne.’

‘How valorous. Perhaps you misjudged him.’

She doesn’t hide her disdain for this particular brand of valour. ‘What should concern you, Lady Consequence, is that Jillard’s former advisor, Shiballe Leander, was the most despicable worm ever to slither into a ducal court. Miravon, Vauquelin, Tiarren – these are just a few of the families whose massacres he orchestrated to advance his own interests.’

Liar, I seethe silently, my fingertip tracing the rim of my goblet as I arrange my facial features into a mask of idle curiosity. ‘Perhaps it’s the liqueur, my darling Margravina Enguero, but I can’t decide whether this lurid gossip is meant as a warning or foreplay.’

Spada laughs. The unexpected levity strikes me as genuine, if only because she sounds pleased with herself.

‘Perhaps you’re a better match for Castilis than I presumed,’ she observes, regaining control of herself. ‘Seven years ago, even Shiballe had enough of his son’s indiscretions. He exiled him, then filed a decree in the Court of Plumes dispossessing Castilis in favour of his vapid, docile sister, Syldia.’

Now, this is interesting, I think, keeping my attention focused on Spada and not on the aphrodisiacal liqueur working its way through me.

‘Vapid, docile and the secret heir to the House of Swans?’ I ask, pairing the words with one of Lady Consequence’s more dismissive chuckles. ‘I’ve caught you now, Margravina. You seek to enthral me with Syldia’s charms so I’ll marry her and leave Castilis to you.’

Spada doesn’t laugh this time. ‘Days after Duke Jillard’s death, the dismembered remains of Shiballe Leander were discovered in the bedrooms of six different noble houses. A week later, Castilis returned to Rijou, all smiles and full of stories of his “extended overseas holiday”. Go to the Court of Plumes, Lady Consequence. Bribe, cajole and threaten every magistrate you find. Not one will admit to the existence of Shiballe’s decree.’ She lifts her goblet, still untouched. ‘That is how much even the powerful of this city fear the man you’re so determined to wed. Even his sister quivers at the sound of his footsteps.’

Could this be why Syldia has forged some sort of secret alliance with Vicendi? I wonder. But a different question sends a chill down my spine that not even the liqueur can burn away: Where did you spend those seven missing years, Castilis, while I was rotting in the mine shafts of Domas Lacrima?

I can’t risk Spada perceiving that I might understand the full implications of these revelations, so yet again, I deflect with disdain. ‘You are all so proud of the myriad assassinations and intrigues of your little city. Let me assure you, Margravina, boys murdering their fathers is nothing new. It’s the stuff of countless stage melodramas and sword romances, after all.’

Spada steps closer to me, swirling the contents of her crystal goblet as she says, quiet as the unsheathing of a rapier, ‘Let there be one truth between us, Lady Consequence, even if the rest is pitiless theatre. I am the most dangerous swordswoman in all of Rijou, yet your would-be fiancé’s mind is twice as sharp as my blade, and his heart a thousand times more cruel.’

When our eyes meet, the slight rise at the corner of her mouth reveals that whatever splinter of decency drove her to confide in me has been plucked out. Now, she will take what she came for.

Why is she just standing there? I wonder, the thick sweetness of the liqueur on my tongue. Why not strike while she has the chance?

As I’d surmised when she first offered me the drink, it’s not lassitude that creeps into my limbs, but something far worse: a longing that sharpens to a stiletto point with every breath. It’s not that I can’t breathe; it’s that I don’t want to. I’m suffocating from all-consuming desire. Just watching her sway indolently to a silent rhythm of anticipation, it’s as if I can already feel her lips on mine, her hands all over me.

Were I the girl who consigned herself to the mines seven years ago, you’d already have beaten me, Spada. But that girl is long gone. You ruined her.

I yawn, slow and theatrical, then hold out my empty goblet. ‘Forgive me, Margravina. It’s not that you aren’t a beautiful woman, but I may require something more potent if this dalliance is to go any further.’

Whatever comes next, I savour the moment her breath catches. I have carved uncertainty into the cold marble of Spada Enguero’s heart.

She downs her glass faster than I did, gasping as she slams it down onto the sideboard. The effects take hold of her even faster than they did me. Her eyes widen, pupils dilating. She grits her teeth, trying to resist the effects, but her hand is gliding down the front of her gown, starting between her breasts and ending between her thighs.

When she finally speaks, I can’t help but admire her honesty.

‘This is a sick thing that we do.’

She’s right.

Two duellists entering the circle might despise each other, fight for rival causes or bleed for opposing beliefs, but the art still binds us. Inside the walls of this opulent palace, the rules of combat are more refined, and far more despicable.

We should be ashamed. We are ashamed.

It makes no difference.

‘How shall we begin?’ I ask, unbuttoning my waistcoat.

I was thoroughly patted down upon arrival, but no one checked the loose threads of my shirt cuffs for how well they might serve as garrottes, and they missed my tiny fingerblade entirely.

Spada dons her mask of indifferent amusement once more, her moment of soul-sickened candour banished to the dark pit in which she long ago buried her shame and decency. These are merely surface observations on my part – hollow witticisms to keep myself from succumbing to the aches this foul liqueur has spread throughout my body.

Saint Zhagev-who-sings-for-tears, it isn’t right to want so badly to bed and kill someone at the same time.

Spada extends a hand. ‘Shall we dance, you and I?’

In our profession, such an invitation is usually a metaphor. But when I clench my fist and come into guard, she shakes her head and approaches without defending herself.

‘You can lead, if you prefer,’ she tells me.

Dazed from the drug, I accept her hand. Despite her offer, it’s Spada who leads, taking us into a slow, languid gavotte.

‘This would be easier had we not sent the musicians away,’ I murmur.

Her eyes have a faraway look as she raises my hand above my head and twirls me round and round before pulling me in close. ‘Music takes away the intimacy of a dance, don’t you find?’

It’s the observation – the intuition – of a duellist. Tempo is the essence of our art; letting the opponent set it is folly. In that brief instant after she sped up but before we began the turn, Spada could’ve slipped a blade between my ribs.

‘Only a fool analyses a fight while it’s happening,’ the old woman’s voice chides me. ‘Instinct handles that. Your job is to counter the next move.’

When Spada spins me a second time, I stutter the final step, falling backwards out of measure. She catches my wrist, intending to pull me in, but I anchor my front foot and draw her to me instead. Now, I’m leading.

‘I feel certain I should know a dancer of your calibre,’ she says, her hand sliding down my back, her little finger grazing the top of my buttock.

Another test. She’s convinced now that this hatred between us means I must be from Rijou.

Alas for Spada, the old woman also taught me to weave intrigue into my swordplay. ‘In the early part of the duel, attack relentlessly with your weakest technique. Make it seem more deadly than it is.’

Spada thinks I’m hiding some shared past between us, so I confirm her suspicions.

‘Who can say?’ I ask, lifting both our arms and turning us in opposite directions until we’re back to back, necks craning towards one another, cheeks touching. Who knew a country gavotte could be so sensual? ‘I attended so many balls in my youth. Perhaps we met at a revel like this one as teenagers?’

I feel the tension in Spada’s back. She completes the turn ahead of me and pulls me into an embrace from behind, convinced she’s unmasked me at last. One hand travels up my belly to my breast. The other slips below my waistband, fingers searching.

I spin to face her, drowning my revulsion in a kiss.

She kisses me back – how could she not with this noxious aphrodisiac burning in our blood? – then pulls away, sensing I’ve made this too easy.

‘Alas, no,’ she says, as if catching me in a lie. ‘Surely I’d remember so kindred a spirit. Certainly my brother will never forget his encounter with you in the Court of Blades.’

When we come together again, our dance quickens into a tarangos baci. The ‘dance of kissing spiders’ is maddeningly fast, precarious as racing along a tightrope, and undeniably erotic.

It excites her that I hurt Dazidier!

The thought almost sends me stumbling.

Why would the possibility that her brother may never duel again arouse her?

Neither of us speaks after that, for the tarangos leaves no breath for words. Partners are meant to kiss after every turn, fingertips darting across each other’s bodies until it’s as if eight different hands are at work. Our touches aren’t playful, though. We stroke and grab and grind against one another. It’s disgusting. It’s wonderful. Even in this depraved contest, we are champions.

But duels allow only one victor.

In the frenzy of lips and fingers, hips and cheeks, I can sense the faintest hitch at the start of her movements – an infinitesimally short pause when Spada could’ve driven her fist into my throat, or a knife into my liver.

She has the tempo of me!

I still can’t beat her.

Not seven years ago. Not now. Maybe not ever.

She hadn’t banished the musicians to unsettle me. She wanted me at my best. She wanted to take my full measure, so we’d both know how any future duel between us would end.

The horror of a night seven years ago clamps my throat like an iron collar even as the narcotic coursing through my veins makes me groan at Spada’s every touch.

She’s in control now, not just of herself, but of me. Of this awful, perverted dance. Of everything.

The old woman was right. All my grand schemes to restore my house, to rescue my brother – these were all masks to hide my true face from myself. What I craved was to beat Spada, to savour the moment when she realised who finally bested her.

It’s a moment that will never come.

We’ve stopped dancing. My breath roars in my ears. The two of us are slick with sweat. The gossamer of Spada’s gown clings to every line of her body. Her lips are parted, eyes unfocused with anticipated rapture.

She no longer cares about my true identity.

Why should she need the name of a broken spirit?

When her hand reaches out to grab my waist and pull me close to enjoy what remains of me, I don’t resist. Whether from the drugged liqueur or my own shame, I’m too desperate to escape the ache hollowing out my chest. I let her guide me to the chaise longue. She sits me down, kneeling between my legs to unbutton my trousers.

She will bury me, I think, barely aware of my own body any more, deeper underground than ever I was in the mines.

‘My, my, my,’ declares a mocking voice. It’s teasing, irreverent, infuriating.

Just like that . . . the spell fractures.

Were all those sword romances portents of my fate? I wonder, the first hysterical notes of a giggle threatening to rise in my throat. Has a pirate prince come to spirit away the weeping damsel from her tower?

Leaning against the now open doorway, Bézan Grise holds up a thirteen-string lute, apparently unaware that he’s blocking the efforts of a dozen half-dressed nobles in the hall craning their necks to peek inside.

‘Forgive me, my goddesses, but I was told that two divine bodies were about to intertwine without musical accompaniment. Naturally, I rushed to provide such clumsy tunes as my poor fingers can manage.’

He plucks a sultry arpeggio so sour it could curdle cream faster than his leering grin.

‘Ah, but now I see a finer melody is already being composed. All it lacks are lyrics to make it an ode for the ages.’ He turns to the growing crowd outside. ‘Does anyone know what rhymes with “majestic thighs”?’

It’s not unfunny, all things considered. Were I not drowning in humiliation and desire, I might even laugh.

Spada, though . . .

Whatever contempt I feel towards Bézan Grise, it’s nothing compared to the red-hot fury searing away Spada’s moment of triumph.

With her kneeling between my legs, fingertips on the third button of my trousers, I can feel the tension in her forearms pressing against my thighs. In the furrow of her brow, I can see the sequence forming: the carefully calculated angles, the feint to get the lute out of the way of a single, perfect attack.

With a single joke, Bézan has done what I could not: he’s stolen from Spada Enguero – the Sword of the House of Falcons – her dignity.

And with it, her self-control.

She’s going to kill him for it.

I’m still dazed in the aftermath of our obscene duel. Some voice inside me – my mother? The old woman? That accursed Valiana val Mond? – calls on me to rise up, claim the title of Our Lady of Blades and rescue Bézan Grise from impending death.

No, Spada will have anticipated any potential interference.

If my leg so much as twitches before she turns, she’ll crush my windpipe and then kill the minstrel. That’s what I would do.

Sorry, Bézan, I think, slumping back into the chaise. If you were hoping for a hero, you chose the wrong—

‘Ah, but the three of us mustn’t tarry here,’ the minstrel carries on, slinging the lute over his back like a soldier off to war. ‘The climax of tonight’s revel is about to begin in the grand foyer!’

Spada gets to her feet, a thirst for blood in the curl of her lip and a two-inch blade – stolen, I now realise, from the cuff of my shirt the attendants hadn’t thought to search – secreted in her palm.

Bézan Grise must know death is only seconds away, yet the smug, amused arch of one eyebrow halts her, just for a moment.

‘What lies are you peddling now, Grise?’ she growls.

‘Why, the surprise, of course!’ he says, and forestalls her next move with an exaggerated cough, followed by a downwards flicker of his gaze.

Belatedly, I button my trousers.

‘What surprise?’ asks one of the half-naked nobles clustered in the hallway.

Bézan spins theatrically, gesturing grandly. ‘The surprise of the season, my friends! What better finalé to a gala devoted to many-splendoured Love than for our gracious host to introduce his fiancée?’

Some in the crowd cheer, others mutter speculations at one another about the identity of Castilis Leander’s betrothed.

Bézan turns to Spada and me. His mischievous wink makes it impossible to tell which of us he’s addressing when he adds, ‘The Swan Princeling can hardly propose to his true love without you there, can he?’


Chapter 37

The Boy Who Was Born with Mirrors for Eyes

Seven Years Earlier . . .

‘Hummingbirds are strange creatures, aren’t they?’

I jolted awake. It was still dark outside, though dawn couldn’t be far. The horses were trotting faster than before.

‘Where are you taking us?’ I demanded.

Castilis sat beside me on the rear bench. Kareline lay opposite, hands folded over her chest like some ancient warrior awaiting her tomb.

‘What’s the last thing you remember?’ Castilis asked.

My fingers flew to my face. I expected blood, grit, dried tears – but my skin was clean. My hair had been brushed. The tattered emerald gown was gone, replaced with a white cotton shift stitched with a feather brocade, the hem falling just above the knees. A ‘maiden dress’, they call it in Rijou.

‘That physician . . . he led me out of his infirmary. He prepared tea for me, but when he handed me the cup, I refused to drink. Then he said . . . he said—’

‘Everyone refuses the tea, little girl. That’s why I dab the medicine onto the cup itself.’

For once, Castilis wasn’t smiling. ‘The archiurgeon misunderstood my instructions. I never meant him to sedate you—’

‘Liar!’

I forced myself to breathe in and out, three times in rapid succession. Then I squeezed both fists tightly before releasing the tension. Kareline and I often used the technique after a dizzying blow to the head. Aside from a dull ache and a fog where the last hour should’ve been, I felt fine. But the rage had taken hold.

No one had ever drugged me before. The thought gnawed at my fledgling sense of personal dignity. It was suddenly very important that I find this overzealous archiurgeon and see how well he could stitch himself back together.

‘He’s dead,’ Castilis said quietly, reading the fury in my expression. ‘I killed him for you.’

‘Why?’

He held up three fingers, tapping each in turn. ‘One, I dislike others presuming to know my intentions. Two, he slandered my stepmother.’

I remembered the archiurgeon’s flippant remark about some ‘discounts’ he’d given Marsina Leander.

Castilis reached out and brushed the hair from my face. ‘Third, that fool of a doctor treated you like a wilting flower. He washed you, combed your hair, dressed you – as if he knew who you were. But only I know you, Natazia. No one else.’

Kareline moaned. I knelt down on the carriage floor to examine her. Like me, she was dressed in a feather-patterned white shift. The skin of her legs was red and tender, but the cuts had sealed and the welts had smoothed. The alchemical salves and tinctures the archiurgeon had painted over her face had hardened into something like porcelain. Only a sliver of moonlight crept through the carriage window, but it was enough to see the changes Castilis had made after sending me out of the infirmary.

‘What have you done to my sister?’

He took this as invitation to kneel beside me. His shoulder brushed mine, his thigh felt warm through the thin cotton of my dress. ‘You were magnificent with Duke Jillard,’ he told me. ‘I wish Syldia had been there to watch you. She needs to be more committed to the parts I give her to play. I decided to give you a gift to honour your performance.’

‘A gift?’ I leaned closer.

The mask wasn’t just healing Kareline’s wounds – it was reshaping her face . . . but Castilis hadn’t contorted her features into something monstrous. These violations were far more intimate.

‘You—’ I choked. ‘You made her look like—’

‘Not entirely,’ he said cheerfully. He pointed to her cheekbones. ‘Still a touch higher than yours. And I had to keep that little arch to her eyebrows – the one she makes when she thinks she’s fooled us all. This bit, however . . .’ He tapped the tip of my nose. ‘I always liked yours better.’

Violet eyes swept over me as if mesmerised by the tresses of my honey-blonde hair, which Viscountess Zephine had dyed to match Kareline’s, and my cheeks, which I’d contoured to make higher, like hers. My skin was still paler, but three years of decent food and expensive ointments had erased the worst of the mines.

‘Why are you staring at me like that?’ I asked.

He turned away, tracing his fingertip across Kareline’s upper lip. It was one of the only parts of her face uncovered by the porcelain paste. ‘I let her keep the sigila amora,’ he said. ‘My sister was so envious when she saw the hummingbird mark left behind by Kareline’s lipstick on her wrist. Syldia’s desperate to get one for herself. I suppose I should allow her. She’s been so anxious lately. Keeps pulling out her beautiful hair when she thinks no one’s looking.’

‘The Hells for your sister!’ I shouted, shoving him against the carriage door. ‘How could you do something so . . . so cruel and perverse to Kareline?’

Castilis straightened his coat before taking his seat. ‘Don’t be so dramatic. It’s not as if people won’t recognise her. No one looks exactly the same after a beating like that.’

‘But why? Why make her—?’

‘I told you, it’s a reward. The one gift no one else could give you.’

He banged three times on the carriage ceiling. The horses slowed to a stop. Castilis swung the door open for me. Outside, a wrought-iron archway between two towering trees framed the private road up to House Vauquelin.

‘We’re done, then?’ I asked. ‘Spada and her brothers will leave Kareline and Farren alone so long as we never reveal how Galdrien died?’

Castilis gave me that look again: a little boy confounded by the stupidity of everyone around him. ‘Sometimes I wonder if you’re teasing me, Natazia. You’re not like the others. You’ve got . . .’ He frowned, then pressed his palm over my heart.

I went still – not like a panicked deer this time, but a wolf ready to rip out its enemy’s throat.

‘Instincts,’ Castilis said at last. ‘That’s what the others lack, even Syldia. I wish you and I had more time together. I could teach you to stop hiding from the truths you already know.’ His fingers drifted up from my heart to again fiddle with my hair. ‘We really must do something about this dull colo—’

I shoved his hand away. ‘I want your word, Castilis Leander. Swear on something you love. Swear on your sister’s life.’

A flicker of anger gave way to a quiet laugh. ‘Oaths are for people so accustomed to lying that they need permission to tell the truth.’

‘Swear it anyway.’

His tone sharpened. ‘You still cling to that absurd feud? Vendettas bore me, Natazia. That’s why I’ve put an end to this one. All those generations of Engueros and Vauquelins, falcons and hummingbirds pecking away at one another to see who flies higher? Even my own father, bowing and scraping to a duke he despises in hopes of some trivial advantage against House Tiarren. Our parents are like children – children who refuse to grow up.’

‘Then why—?’

The carriage rocked as the driver dropped to the ground. A moment later, the brute reached inside and hauled Kareline into his arms before depositing her unceremoniously onto the road like a discarded doll.

I leaped out after him and shoved him hard. He didn’t budge, only stood there until Castilis gave him the nod to retake his place atop the carriage.

‘Here,’ Castilis said, handing me a small wax-sealed vial. ‘Pour it down her throat once we’re gone. She’ll wake quickly. It’ll hurt, but at least you won’t have to drag her the whole way home.’

‘Why would I trust any gift from you?’

The carriage rolled forward. Castilis leaned out of the window. ‘When Viscountess Zephine sees the two of you, she won’t see a mine girl she bought from Domas Lacrima. She’ll see her two daughters, as alike as if you’d come from her womb. That is my gift to you.’

Then he was gone.

I looked down at the girl he’d broken and reshaped to match me. Almost from the day I’d come to Rijou, I’d believed that what I wanted most was to be like Kareline. But I could never match her courage, her resolve. I could never be her. Castilis had made us sisters in body, if not quite in spirit.

He’d been right after all. This was the perfect gift.


Chapter 38

Revelling in Revelation

The grand foyer feels more crowded than before. Silk gowns cling to sweat-slicked bodies, half of them torn or mis-pinned. Lip paints smear across flushed cheeks, many in colours that don’t match the wearer’s own. The air stinks of heaving, wine-soaked breath and spent desire. The whispers all around me are like the hissing of serpents whose tongues flick at my neck and shoulders. The narcotic effects of the liqueur are beginning to fade, leaving behind only the shameful memories of—

No. Not here, not now.

‘Is it true?’ the first of many curious voices asks, unleashing a storm of others demanding to know which young man or woman has won the hand of Castilis Leander.

One by one, the inquisitive gawkers turn to stare at me. Despite my unsuitable attire and ill-bred manners, they can’t help but wonder if the enigmatic Lady Consequence has somehow beguiled the Swan Princeling.

The musicians recently evicted from the dalliance chambers are now tuning their instruments on the mezzanine above, forming a crooked arc at the gallery’s edge. The crowd below are edging closer to me, their filthy speculations written in the creases of their brows and the narrowing of their eyes. I turn, searching for escape, only to find Spada next to me – a fellow cornered rat whose face mirrors my own discomfort. Apparently, I’m not the only candidate the crowd is betting on.

‘The Swan Princeling and the Sword of Enguero have been allies since childhood,’ someone mutters behind us.

‘Lovers, more likely,’ sneers the woman to his left.

Neither is correct. Castilis Leander doesn’t have allies or lovers. He prefers pets and puppets, and none more faithful than his first.

The musicians strike up the florid strains of the ‘Swan Serenade’, the anthem of House Leander. Syldia Leander steps into the light beside her brother, gleaming in a new feathered gown to match his calf-length betrothal coat.

‘Does the duplicitous degenerate mean to—?’ Spada halts mid thought, remembering that we are still enemies.

‘He wouldn’t dare,’ Vicendi snaps from behind me. ‘Not even Castilis could force his own sister into a union so foul!’

The outraged advocate goes silent as Castilis steps up to the gallery railing, gripping it with both hands as if at the helm of a ship cutting into storm.

‘Marriage is no mere union of two hearts,’ he declares, now a prophet preaching to the heathen mob. ‘Nor is it the merging of their families. Marriage is an act of faith that renews the bonds between every member of society. When two people are joined – the right two people – a city, a duchy, a nation is reborn.’

The audacious sentiment ripples through the audience. The serene smile on Castilis’ lips dares anyone to challenge his sincerity. Only when the crowd falls silent once more does he answer their unspoken question.

‘Many of you have wondered where I’ve been these past years. Some have spun absurd, scandalous rumours. The truth—’ He chuckles to himself. ‘The truth bewilders even me.’

Again, he makes the assembled élites of Rijou wait, drawing out their curiosity. It works, too, because even I begin to speculate where he spent those lost years waiting for the Duke of Rijou to die so he could come back, murder his own father and make his move.

‘I crossed the oceans in search of wonders like some wayward pirate in a tragic sword romance. But I return to you now with the most priceless treasure Rijou has ever known – one believed lost to us for ever.’

His eyes sweep the crowd. All around me, women swoon when his gaze lingers even for a second upon them. It’s a trick, though, because I know exactly who he’s looking at.

He’s going to reveal me!

Panic flushes away the last of the haze from my senses. There’s no room to move, no path of escape. Spada turns to me, her eyes like black embers.

She’ll kill me. The moment he says my name, she’ll rip me apart.

The crowd presses closer, craning their necks as they stare up in confusion at Castilis. An elderly fellow faints nearby, creating a narrow gap for me to slip through unnoticed.

With a raised hand, Castilis silences the musicians. A flick of his fingers sends Syldia stepping aside, smoothly, obediently. The space she leaves at the gallery’s edge waits to be filled.

From the shadows, she emerges.

‘Gorgeous,’ breathes the woman on my left.

‘A goddess,’ sighs the man behind me.

Unlike the sweat-drenched crowd, Castilis Leander’s new fiancée wears a pristine wrap of ivory silk falling from one shoulder, with a matching length of azure gathered across the other. The two swaths are belted at the waist, revealing a figure that rekindles the desires of even the most exhausted revellers.

‘It can’t be,’ Vicendi murmurs behind me. ‘She’s . . . she’s supposed to be—’

‘A shipwreck!’ Castilis cries, triumphant. He lifts the hand of the flawless beauty whose honey-blonde hair glides past a face too familiar – too perfect – to be real. It’s the face I mourned for seven years.

Am I the ghost now, not her?

‘A shipwreck, yes!’ Castilis proclaims. ‘Upon the shores of a savage island where Duke Jillard had consigned her to toil in the bedchamber of the foul cousin he forced her to wed. But she survived. And though it has taken years for body and mind to mend, tonight she returns to her city. Tonight, we welcome back the lost daughter of a great house, the heir to the Chalice of Shipping and keeper of my heart.’

He doesn’t speak her name.

He doesn’t have to.

‘The boy,’ I hiss at Vicendi. ‘The one Castilis debated. Tell me you got him out of the palace!’

‘Of course, my Lady. I put him in a carriage as you requested, though he did press me about yo—’

‘Kareline!’ someone cries, and whatever else Vicendi was going to say vanishes beneath the cheers erupting all around us.

‘Kareline Vauquelin!’

‘Daughter of Hummingbirds!’

‘Heir to the Chalice!’

Everyone applauds – everyone but three.

Spada is the first to turn away, convinced now that I’m nothing more than a foreign sellsword – a stalking horse for the real bride. She gives me a disgusted sneer before pushing her way through the crowd.

The second is Vicendi, who grabs my elbow and whispers, ‘We must get you away from here. Now.’

‘Not yet.’ I shake off his grip, my attention snared by the vision above: the angel in silk kissing Castilis Leander as the crowd roars their approval and the ‘Swan Serenade’ begins anew. ‘I need to stay. I need to find out wh—’

Vicendi grabs me again, harder this time. ‘My Lady, you are crying.’

I reach up, dazed, to find tears on my cheeks.

My mask is shattered, gone. If anyone looks too closely, they’ll see me, truly see me.

When I continue to resist his attempts to leave, Vicendi murmurs, ‘There is more at work here than the betrayal of your engagement to Castilis Leander, my Lady.’

‘What?’

He leans in closer, whispering in my ear, ‘Minutes after you ascended to the dalliance chamber with Spada, I overheard a messenger bringing him word that the corpse of Dazidier Enguero was discovered by a maid when blood dripped through the floor of an attic room inside the Falcon Palace. That’s why Spada accepted the invitation to the revel tonight!’

I turn just in time to see the back of Spada as she disappears out the curved, wing-shaped front doors. Suddenly every word she’d uttered in that chamber takes on new shape. Spada wasn’t trying to get me to reveal my name. She wanted me to confess to killing her brother!

‘We must leave now, my Lady,’ Vicendi tells me, ‘before Castilis or one of his house intriguers twists Dazidier’s murder against you.’

Dully, like a drunkard who’s lost her way home, I let Vicendi lead me through the crush of bodies. I keep my head down, praying no one notices the girl who’s fleeing tonight’s fairy-tale ending. I may as well be a ghost, though: the entire foyer is chanting Kareline’s name.

‘Do you think it’s really her?’ Vicendi asks as we reach the doors.

‘I doubt even she knows,’ I reply hoarsely. Consequence has abandoned me, her mask of amused detachment shattered beyond repair. ‘Seven years is a long time to forget who you are.’

I turn back for one last glimpse of the girl in the gallery. She gazes back at me with the face we share, but not a flicker of recognition.

Oh, Sister. How could you betray the vow we both swore?


Chapter 39

Clockworks

Seven Years Earlier . . .

A quarter of a mile was a long distance to carry a hundred and twenty pounds, even for the duellist daughter of House Vauquelin. Three years of training every single day with combat weights had left me stronger and faster than I’d ever dreamed, but the muscles I’d developed were suited to the precise, sudden movements required for swordplay, pugilism and wrestling, not hauling a sixteen-year-old girl up a winding gravel path.

Kareline was draped over my back, one arm hanging down on either side of my neck so I could keep hold of her and distribute her weight as evenly as possible. I must’ve looked like a hunchback wearing the heaviest cloak ever made.

The journey wasn’t much more pleasant for Kareline, who was drifting in and out of consciousness every few yards. Through the hardened porcelain paste covering her face, she whispered in my ear, ‘You’re an idiot.’

We agreed on that much, at least.

‘Just give me the vial,’ she groaned. ‘I’ll be fine.’

‘Oh, sure,’ I said, grunting as I set her down on the ground, easing her onto her back. ‘I mean, what could go wrong from trusting the Swan Princeling’s medical advice?’

She tried to stifle a moan. The pain seemed to be coming from every part of her body. ‘You can’t carry me all the way to the house!’

‘Why not?’ I asked, wheezing.

I saw her try to grin beneath the pale white mask, but even that caused her to wince in agony. ‘Because I wouldn’t be strong enough, and I’m not some feeble mine girl.’

‘Yeah?’ I asked, kneeling down to roll her onto her side before pointing to a spot ten yards ahead of us. ‘Then what do you call that?’

She stared at the brass-peaked columns on either side of House Vauquelin’s magnificent portico as if it were a far-off island whose shores she’d thought never again to reach. I expected some sort of mocking retort to hide her surprise – Hells, I was surprised I’d got us here – but instead she grabbed my hand and squeezed it tight. Then she whispered something that I would carry with me in the days ahead, holding it close so no one else could take it away from me. She said, ‘Only a fool would doubt you, Natazia Vauquelin. And I’m done being a fool.’

But she was weeping.

‘Kareline, what’s wrong?’

‘Give me the medicine.’

I shook my head. ‘I told you, I don’t trust—’

She turned onto her stomach, crying out in agony as she forced herself to her hands and knees. ‘Tazia, the guards . . .’

Saints . . . the guards.

This close to the Blood Week, there should’ve been six of them posted outside the house, watching each of the paths leading here. Someone should’ve spotted us long before now.

‘Stay here,’ I told Kareline, glancing around the tree-lined flagstone road in search of something to use as a weapon. There was nothing. ‘I’ll be . . . I’ll be back soon – just try to—’

‘Leave me the medicine,’ she said. There was steel in her voice, but it was sharp and brittle.

I unrolled the sleeve of the otherwise useless maiden dress Castilis had dressed me in, catching the vial in my palm before it could fall to the ground. I put it in Kareline’s hand. ‘Only if you really have to,’ I warned her.

She pushed herself up until she was sitting on her haunches, swaying as if she might fall back down to the ground. ‘Go,’ she said.

I ran then, my aches and exhaustion banished by the panic rushing through my veins. Use it, I reminded myself. Fear doesn’t have to be a terrified mine girl hiding in her cell. Fear can be fast legs and strong arms.

The front doors to the house had been barred from the outside with a length of iron rod that must’ve taken four men to bend around the brass door handles. I turned east, racing to the side of the house, where trellises ran up the outer wall for the vines where hummingbirds sipped nectar from specially bred flowers. Those trellises went all the way to the upper windows of the grand parlour. I found a rock the size of my fist and folded it into the hem of my dress, tying it into place. Then I climbed, hands and feet moving so quickly I nearly toppled to the pavestones below three times before I reached the windows.

The stained-glass panes inset at the top of the thirty-foot walls of House Vauquelin were works of art crafted by master glaziers. Each one was worth a small fortune. I smashed the largest with the rock, sending shards of glass exploding into the house. Several pieces cut my hand and one sliver embedded itself in my chin. My madera would surely scold me for having failed to first cover my hand with part of my dress, but I wasn’t thinking too clearly.

A sick feeling had chased me all the way up – the memory of something Castilis had said when I’d demanded he give me his word that he wouldn’t let Spada come after Kareline or Farren: ‘Vendettas bore me, Natazia. That’s why I’ve put an end to this one.’

I had enough presence of mind to knock off the remaining bits of glass before edging myself over the windowsill. Unfortunately, in my haste I pushed too hard, and found myself pitched forward, suddenly staring at the hard marble floor thirty feet below that would surely break my neck. As I flipped head over heels, my hands reached out to grab the vines running up the inside wall of the parlour. The breath whooshed out of my lungs as my back slammed into the wall, but I held on with all my strength. Carefully, I turned myself around, finding a toehold in one of the thicker branches, and started making my way to the floor.

That’s when I saw how Castilis Leander had ended the blood feud between the Vauquelins and Engueros that he’d found so tedious.

‘Clockwork,’ I murmured, my limbs frozen by the macabre tableau before me.

Everything that had happened in the past two days – every single thing – had gone exactly as Castilis had intended: the accelerating abuses of Farren by the Enguero brothers right before the Swan Revel, offering the perfect opportunity for Kareline and me to trick them into a duel in the gardens; the tragic timing of Galdrien’s doomed attempt to save us from ourselves; the pistol that seemed to go off by accident, only to find its true target; the improvised solution that led me to betray House Tiarren in front of the Duke of Rijou, even as it delayed Kareline and me from returning home . . .

Dozens of cogs and gears and springs all working in tandem, just as the clockmaker intended.

With none of the lanterns lit, the grand parlour should have been immersed in darkness. The hummingbirds ought to have been asleep. And yet there were shadows dancing upon the floor. When I looked up, I saw a hundred different lengths of copper wire dangling from the ceiling. Some ended in loops that held tiny candles in holders, the wax nearly melted, the flames of the wicks sputtering. At first I thought perhaps the candles had kept the hummingbirds awake because there seemed to be dozens of them, fluttering about as if they were frolicking around the lights. But hummingbirds don’t flutter; when you can see their wings, they’re already dead.

Something dripped in my eye. When I wiped it away, I found blood on my fingers. I tilted my head back as far as it would go.

That’s when I saw Zephine, Viscountess of Vauquelin.

The smartest, most daring and yet determinedly compassionate person I’d ever known, who had rescued me from a prison mine and only hours ago spoken to me of love and duty and how one needn’t preclude the other, was suspended from the ceiling. Wires around her limbs and torso made it appear as if she too were floating in the air, transformed at last into a hummingbird herself.

‘Madera?’ I asked.

I don’t know why I spoke. Surely she was dead.

‘Kareline . . . ?’

I stumbled back, my heel slipped in a pool of her blood and I fell down hard on my buttocks, crying out in horror more than pain. I wanted to run from the parlour, find some dark hole to hide in and scrub at my eyes until what I’d seen was wiped away.

‘Kareline?’ that faint, gasping voice asked again.

Get up, I told my unwilling body. You are the duellist daughter of House Vauquelin. There is no duella honoria, veloce, rivivendo or any other ritual of violence you won’t face in defence of your family. Not even this one.

‘Madera, it’s me, Tazia,’ I called out to her, searching all around the parlour for the means to get her down.

The ladders – the tall ones from the stables. The killers must have brought them inside to perform their grizzly work. They wouldn’t have bothered returning them.

I ran from the parlour through the adjoining rooms, counting the seconds in my head as I searched, because each one was costing my madera more of her blood. In the music room looking out over the back gardens were a pair of eighteen-foot ladders, propped against the pianoforte next to the corpses of more than twenty of our household retainers. Every one of them was blindfolded, with their hands tied behind their backs. Their throats had been slit.

A pounding from the glass-paned door that led down to the gardens sent my heart leaping into my throat. I cursed myself for having forgotten Kareline outside. She was frantic, bludgeoning the door with the heels of her fists. I was afraid she’d smash the glass and flay her hands.

‘Wait, damn it!’ I called out, running to the door and pulling back the deadbolt.

Kareline burst through the door. Even in the dim moonlight coming from outside, I could see the wildness of her eyes, the enlarged pupils. She had swallowed the elixir. Her body and mind were once more undergoing whatever Castilis Leander had chosen for her.

‘Kareline, don’t – not yet!’ I shouted as she went rushing past me. I grabbed the two ladders, dragging them awkwardly behind me as I followed her back to the parlour.

When I caught up to her, she was frozen in place, paralysed by the sputtering candles dangling from the ceiling wires and the awful sight our enemies had meticulously ensured would be burned into Kareline Vauquelin’s eyes for ever.

Suddenly, the ice broke and she screamed as I’d never heard before. She tried climbing the vine-covered wall, though she was still too weak; she clawed at the ivy until I feared she’d break her fingers.

She’ll go mad with grief, some part of me warned as I dragged the ladders to the wall. You have to be the smart one now. The logical one.

Only then did I notice that someone had smashed several of the rungs with an axe, but at least they’d got bored before finishing the job. Picking the least ruined of the pair, I steadied it against the ivy. Someone had abandoned a broken-bladed knife on the floor by the hearth. The remains were still sharp, though. With the handle clenched between my teeth, I started climbing the ladder, but I’d only reached the second rung before I was nearly jostled off by Kareline, trying madly to ascend alongside me.

‘You’ll knock us both off!’ I warned her, trying to grab her shoulder. ‘If we fall and break our legs, we’ll be no—’

She wasn’t listening. Her clumsy, reckless attempts would have tipped the ladder over even if she’d been alone, had I not stabilised us by clinging onto the ivy and moving alongside her.

Almost too soon, we were close enough to see the cords wound around Zephine’s body, holding her there like a bird cocooned in the webs of a spider.

‘Cut her down!’ Kareline shouted at me, nearly unbalancing the ladder again. ‘We’ve got to—’

Sanity returned to her when she glimpsed the cruel, twelve-inch-long vertical incisions in her mother’s abdomen. They would have opened up long ago, releasing her internal organs, were it not for the cords carefully wrapped to hold her together. The assassins had made sure she would die slowly, and that any attempt to free her would only kill her sooner.

‘Cut her down,’ Kareline repeated. This time, her voice was cold, mechanical. I understood, though. Zephine was barely conscious, and the only thing we could do for this remarkable, dauntless woman we both idolised – the very epitome of those sword-romance heroines Kareline obsessed over – was to end her suffering.

‘Not yet,’ said a voice even colder than Kareline’s.

It was my voice.

My soror spun so abruptly I had to grab the ivy again to keep us from toppling. Even through the porcelain mask, her fury almost made me reconsider what I was about to say. But Kareline Vauquelin was her mother’s daughter, and so she quickly pieced together the awful duty we still had to perform.

‘Mother,’ she said, repeating the word over and over until those bloodshot eyes opened. ‘Where is Farren?’

Zephine blinked several times, her gaze unfocused. Then a smile came to her lips, defying the pain and confusion to which her killers had consigned her final hours. ‘Clever girls,’ she murmured, then coughed. Blood dripped into my eyes and I couldn’t see for a moment, but I listened. ‘F-Farren is with my h-husband’s brother,’ she said, every word a gasping stutter. ‘S-safe, for now.’

My husband’s brother. Uncle Delino.

‘Who did this?’ Kareline demanded, cutting me off before I could ask when Delino and Farren were due to return. She was right, too, because by now they would either be on their way home or already dead. All that was left to us was to find out who we would kill for what had been done to our family.

Zephine didn’t answer, though. She’d never been one to take commands – not even from her daughter.

‘Be silent, my darlings, my brave, beautiful hummingbirds,’ she said, her voice steadier, even as more bloody droplets fell from her mouth to soil this fouled garden. ‘Only listen now to what you must do.’

The rest came in staggered whispers and bloody coughs: the final will and testament of Zephine, Viscountess Vauquelin. She spoke not to the daughters she loved but to the only two people left in the world she trusted to enact her final plan to save what remained of her family. It was a plan that would take years, but if it worked, it would save the brother Kareline and I adored, and perhaps, just perhaps, keep the House of Hummingbirds from fading into nothingness, a family name forgotten among all those others erased by violence and vendettas.

Kareline and I stood there, balanced precariously on the rung of the ladder, and felt our youth vanish.

But not the bond between us.

What had been a fledgling, tentative sisterhood became, in those terrible, heart-rending moments, something stronger than any steel: a sword forged from two unyielding spirits. We would be unbreakable. Uncompromising. A weapon that moved too swiftly for the eyes of our opponents to see – not until it was too late.

We would be the Hummingbird Blade.

‘Save my son,’ Zephine said when she was done, choking on the blood that wouldn’t stop filling her throat. Those weren’t her last words, though. Her last words came in a fading whisper: ‘Save each other.’


Chapter 40

The Tribulations of Troubadours

A veritable stampede overruns Vicendi and me as we descend the curved marble steps into the palace courtyard. The menagerie of nobles in rumpled, sweat-stained silks jostles past us, desperate to be among the first to spill gossip about the Swan Princeling’s impending marriage to the Hummingbird Heir.

Our carriage, alas, is long gone.

Seeing my annoyance, Vicendi reminds me, ‘You did ask that I get the Vauquelin boy away from here befo—’

He stops as a question dawns on him. ‘My Lady, did you guess Castilis Leander’s intentions regarding Farren Vauquelin’s lost sister? But if so, why would you have me spirit him away?’

I frame an enigmatic smile, as if I’m about to spin an utterly mundane answer into something terribly inscrutable just to amuse myself. ‘Naturally, having cleverly anticipated the climax of tonight’s revel, I . . .’

‘Yes, my Lady?’

‘Well, that is, of course I didn’t know that—’ My tongue trips over itself, outpacing thoughts that collapse before they’re fully formed. I’m accustomed to crafting deceptions in the same moment I utter them, but now I’m flailing like a fencer whose mind can’t keep up with her feet.

I evade the snare of my advocate’s concern by recalling something he hasn’t yet asked.

‘Vicendi, why haven’t you enquired if I’m the one who murdered Dazidier Enguero?’

The confusion in his expression fades into something quieter. Something sadder. Soft brown eyes turn away from me, staring at the gossiping crowds fighting for the carriages. ‘I don’t doubt that killing comes easily to you, Lady Consequence, but I have to believe that not all who possess such talents as yours are driven solely by cruelty and self-interest.’ He straightens his coat and offers me a brief, fragile smile. ‘The one thing I know for certain is that you’re not like the other predators who roam my city.’

I reach for a quip to deflect his disarming sincerity – that even now, after he’s witnessed my schemes, he still hopes I might reveal myself as some sort of heroic—

‘Well, isn’t this romantic?’ asks a syrupy male voice oozing with grandmotherly warmth. Bézan Grise slips through the crowd of revellers still jostling for carriages, his leer as greasy as his hair. There’s no weapon in his hand, but this is an ambush.

The minstrel reaches for my wrist. I pull away, but he pretends not to notice, pivoting smoothly to shake Vicendi’s hand as if that had been his intent all along.

‘Ah, my pugnacious partner in the perilous pursuit of injustice,’ Bézan declares. He turns his head and winks at me before adding, ‘And a fellow romantic possessed of equally ambitious tastes in women, wouldn’t you agree?’ The moment lingers a fraction too long for the insinuation to be aimed solely at me.

Syldia, I realise, surprised. He’s talking about Syldia Leander!

Vicendi, enraged, swats at Bézan’s hand, only to miss entirely, for the scandalmonger is casually combing his fingers through his lank hair as if unaware of the advocate’s fury – or the fact that no amount of preening will improve his appearance.

But that’s what you want the world to see, isn’t it, Bézan?

He moves with the speed and precision of a fencer, but there’s a different kind of tension hiding beneath the slouching indifference to which he so artfully pretends.

Let’s see what sort of vulture hides behind the pigeon mask . . .

On closer inspection, he’s younger than I’d presumed, certainly under thirty. He’s not unhandsome, either, if one ignores the slovenly posture and the oil in his hair that leaves it limp, softening a jawline that’s sharper than it appears at first glance. That foul, cloying scent he wears would make a sober man seem drunk. But it’s the cold depth of his gaze that gives the game away, even as the ever-shifting twist of his smirk tricks the eye into seeing only his veneer of immoral decay and not the warrior underneath.

‘What business have you with us?’ Vicendi demands, trying to look past him in search of a carriage to get us away from here. ‘And why are you dressed like that?’

In all the furore, I hadn’t noticed Bézan’s odd garments. Gone is the rumpled blue minstrel’s jacket, replaced by an elegant ivory frock coat with cream ruffles down the front and at the wrists. The shirt beneath is a pale violet, the collar a narrow band of silver matching the bells around his cuffs. The colours, design and especially the fit are meant for a slighter frame than Bézan’s, which tells me he lifted them from one of Castilis’ closets. That, however, is the least odd thing about this particular ensemble.

‘Why are you wearing betrothal vestments?’ I ask.

We’re not the only ones confused by Bézan’s bizarre costume. Several of the revellers awaiting carriages have begun straying in our direction. I catch a few smirks and grins from those who are no doubt familiar with the minstrel’s impromptu performances.

He pouts at me, lips gleaming with a lacquer the colour of sapphires that’s too thick to be mere ornamentation. Sighing, he places his palms together and brings them up to his cheek. He looks as if he’s about to swoon. ‘Call me a romantic fool, but I was so caught up in the enchantment of our host’s announcement that I ran off to borrow one of his outfits.’ Bézan fingers the buttons on the front of the frock coat. ‘Odd that he chose not to wear this particular one. Almost as if he hadn’t originally intended on delivering his tender proclamation of love tonight.’ He tilts his head like a cat awaiting a treat. ‘Do you suppose some unexpected calamity induced him to premature marital ardour?’

Chuckles and gasps of feigned shock swirl around us. More revellers are making their way to this theatre in the round Bézan has made of the Swan Courtyard.

He’s better at these games than he pretends, I observe. He offers up these tidbits of information in a manner meant to elicit a reaction with which to triangulate my relationship to recent events.

Alas, Bézan, I’m not so easily snared.

‘The revel certainly seems to have aroused your passions,’ I say, grabbing his chin tightly. ‘Though your gossip might be more fascinating were it not uttered by a mouth slathered in so much lip paint.’ I give his jaw a final squeeze before yanking him off-balance so that Vicendi and I can move past him. ‘I’ll wait to hear the tale recounted in a love song once you’ve found a lass foolish enough to marry you.’

Impressively, the minstrel turns a stumble into a backwards shoulder roll and comes up in front of Vicendi and me before we can reach the perimeter of our ever-growing audience. Vicendi – brave, unwise Vicendi – takes a swing at Bézan. The awkward punch finds only empty air as my pursuer drops to one knee, takes my hand and places the palm over his heart. ‘That’s just it, my dove, my beloved Consequence. The yearning you inspire in me and Little Bézan—’

‘Who?’ Vicendi asks.

The minstrel glances down meaningfully at his own crotch. ‘As I was saying, Little Bézan and I have decided that our wayward days are done. Love’s arrow has pierced the once hardened flesh of my arse, leaving behind a burning ache that can only be soothed by the softness of your kiss. Marry me, Consequence. Be My Lady of Blades.’ His next line manages to be even more salacious in its delivery. ‘I promise, my darling, the dowry will be entirely unreasonable but surprisingly affordable.’

Entirely unreasonable but surprisingly affordable, I repeat silently. He wants to make some sort of deal. But for what?

The audience roars with mirthful approval. Restless carriage drivers begin stepping down from their benches to find out what’s delaying their passengers. As for me, I am trapped by the enthralled crowd, ensnared by Bézan’s mockery more tightly than any iron shackles. Worse, I have no idea how to escape.

Vicendi once again attempts gallantry, grabbing our captor by the lapels of his coat to drag him out of the way. Despite being on one knee, Bézan holds his position with no signs of effort. He clutches my hand even harder to his chest, letting me feel a heartbeat as slow and steady as if it belonged to a man sitting in a chair quietly contemplating a sunset.

He wants me to know how calm he is, how easily he plays this game – and how little he fears what I might do to him.

When at last he lets go, I feel something stuck to my palm. ‘A calling card?’ I ask, holding it up. There’s an appointment time and address scrawled on one side, but nothing on the other. ‘Couldn’t afford the printer’s fees for your name?’ I ask.

Bézan rises, shrugging off Vicendi as if he were nothing more than a leaf fallen onto his shoulders. ‘They’ll be coming for him soon,’ he says casually, still smiling and fully aware that those words dig into me like shards of glass.

‘Coming for whom?’ Vicendi asks.

The question is repeated, echoing until our onlookers sound like a congregation of confused owls. Bézan doesn’t answer, though their curiosity must be like gold tinkling in his palm. But my terror – that is the romantine he came for. The lopsided smile hasn’t changed, the arrogant chin is still upturned. But for just an instant, he lets me see behind those fair-weather green eyes of his to the storm waiting to be unleashed.

But unleashed on whom? Who is your enemy? Me? Castilis? Spada? Who?

Without warning, Bézan takes my hands again, this time spinning me into an impromptu dance. Only my fencer’s training keeps me from being tossed around like a doll – and all the while, Bézan is talking, uttering secrets that would get us both killed were our audience not so busy laughing and jeering at me.

‘Castilis Leander thinks he knows who you are,’ Bézan tells me, as casually as if we were alone in some dark cellar, not out here in the wide open surrounded by Rijou’s most powerful nobles. ‘He’ll turn Spada’s murderous rage away from himself and his new fiancée by revealing that Lady Consequence is actually Natazia the mine girl, returned from the ruins of Domas Lacrima with a fortune in romantines.’

‘How can you—?’

Bézan yanks my left arm across my body, whirling me around so that he’s now behind me. The dance takes a more lusty turn, setting the crowd bursting with laughter.

‘While the Sword of Enguero busies herself with your death,’ he continues softly in my ear, ‘the new City Sage will already be validating his betrothed’s bloodline. The Court of Chalices will restore the House of Hummingbirds and its priceless shipping chalice to Kareline Vauquelin, setting the stage for Castilis to challenge the authenticity of Duchess Valiana’s lineage. The balance of power in Rijou will shift and every nasty outcome your beloved brother has been braying about day after day in the streets will come to pass.’

Sickening of this, I plant my left foot firmly, driving my buttocks into his groin and hoisting him over my shoulder. He lands elegantly, as if this were merely another step in the dance, but now it’s me who’s embracing him from behind.

The audience is loving it. They’re now chanting an old wedding song, even though it’s out of time with our dance. I make sure Bézan feels the prick of the finger-length blade I stole back from Spada.

‘Why should a mine girl care about the throne of Rijou?’ I ask, my cheek pressed against his.

I can feel his grin as he plays up the salaciousness of our dance for the crowd. ‘A mine girl? A mine girl wouldn’t give a damn,’ he replies.

Ignoring my knife, he spins around to face me. I quickly reposition my hand so that the point is now low, near the vein on his inner thigh. If severed, he would bleed out too fast for rescue. Bézan doesn’t appear even the least bit concerned, for he grabs me behind the neck and pulls me to him hard, like a man tired of waiting to profess his love.

There’s no passion in the kiss, only pressure and the oozing of his thick sapphire-blue lip paint against my mouth. I flick the tip of the blade to make the cut that will kill him, but he’s already stepped back. His hand is outstretched, pushing something against my lips: the calling card he offered me earlier.

‘Until our next assignation, my love,’ he declares, then turns and saunters through the crowd. They part for him, applauding wildly.

As I watch him leave, Vicendi puts something in my hand that turns out to be a white silk handkerchief. ‘I suspect much of the thunder of Castilis Leander’s betrothal announcement has been stolen from him,’ he says.

I wipe the sticky mess left on my mouth onto the white silk. Already I can feel the tiny, ornate scar on my lip that I’d been so careful to cover up with maschiera-paste. There must have been some sort of apothecary’s acid on the outer layer of Bézan’s lip paint which burned it away.

The crowds are dispersing, assailing me with knowing grins and filthy compliments as they go. It’s all I can do to force one of Consequence’s indifferent smiles onto my face and keep from screaming my outrage at them all.

Twice tonight I’ve been bested, twice been left humiliated and shaking. The old woman was right. No matter how hard she worked to prepare me, I’m no better than an amateur at these games of intrigue and deception.

I must play by different rules now.

‘My Lady?’ Vicendi asks.

I turn, taking in his honest face, his soft brown eyes. The gods surely meant something better than the fate awaiting him if he keeps trying to save my soul.

I should tell him to go – tell him his employment with me has come to an end. I should offer some spurious rationale and a few carefully chosen insults to make him despise me.

That would be the smart thing to do.

The righteous thing.

‘Vicendi,’ I say, so quietly he’s forced to step closer.

‘My Lady Consequence?’

I shake my head. ‘That’s not . . .’ Of course, he knows that’s not my name. But if I say one more word, I’ll tell him the truth.

I’m about to change my mind, shoot him a lazy smile and serve up an even lazier deflection when he does something terribly dangerous to us both: he takes my hand in his.

‘I am here,’ he says, then makes it so much worse. ‘I am with you.’

I am with you.

Only one other person has said those words to me in seven long years. If she were here right now, would she rebuke me for what I’m about to do?

‘Vicendi, ask me the question.’

He looks confused, but only for an instant. He’s far cleverer than anyone in this city credits him, and more cunning than he’d like to believe. But there’s no pretence in his decency, I know that now, because he hesitates, giving me a chance to turn back before it’s too late.

‘Ask me, Vicendi.’

He looks into my eyes as deeply as Bézan did, but Vicendi’s gaze is warm, concerned, not cold and triumphant. He seeks no victory here, only understanding. Quietly, so very quietly, he asks, ‘My Lady, is your name . . . Are you the soror of Castilis Leander’s fiancée, condemned seven years ago to languish in the mines of Domas Lacrima? Are you Natazia Vauquelin?’

My hand shaking, I hold up the card that Bézan Grise slipped me. On one side is a time and place for our next ‘assignation’. The second side is the one he so cunningly pressed against my lips after he’d worn away my maschiera-paste and smeared them with sapphire lip paint. There, in the blue-tinged imprint of my kiss, is the faint outline of an intricate scar in the shape of a hummingbird.

‘Alas, Vicendi, you have me confused with my sister.’


Chapter 41

The Armistice

Seven Years Earlier . . .

Silently, Kareline and I freed our mother from her bonds and laid her on the floor of the parlour where she’d taught us both to dance – not as our dance instructors did, with formality and so-called ‘womanly grace’ – but as wild, silly women ought to. We covered the body with a silk tapestry in pale blues and silvers depicting the ascension of House Vauquelin when it first received the ducal shipping charter.

Even then, neither of us spoke, though we followed each other’s gazes as we methodically worked out how the crime had been enacted. I was the one who spotted the sheen of some sort of sweetened toxin painted onto the vines, where the hummingbirds had tasted it and then died. Kareline saw the intricate arrangement of wires that must have been assembled on the floor before being mounted to the chandelier in the ceiling. The amount of wax melted around the carefully placed candles told us how long ago the attack had taken place, which confirmed that this had all been planned in meticulous detail, and that our ill-conceived beating of the Enguero brothers had been nothing more than the part assigned to us without our knowledge.

Had it all been Castilis Leander? Surely not. His father, Shiballe, and the heads of House Enguero would have been needed to orchestrate such an attack. Castilis had simply taken care of the children of our three houses, ensuring none of us could interfere when the time came, and that we would place ourselves in such legal jeopardy that to reveal what we knew would guarantee our exile.

One other player was needed to ensure the elaborate scheme came to fruition, to enact a massacre so vicious that no one would defy the Engueros or Leanders for a hundred years or more. To destroy House Vauquelin so utterly, one element was required above all others.

For an intrigue like this, you needed an inside man.

‘Damn you to Hells,’ growled the voice from the other side of the parlour.

Neither Kareline nor I had heard him come in from the garden door, which was surprising, but perhaps not so surprising as the outraged flush reddening those jowly cheeks.

Uncle Delino strode across the floor without once looking upon the carnage he’d helped orchestrate, or the niece he’d orphaned. No, his eyes sought only me. The absence of guilt in the disgusted twist of his mouth confounded me so thoroughly that I just stood there as his arm swung out to slap me hard across the face.

‘This was all your fault, you stupid mine girl,’ he informed me.

I should have killed him then and there, but I merely stood by as he paraded around the parlour where his sister-in-law and all her servants had been murdered. He even complained when the soft sole of his shoe slipped in her blood.

He insulted me, mocked me and blamed me for what had happened until his face grew redder than my own slapped cheek.

And still I did not kill him.

We had a plan, after all. Well, perhaps not so much a plan as a series of principles which Viscountess Zephine had whispered to Kareline and me before she died – principles which applied more to duelling than waging war, but perhaps she was right: this was a duel, and as such, what mattered most was not which attack you employed against an enemy, but when you chose to strike.

So I did not kill Delino Bruzeri.

I listened.

‘You weren’t even supposed to be here,’ he said, sneering at me. ‘Kareline was meant to arrive alone so that she would know the end had come and there was no undoing what had taken place. You were to be handed over to the Engueros, but apparently that snivelling dolt Castilis Leander couldn’t even follow his father’s instruction and get that right.’

Stripped of invective and poor judgement, what Uncle Delino told me, whether he realised it or not, was that the Engueros believed that Kareline, succumbing to the horror of seeing how her mother had died, would be more malleable for whatever surrender they demanded. Also, that Castilis Leander had, in some way, been so genuinely affected by me that he’d not followed every step of the plan as precisely as his father had demanded.

‘This was inevitable, you know,’ he said, finally looking down at Zephine as if directing his displeasure at her. ‘I warned her a thousand times not to keep supporting King Paelis and his damned Greatcoats. I offered her my own hand in marriage as a means to reassure the other Ascendant Houses that I would curb her unwise tendencies. But she kept on defying them. Defying me.’ He jabbed a finger in my direction. ‘She went off to a damned prison mine and bought a useless orphan to act as duellist daughter of House Vauquelin instead – so blind since the death of my brother that she had actually convinced herself that you were becoming worthy of this family!’

Kareline took my hand, gently squeezing it.

Uncle Delino didn’t notice; he was still staring at his sister-in-law’s covered corpse. ‘You should have listened to me, Zephy.’

Zephy. A wondrous moral clarity came over me then, but Kareline squeezed my fingers so tightly the bones felt like they would snap.

Right, I thought, and slid the broken-bladed knife from my other hand into the cotton belt of the blood- and mud-spattered white maiden dress. I will not kill Delino Bruzeri. I will not kill Delino Bruzeri.

Not yet.

‘Where is Farren?’ Kareline asked.

Uncle Delino turned, apparently irritated that what was no doubt meant to be a more extended monologue was being interrupted. A look of disgust crossed his features. ‘That prodigialis paste had damned well better do its job, otherwise the pact will be broken.’

‘Where is my brother?’ Kareline repeated.

‘Safe,’ he said, the faintest trace of a smile coming to his lips.

He’s felt diminished by Zephine’s treatment of him, I realised then. By all of us, even me. Surrounded by women who failed to go weak at the knees from his charms. Now, at last, he’s the one who knows all. He’s the one who reigns over House Vauquelin and it matters not one bit that it’s all but in ruins, just so long as he rules over the remains.

‘Once the . . . tragedy was over, I met with Duke Jillard. He granted me an audience even though it was in the middle of the night. He refused to believe that House Tiarren had committed the massacre’ – he shot me a look that suggested this was due to my poor performance in testifying before the duke – ‘but he can’t risk going against both House Enguero and House Leander – especially since Shiballe Leander is his own chief advisor.’

‘So Farren is at the palace,’ Kareline said. ‘Duke Jillard has granted him protection?’

‘Obviously,’ Uncle Delino replied, sounding even more annoyed that she’d worked this out without his prompting. ‘I negotiated a peace pact that Jillard will issue as a decree by his own hand. He wanted to name me head of House Vauquelin, but I persuaded him to make Farren heir.’

Liar, I wanted to scream, but I kept silent. The more he spoke, the more my rage burned, intensifying like the steel of a rapier being heated and broken over and over to purify it.

‘The assets and shipbuilding charter of House Vauquelin are to be held in trust for seven years until Farren’s nineteenth birthday. Should the Court of Chalices rule him fit to reign over an Ascendant House, he will do so. If not, they will choose a new heir.’

And Farren will grow up under your care, I thought, tasting bile, believing you to be his protector and never learning how you sold out his family for a seat among the Ascendant Twelve.

Delino’s attempts to conceal his self-satisfaction were wholly inadequate, yet his smug certainty that he need wait only seven years, undermining his own nephew – in Farren’s own interest, of course! – until finally becoming the ruler of an Ascendant House, threatened to put a smile on my face, too. No matter how unjust this awful city had shown itself to be, at least I knew that Delino Bruzeri was never going to rule House Vauquelin.

‘There is a price, of course,’ he went on. ‘Duke Jillard demands an end to the vendetta between the Engueros and the Vauquelin.’ Now his ire was directed at Kareline. ‘Since you’ve proven yourself so reckless as to attack the Enguero boys – oh, yes, I told him all about it, otherwise he might have believed I was protecting my own family at the expense of the general peace. He can’t do anything about it, of course, since Shiballe Leander’s already spread word of the duke’s sanction against House Tiarren for the attack. But Duke Jillard now wants you to marry one of his cousins as payment for the deception.’ His upper lip curled. ‘A disgusting corpulent merchant hoping to start some sort of plantation overseas.’

No! I thought. If Kareline’s taken away on a ship, I’ll be all alone. How am I to protect Farren—?

‘As for you—’

Now I knew that my composure had slipped enough for him to see my despair and delight in how much more there was to inflict.

‘—the Engueros have made it clear that they will accept the peace pact only if you are returned to the prison mine whence you came.’

What was left of my mask broke entirely. ‘No!’ I screamed, and only Kareline’s grip on my hand kept me from fleeing the parlour and running out into the night. ‘I’ll never go back – never! Do you hear me?’ I snatched the knife from my belt and held the broken blade to my neck. It was sharp, and my trembling hand made the first cut so easily I knew I could finish the job. ‘Let them throw my corpse down the mine shafts. They’ll be content with that.’

I was ready for Kareline to try to take the knife away, but she didn’t. She just kept holding onto my other hand and saying, ‘Sister, look at me.’

‘No, not even for you – you can’t ask this of me!’

I felt her hand let go of mine. ‘Sister, look at me.’

I turned, still holding the blade to my neck in case this was a trick.

She brought her fingers up to the porcelain mask concealing the wounds on her face, the prodigialis magni knitting bone and muscle and skin. Through the gaps for her mouth and eyes, I could see the damage already repairing itself. By morning, she would look just as Castilis had intended.

‘Farren needs us,’ she said, her tone commanding, undeniable. ‘We have seven years to prepare: seven years to become stronger, smarter, more dangerous than our enemies could possibly imagine. One of us has to survive, Sister. One of us has to come back and do as Mother instructed. Tonight cannot be the end of House Vauquelin. You and I cannot allow it.’

‘I’m not a Vauquelin,’ I reminded her bitterly. ‘I’m a stupid mine girl. You’ve never even set foot in Domas Lacrima. You don’t know what it’s like in the House of Tears. Kareline . . . if you knew . . . if you knew what it’s like, you’d understand why I can’t go back, not even for you. Not even for Farren.’

Through the holes in her mask, I saw the tears coming to Kareline’s eyes – tears not of pity or even anguish, but tears that came from wisdom, and a love I don’t think either of us had imagined was possible until that moment.

‘I do understand, Tazia,’ she said as she tore the mask from her face. The porcelain-like prodigialis magni shattered into pieces, clinking like broken glass as they fell to the mosaic tiled floor where the circular design of a hummingbird proudly displayed the sigil of House Vauquelin. The archiurgeon’s work had been remarkable, but the healing was incomplete. Kareline’s face was still bruised and swollen, covered in welts and cuts that would surely become scars now. My sister – my arrogant, proud, outrageously beautiful sister – was almost unrecognisable. ‘That’s why you’re not the one going to Domas Lacrima.’


INTERLUDE

SYLDIA LEANDER

Syldia Leander woke as poorly as she’d slept. Her sheets were torn, wine was spilled all over the rosewood floor and only the acrid stench assaulting her nostrils had rescued her from her nightmares. She had wet the bed.

Twenty-four years old and I still piss myself like an infant. Little boys are supposed to wet the bed, not grown women. The rightful heir to House Leander, greatest of the Rising Houses and soon to be first among equals of the Ascendant Houses, is certainly not supposed to piss her bed!

On the other hand, since it was unlikely Castilis would ever concede that having being born nine minutes before him gave Syldia precedence, their recently deceased father – may he rot in whichever Hell suits him – could still confidently assert to his fellow devils that the Swan Heir had never humiliated the family name in so demeaning a fashion.

Syldia had never wet the bed as a child, either, not once – not until she was seventeen, the night when she and Castilis—

She reached for the last unbroken flagon of pleasure-pepper wine, lying on its side on her bedside table, wobbling invitingly at her. Then again, it happens less when I’m not drinking quite so much.

‘Every intemperate act invites consequence,’ she said aloud, mimicking her father’s high-pitched, parrot-like voice.

Consequence.

Lady Consequence.

What had Syldia done to invite that walking calamity into their lives? Saint Forza-who-strikes-a-blow, all Castilis had commanded her to do was arrange the gemcutter’s death – any back-alley bully-boy could’ve got the job done for half a karat. But no, Syldia had wanted everything to be subtle, cunning – the way her father would have handled it. Securing the services of Our Lord of Corpses had been a gambit to form a stronger bond between Syldia and the champion son of House Enguero that might well lead to a formal courtship – one that Castilis would be wary of interfering with.

She sighed, her eyes drawn again to the wine flagon. Her father had, quite intentionally, turned her into an addict as a child, his way of ensuring loyalty from a daughter who’d flirted with rebellious behaviour once too often.

You were a vile old python, Papa, but you could string together an intrigue like no one’s business. Almost as skilfully as your son.

Not Syldia, though; she’d never had the talent for conspiracy. So now Opezo the gemcutter was alive, Sallo Calvino – who Syldia had spent years bribing – was dead, Dazidier Enguero, her latest acquisition, was also dead, and his sister, Spada, was one bad mood away from setting the entire city aflame. Oh, and apparently when Castilis had returned from foreign exile, he’d brought back not only that ghoulish ‘scholar’ – whose eyes followed every woman as if he wanted to boil them in a pot and slurp them into his gullet like soup – but gods-be-damned Kareline Vauquelin, risen from the dead.

That Castilis had kept his fiancée hidden in the Swan Palace all these months without Syldia noticing was further proof that she wasn’t cut out to rule the House of Swans.

She reached over to pick up the wine flagon.

It was empty.

Is there any way this day could get worse? she wondered idly.

‘Silly, are you up already?’ her brother’s voice called out. He began pulling the bell outside her room, over and over, as if it were the udder of a cow refusing to give milk.

Silly had been their father’s pet name for his unworthy daughter. Since the old worm’s death three months ago, Castilis had taken to calling her that. She’d always hated it, but never more so than when it dribbled from between her brother’s lips.

‘I’m still sleeping. Leave me alone.’

A key clicked inside the lock she’d replaced only last week. The doorknob began to turn.

‘Stop!’ she shouted, jumping off the bed and grabbing at the stained sheets to toss them from the window. ‘I’m not dressed!’

Even through the door she heard the chime of her brother’s laughter. ‘How sad. Shall I disrobe before I enter so you won’t be self-conscious?’

Syldia stuffed the sheets through the window and let them float down to sully the rose garden. The groundskeeper would know what to do with them. If only Syldia knew what to do with her brother. ‘Stay where you are, Castilis. I’ll come out when I’m ready.’

The door opened just as she slipped last night’s gown over her head. Castilis stood in the doorway, posing, his left forearm resting on the top of his head as he leaned against the frame, his right hand behind his back. His long cream-coloured silk dalliance robe hung open at the front, revealing far too many of his charms, and something else, too: a trail of dried blood that went from his collarbone down his lean, muscular chest, all the way to between his thighs.

Syldia swallowed, tasting bile. She’d never set foot in Castilis’ private chambers beneath the palace. The week of his return from exile, a duellist daughter of House Hubrise had snuck downstairs with a key she’d stolen from Castilis after a night in his dalliance chamber. No doubt the ambitious little fool had reasoned that there was a fortune to be made from even a glimpse through the foot-thick iron doors into the private lair of the notorious Castilis Leander. The pieces that remained of the girl had been fed to the swans in the gardens. Syldia hadn’t known that swans could eat meat. Maybe it was just the ones her brother bred. Maybe that was why she despised the foul birds so much.

‘Castilis, whose blood is that?’

His left hand came down and his fingers picked at the flecks of dried blood along the smooth, flat surface of his belly. ‘This? Oh, Kareline and I were playing before the guests arrived yesterday. I suppose some of it stuck to me.’

Which means he spent the entire revel caked in dried blood under his robes . . .

‘But whose—’

Her brother held his fingers up to the light streaming in through the windows of her bedchamber, then dabbed a fingertip on his tongue as if somehow the taste would refresh his memory. ‘Arrogant. Faithless. Blunt.’ His mouth contorted to a sour expression. ‘Worst of all, prone to a sudden bout of epistolary excess.’

The last part meant nothing to her, but the combination of arrogant, faithless and blunt was obvious. ‘You killed Dazidier Enguero? Have you lost your—? Castilis, it’s only been four days since you had Magistrate Calvino murdered! How could you—?’

Castilis shrugged as if such a pointless question were beneath her – it was certainly beneath him. ‘Dazidier was beginning to ask questions about the true identity of Lady Consequence. Some of them weren’t as imbecilic as one might expect of a swordsman.’ He scraped off another fleck of blood from his chest. ‘Besides, you know how I dislike it when people disappoint me.’

Syldia suppressed a shiver, forcing herself not to recoil from him.

When the two of them were eleven years old, their father had led them down a hidden stairway beneath the palace. Syldia had been terrified, her fear conjuring images of dank dungeons and rattling chains. Instead, what he’d shown them was a well-appointed antechamber with smooth alabaster walls, set with two white velvet wingback chairs and a lovely ivory-topped tea table. He’d sat himself down on the nearest chair, his fleshy bulk straining the fabric of his immaculate white coat and trousers, and proceeded to pour himself a cup of tea.

‘Who gets the other chair?’ Castilis had asked. He was always quicker than Syldia when it came to deciphering their father’s contrived appraisals.

Shiballe Leander had calmly sipped before gesturing to the massive iron door at the back of the antechamber. ‘Whichever one of you can pour the tea without spilling any will join me for a discussion regarding the future of House Leander.’ Eleven-year-old Syldia, whose steadier hands had always been her one advantage over her brother, had reached for the teapot immediately, only to freeze at her father’s quiet cough. ‘After looking through the door.’ He’d removed a large key from the pocket of his coat and placed it on the table. The key, which had thirteen differently shaped teeth, was unlike any Syldia had seen, even those used to unlock the coffers hidden in the chalice room, where their father kept a fortune in bribe money.

Castilis had picked up the key, and then, in a gesture more brotherly than was his habit, taken Syldia’s hand so that the two of them might visit their father’s mysterious chamber together. She hadn’t then realised that her brother had guessed what was inside and simply wanted to enjoy his sister’s horror.

Even now, thirteen years later, Syldia couldn’t recall exactly what she’d seen behind the iron door, which had been so heavy that even together, she and Castilis had struggled to open it. All her traumatised mind allowed from that morning was the image of a broken swan, keening at the two of them as if begging for release. That, and her brother’s sweet little voice when he said, ‘Oh, hello, Mummy.’

Now that same little boy, all grown up, was flicking flakes of blood onto her new serafine silk carpet. Castilis had told her he disliked the style; now she wondered whether the poor decoristora who’d designed it was still alive.

‘Is that disapproval in your expression, Silly?’ he asked.

His right hand was hidden behind his back, which put Syldia even more on her guard. Her brother’s gaze could discern every shade of contempt imaginable. He knew nothing of love or compassion, but he understood adoration – and demanded it, especially from his sister.

If only I could have learned to adore him the way he wanted. And now he has Kareline Vauquelin swooning over him. Was it she who killed Dazidier for him as proof of her absolute devotion? He enjoys symmetry. Was Kareline’s act of loyalty meant to balance out Dazidier’s betrayal?

Though it wasn’t Our Lord of Corpses who’d failed Castilis, but Syldia. He’d ordered her to ensure the gemcutter’s trial ended in his death. That would have guaranteed the Engueros kept winning enough wagers to keep their failing mining ventures afloat for just two more weeks, until the Court of Chalices met, when they would finally deem Farren Vauquelin too feeble to hold a great house. At last, after seven long years, the prized Vauquelin shipping charter would be open for bids. Castilis had intended to keep the Engueros believing victory was within their grasp right up until the moment when he somehow – for the Leander coffers were as bare as the Engueros’ thanks to his own profligate ways – bought the Vauquelin charter out from under Spada.

The destruction of the House of Hummingbirds would at last be complete, with that of the House of Falcons soon to follow, and the House of Swans would take its rightful place among the Ascendant Twelve. Only then could whatever ‘magnificent transformation’ Castilis had alluded to since his return from exile finally begin.

But every move her brother made had twin purposes, and in the case of the gemcutter’s trial, the second had been a test of Syldia’s loyalty. She’d done her best to make her encounters with Vicendi look like nothing more than trivial sexual dalliances. Castilis didn’t care who she slept with, so long as she never attempted to marry: she must always, always belong to him. But he’d grown suspicious of late, demanding she sway the outcome of the trial so no client would ever trust their fate to Amnus Vicendi, and the advocate in turn would never again trust Syldia.

If only that accursed duellist hadn’t shown up and ruined everything! Castilis had begun wondering aloud if Syldia had had a hand in the sudden appearance of a woman wearing a greatcoat and calling herself ‘Lady Consequence’. Worse, he suspected she might have engineered the outcome to protect Vicendi.

That’s why he murdered Calvino and Dazidier, she thought helplessly, not to punish their failures, but to put me in my place. Is that what you’re hiding behind your back, Castilis? The blade you’ve kept for me all these years?

‘I’m terribly disappointed in you, Brother,’ Syldia replied at last, praying to whichever saints listen to the pleas of the pathetic and irredeemable that this gambit might work. ‘Murder all the duellists in Rijou, for all I care, but Sallo Calvino was a magistrate! You risked our family’s future, the chance for House Leander to join the Ascendant Twelve, all because I failed to follow your “jewel and blade” rule? Pairing the bribe with blackmail wasn’t sensible – Calvino could have had me jailed for even alluding to a threat against him!’

Her brother slumped against the doorframe, favouring her with a shy smile. Maybe he wasn’t going to kill her after all. ‘Truth be told, I’d only gone to Calvino’s home to reprimand him.’ His right hand appeared at last and Syldia’s breath caught in her throat at the sight of the blue-black curls. She thought he’d brought a severed head into her room, but there was no face beneath that mass of dark hair, no blood or viscera.

It was only a wig.

‘Can you believe he hired a prostitute to dress up like her?’

Despite Syldia’s relief that today wasn’t her day to be slaughtered by her own brother, and despite her absolute certainty that the wrong word could make him change his mind, the absurdity of it all overwhelmed her. ‘You murdered the most respected magistrate in the Court of Blades because he chose to fuck a girl masquerading as this “Lady Consequence”?’

Castilis held up the wig between them. There was an unusual melancholy in his gaze. ‘Looking through his window, the sight of the two of them about to entwine and rut like squealing pigs . . . Syldia, when I saw him smiling down at his whore – who didn’t look a bit like Lady Consequence – he was . . . Calvino was content. He was fulfilled. At peace. And what was so much worse, the whore was somehow . . . pleased by him.’

This was the emptiness inside her brother Syldia had always understood: the void that she had failed, over and over again, to fill.

‘Why can’t you love me as you ought to?’ he used to ask her when they were children. Even then, he’d been too cunning to be fooled by flattery or protestations of sisterly affection.

‘What about the gemcutter?’ she asked. ‘If the real Lady Consequence, whoever she is, has possession of the Domas Lacrima trove, surely she’s using him to refine the ore. We could take our soldiers there now, kill the gemcutter and take the fortune for our—’

Castilis shook his head, negligently, as he did almost everything. ‘No, Silly, that would create too much noise. Spada would put the pieces together and that would unleash more mayhem upon the city than even I could put a stop to. Let Spada keep believing that my impending nuptials are nothing more than an attempt to steal the chalice of shipping out from under her. Honestly, I’m looking forward to the look on Spada’s face when she understands the true purpose of my marriage even more than the wedding night itself.’

‘So you’re really going to marry Kareline Vauquelin?’

Castilis leaned in closer. It was all Syldia could do to hold herself absolutely still when he whispered, ‘Never despair, beloved Sister, no mere wife will ever take me away from you.’ He kissed her cheek, and though his lip paints had worn off, still she felt as if his breath were an acid burning into her skin, branding her for ever.

Kill him, Syldia tried to command her trembling limbs. Reach out with your hands and wrap your fingers around his neck. He’ll think it’s all in jest, delighting in the certainty that no matter how little resistance he offers, you’ll never be able to complete the one deed that would rid you of him for ever.

He was right, too. It didn’t matter how much her mind tried to make her body believe that Castilis Leander was as mortal as anyone else; her fear was rooted too deep inside her bones.

‘I confess,’ he said, drawing back from that appalling kiss, ‘that I do enjoy imagining the blade twisting inside the Sword of Enguero’s belly when she realises that her bloodthirsty abuse of Kareline Vauquelin seven years ago sowed the seeds of her own house’s eventual ruin.’

It was like watching a giddy child. She feared these awful moments most because she knew her brother could sense the gulf growing between them.

He took the blue-black wig and slid it onto Syldia’s head, deftly hiding her own silver-blonde locks beneath it. ‘Smile at me,’ he said.

‘Castilis, I don—’

‘Smile. At. Me.’ He wasn’t shouting, didn’t even sound angry. He’d repeated the command because the only possible explanation for her failure to comply was that she simply hadn’t heard him.

Syldia smiled.

‘No, no. Not like yourself. Smile like her.’

There was no point pleading that she’d barely taken notice of the duellist, either at court or at last night’s revel. The two of them had played this game a thousand times as children. Castilis would pick out one of their classmates, someone who interested him, and make Syldia dress up like them, move like them, talk like them. When she failed, as she always did, he would instruct her, patiently, relentlessly. What had frightened her most wasn’t his endless corrections of her performance, but the realisation that Castilis wasn’t just making her pretend; he was trying to change her. In his eyes, she was a flawed version of himself: an incomplete recipe lacking the final ingredient. When some other girl or boy attracted his curiosity, he would make her imitate them in hopes that doing so would make her worthy of him at last.

But she’d got good at this game now, and when Castilis demanded it of her, she could be convincing enough even for him. She closed her eyes, imagined Lady Consequence staring out at her from a mirror. She began with the eyebrows, the left subtly arched above a half-lidded gaze as if this foreign duellist found Rijou both amusing and banal at the same time. The cheekbones were as high as her own, but the jaw was sharper, so Syldia had to jut hers out just a fraction. The neck long, chin raised a hair too high. Lady Consequence’s posture was easy enough: straight-backed as any professional fencer, yet so relaxed as to look almost bored. The hips were never straight, though; she was always shifting from one sly pose to another.

Syldia could hear the quickening of her brother’s breath. She knew he wasn’t pleasuring himself – she wasn’t sure he ever did. He simply loved making people into something other than themselves.

‘Not quite there,’ he said. ‘You shou—’

Syldia held up a finger to silence him. She knew her role in this pantomime. She’d kept these final pieces of Lady Consequence for last because they were the most important. First was the smile. This was tricky; her memory of Lady Consequence was of someone whose expressions never settled for more than an instant, but rather, fluttered about as if every word she spoke tugged at her lips and the corners of her eyes. However, they all passed through that one shape – that one smile.

‘Good, good,’ Castilis said. ‘Now the last part.’

She’d always found the voices hardest. Mimicry was too shallow. To reproduce another’s voice fully was to embody their character, their thoughts and feelings. She had to interpret the woman’s innermost feelings from the few phrases Lady Consequence had spoken in her presence.

To speak as another, you must first see the world through their eyes.

Syldia opened hers, and when she saw her brother standing there, flawless and naked but for an open dalliance robe, his chest and stomach smeared with streaks of blood from a man who’d been their ally until recently, she laughed in his face.

‘Oh, dear boy,’ Lady Consequence said, reaching out a hand to pinch his cheek, ‘how sad it must be, not to know how to tie one’s own robe or bathe oneself properly.’

Castilis gaped at her, wide-eyed.

She had never spoken to him so dismissively. He’d killed others for being half so insolent in his presence – he’d killed their father, the old snake, for a single disappointed sigh at his son’s return. Now his hands reached for her, took hold of the collar of her gown. She felt the silk straining . . .

He said, ‘I love you, Silly.’

And that was all.

Castilis let go of her, gave her a chastened smile as he tied his robe and left the bedchamber without another word.

Syldia was feeling faint; she’d not breathed for too long. She hadn’t dared to take a deep breath in her brother’s presence since she was eleven years old.

She, Syldia Leander, was the eldest daughter of a rich, powerful, influential house that would soon become one of the Ascendant Twelve, and from there would take the ducal throne of Rijou itself. She was also a slave, with no more hope of winning her freedom than those whose shackles were made of iron instead of velvet. Their masters might shrug at the loss of a strong back and seek another rather than pursue the fugitive, but Castilis would hunt her to the ends of the earth, and when he caught her, as inevitably he would, his punishments would make the prospect of death as appealing as it would be unattainable.

Her head was pounding. Wincing at the light streaming in, she turned to pull the curtains closed – and froze when she caught a glimpse of the reflection in the mirror. She was still wearing the wig, still wearing Lady Consequence’s mischievous gaze and feral smile . . . and there was something hidden beneath that smile, something no one else but she could have seen. All the years of so convincingly embodying those Castilis despised or desired meant in some ways she knew her subjects better than they knew themselves.

Syldia saw a woman whose mind and heart had once been shattered, and somehow, impossibly, had become stronger: a woman burdened by neither fear nor conscience, who could not be bullied or terrorised. A woman who craved death as much for herself as for her enemies.

In that instant, before the mocking smile had fallen away, Syldia had seen the face of the one person who could kill Castilis Leander.


PART the fourth

THE CAROUSAL DUEL

[image: A crying figure is turned to the side and fingers are pointed towards them. A sword, which turns into a jester's staff, separates the figure from a bird and a laughing theatre mask. A banner across the bottom reads: Duella Derisona.]


Not every duel ends in death, nor is every blow measured by the blood spilled in the circle. Sometimes the sharpest cut is delivered not with a sword, but with a jest. When the target is the opponent’s stature or reputation, strike not with steel, but with your wit. Contrive to perform acts of apparent merriment for which any reprisal will seem petty, yet when left unanswered, will belittle the enemy before their peers and betters. Let every jibe drip with amiability, so that each counter appears bitter and spiteful. Step by step, you will drive your rival to madness, leaving them open to the fatal thrust.

P.43 of The Jester’s Mischief,

A Guide to the Art of Carousal


Chapter 42

Awkward Awakenings

Consciousness does not come gently to me the day after the Swan Revel. Then again, it never has, not since the night I swapped places with my sister to enter that singular Hell I so cavalierly believed I could survive when she swore she couldn’t. Wakefulness comes to me now as a sharp slap in the face which promises worse to follow. If the mines of Domas Lacrima teach anything, however, it’s the patience to endure such inconveniences.

I keep still, letting my skin tell the tale of where I am and what happened after rage and heartbreak gave way to the nightmares born of memories: a beautiful, confident girl, wise and mischievous, with honey-blonde hair fairly dancing when she laughs, smiling at the monster she intends to marry, burying a dagger into the heart of the vow we swore that night when—

No! Be cunning now and leave grief for later.

Textures come to me first: the silk of my duelling shirt clinging unpleasantly to the inside of my armpits and elbows, the tension around my chest from my diamond-patterned waistcoat. A tightness around my hairline confirms that I’m still wearing the silver-blonde wig.

My head aches, my mouth is horribly dry and my tongue bears a sour taste from the noxious liquors I drank with Spada when she almost—

Nothing. She did nothing. What almost happened doesn’t matter. Focus on the present.

The air is cool, as is the breeze caressing my cheeks. My back aches from the hard surface beneath me. A sidewalk is unlikely, for, so far as I can tell, my body remains unmolested save for three oddly warm spots, one on my right hand, another on my chest and the third on the left side of my collarbone. That one twitches now and then, tickling my jaw with something soft.

‘Hello there, my lovelies,’ I say when the source of these odd, nestling sensations becomes apparent. ‘Had a cozy nap, have we?’

One of the pigeons gives a sleepy, high-pitched coocoo.

‘Yes, of course,’ I reply, gently removing the pigeons. ‘Alas, I’m afraid I can’t spend all night delighting in your company. I’ve a somewhat larger and less graceful old bird awaiting my attentions.’

I hear her chuckle, though it’s more of a growl than anything else. It would send a chill through the heart of a hardened soldier. For me, it releases the iron clamps around my chest.

‘You’re here,’ I say. The comment might sound innocuous, but to my ears it reveals far too much.

‘You weren’t hard to find. All I had to do was ask myself where a dumb, sentimental bitch would go after discovering that all her careful plans had crumbled around her ears.’

It’s a strange thing that I find her caustic jibes so reassuring. It’s as if she’s expunging my doubts about myself by giving voice to them.

‘Does our insipid little mine girl flee to the city?’ she continues, wagging her finger at me in reproach. ‘Does she regroup, take the fortune in romantines we stole and hire an army to fight her wars for her? Nay, nay, too logical – too obvious. Does she take refuge in one of the sanctuaries I so carefully selected for us within the depths of this wretched city so that we might conceive a way to survive the mess you’ve gotten us in?’ The old woman’s cackling drips with an acid that never seems to burn her throat. ‘A pity it wasn’t your soror who returned to Domas Lacrima. Now, she’s a cunning little minx.’

‘That’s not Tazia!’ I snap, leaping to my feet too quickly. My head begins to swim, but I don’t fall. I won’t fall. ‘Castilis has had years to find some other girl who looks enough like me to—’

‘Looks like her, you mean?’ My mentor, my saviour, my ever-faithful antagonist shuffles along the rooftop like some ghoul come to snatch away my soul. One bony finger points to my face. ‘Didn’t you tell me some archiurgeon sculpted your features so you’d look more like her?’

Unbidden, my treacherous fingers stroke my cheek, then my jaw. The contours still don’t feel quite familiar, even after all these years. ‘We looked enough alike before. The difference is barely noticeable.’

A snort, a cough, then more acid. ‘You should have known this would be his plan, to replace you with the prison girl when the time came. It’s what your mother did, bringing her to your home and making her the duellist daughter of House Vauquelin. Castilis Leander simply improved on the scheme by making her the heir.’ She sniffs – another arrow in her quiver of derision. ‘Not a bad life, I’m told, ruling an Ascendant House.’

‘Tazia wouldn’t betray Farren – or me.’

‘Oh? Then why didn’t you sneak back into the Swan Palace, find your beloved sister and share a tearful reunion before she lets you in on her daring and oh-so-honourable plan to avenge your family’s destruction and save your brother? Why do I find you here instead?’

I turn to the west, where the fading sunset has traced a sombre halo along the crenellated palisade of the ducal palace in the distance. This building where I slept for almost a night and a day sits on the border between the carto nobli and the carto ducalis. I know where I am now, and that knowledge reaffirms the old woman’s condemnation.

This drab little neighbourhood is called the compasione: four square blocks of modest apartment buildings notable only for the obscure variant of the ducal flag flying above their rooftops. Here is where those destitute unfortunates from once noble houses lucky enough to be taken ‘beneath the wing’ of the ducal throne are afforded temporary accommodations. The patriarch of a Rising House has frittered away the family holdings on failed business ventures? Perhaps his heirs will be granted a year’s tenancy in the compasione to turn their fortunes around. The scion of an Ascendant House finds himself orphaned after the destruction of his entire family three days before the Ganath Kalila? Well now, that’s an entirely different story.

For years, Duke Jillard quietly supported blood feuds between his nobles, as they kept any one house from gaining too much power and influence. But the blatant violation of Rijou’s vendetta laws had been as much an assault on his rule as it had been on the general peace – so he had granted the sole survivor of that particular slaughter a full ducal wardship: food and lodging in the compasione, legal protections against claims of unpaid debts or charges of slander and, of course, immunity from honour duels. All this would stand until the child reached the age of nineteen, when they would go before the Court of Chalices and attempt to prove themselves worthy and capable of reclaiming their house charter.

How charitable.

How civilised.

I turn south to face the tallest of the tenant buildings, where wards of the duchy are housed. In one corner of the uppermost floor, a tiny flicker of light tells me the occupant has lit a candle against the growing darkness. Farren is no doubt writing another speech to rouse the crowds of uninterested idlers in the public square outside the Court of Blades against the encroachment of indentured servitude on a country whose very founding was a defiance against slavery.

Oh, Farren . . . If only words possessed the power you’ve always attributed to them . . .

I shed those foolish ruminations like the dust I brush off my waistcoat and trousers. Ever since I escaped the ruins of Domas Lacrima and returned to Rijou to save my brother and restore our house, I have forbidden myself from coming to this place. I swore I would reveal myself to Farren only when I could bring him back to the ruins of our family home with a title and a fortune in hand, so that the two of us could walk its broken hallways together and debate how the builders would restore it, making it grander than ever.

It seems I broke that promise.

I dip my fingers into a pocket and retrieve the calling card Bézan Grise left with me. For a moment, I hope that I merely dreamed the blue imprint of my lips he’d so cleverly contrived for me to place there, but no. Even after all the beatings and broken bones, the sigila amora carved into my lips when I was sixteen is still recognisable.

‘So the courtezano knows who you are,’ says the old woman. She’s standing behind me now, although I hadn’t noticed her leaving the shadows. Sometimes I wonder if she’s not a person at all, rather, some spectral ghoul only I can see. Then I catch a whiff of her breath that’s all too real. ‘But he’s not the only one, is he?’

How could she know? Was she there in the Swan Courtyard when I told Vicendi who I was? Can she read it in my face? Or is it simply that she knew I would falter sooner or later?

I do something foolish then, because as much as I fear the answer, I can’t bear not knowing whether I’ve broken the bond between us by dishonouring her teachings. ‘Are you . . . are you disappointed in me?’ I ask.

I can’t bring myself to look at her, too frightened of what I might see in her expression. Instead, I hear her shuffling closer. ‘Castilis tricked you, Bézan Grise made a fool of you and Spada Enguero all but raped you. In return, you trusted the most precious secret you have, the one thing that could destroy everything we prepared for these past seven years, to a doe-eyed advocate with delusions of decency. Am I disappointed?’

I’m about to flee, to run along the ledge and leap to the next building, never to see her again, until her hand settles on my shoulder. Her voice cracks when she says, ‘I had forgotten what it was like to feel so proud.’

I spin on my heel, grabbing her in my arms before she can pull away, holding her so tightly I’m afraid I’ll crack her ribs. But I can’t let go any more than I can stop crying, babbling through my tears all the while, truths and nonsense all mixed together because I’ve held too much of both inside me for too long.

We stay like that for a long time, though not nearly long enough. The last embers of sunset dip below the horizon and twilight almost instantly gives way to dusk. The lamplighters will work their way from the better neighbourhoods of the carto nobli to this one soon, but for the next hour or so, darkness will shroud the streets below.

Hence the timing of the attack.


Chapter 43

The Docks

Seven Years Earlier . . .

Uncle Delino drove me to the docks himself, not trusting even his own servants to keep our secret.

‘Madness. Bloody madness,’ he swore as he grabbed me by the wrist and hauled me from the carriage. ‘The most desirable heiress in Rijou twisted into a parody of a mine girl by some foul archiurgeon. She’s ruined, now. Ruined. Well, she wants to take your place in Domas Lacrima? Let her rot there until someone cracks open her skull with a rock.’

He said all this to himself, as if I were nothing more than a mule he was dragging to market. Ahead of us was a great five-masted sea-going vessel. I’d never seen such a grand ship before – I’d never actually been on any kind of boat – and now I was going to live on this one for . . . what? Days? Weeks? Months?

I had no idea where I was going, or what life awaited me there. I was being married off to a man I’d never met, who, if he was anything like the men I’d met thus far in my fourteen years, would be cruel, devious and lecherous.

And that was nothing compared to what Kareline was facing.

‘You have to find a way to get her out of—’

Uncle Delino backhanded me across the face, a good, strong blow that brought a fierce grin to his lips, even though his gritted teeth suggested he was more anxious than gleeful.

‘Never speak to me of what I must do. What does a mine girl understand of duty? You took everything Zephine gave you, wormed your way into my niece’s and nephew’s hearts – you twisted them against me! I was meant to marry Kareline. Me! Now she’s off to the mines and all I’m left with is a crippled nephew. It’ll take every ounce of my talent and every favour I’ve garnered over a lifetime to convince the Court of Chalices to name me as heir to my brother’s house.’

It wasn’t his brother’s house – it never had been. The Vauquelin bloodline ran through Zephine, then Kareline.

Does it run through me, now, since I’m to pretend to be her for the rest of my life?

He kept talking, but I wasn’t listening any more. I could hear the sounds of the surf rushing to meet the wooden posts of the dock, the gulls calling from the tops of the ship’s masts, and yet his diatribe was muffled, distant. Irrelevant.

Why haven’t I killed him yet? I wondered. He betrayed my madera, handed Farren over to the Duke and intends to hand me to the Duke’s cousin. He’s bigger than me, but he’s slow and lazy. I’m fast. I’m fierce – aren’t I?

I don’t know why, but as Uncle Delino had been tossing Kareline’s clothes into a chest for me, the only thing I’d brought was the little cheese knife I’d stolen that first day at House Vauquelin. That knife was inside the cuff of my shirt even now.

Yet still I hadn’t slid it into his belly.

Why not?

‘Shut your mouth now,’ he warned, even though he’d been the only one speaking.

I turned at the sound of three sets of footsteps approaching on the wooden dock. Two men in some sort of ship’s livery wore long black coats with green piping and lots of buttons down the front, as if each were a medal won in a war I’d never heard of. On the folded cuffs of their sleeves was a circular symbol of a puffin. Curved swords in scabbards hung at their sides. Cutlasses, I thought, good for fighting aboard ship, but not as useful in a duel as a rapier.

Behind them was a third figure wearing a coat made of silk in a green and black diamond pattern. He was the fattest man I’d ever seen, walking heavily on his right foot, as if his left pained him. A beard and curled moustaches covered much of the fleshy folds of his face. His eyes, though, were bright and keen.

Uncle Delino pressed the knuckle of his forefinger hard into my spine.

I gasped, and understood this to mean I was supposed to introduce myself – well, not myself, precisely.

‘My Lord,’ I said, curtseying, ‘I am—’

He cut me off with a wave of his hand. A small gesture, really, but delivered with such precision he might have been a surgeon performing an incision. His two attendants split off to stand on either side of Uncle Delino and me.

‘This is the girl?’ he asked.

‘Yes, Baronet Urvadel.’

The fat man – my future husband, I supposed – sniffed. ‘Looks younger than I’d been led to believe. I won’t have a child in my bed.’

‘Kareline is sixteen,’ Uncle Delino said, lying so smoothly it took me a moment to remember he hadn’t entirely lied, just neglected to mention that I wasn’t Kareline.

Baronet Urvadel looked down at me. I felt tiny beneath him. ‘And you, girl. You’ve agreed to this match?’

‘I . . .’

‘Of course she’s agreed,’ Uncle Delino said cheerfully. ‘She’s delighted to—’

That same small motion, the tight horizontal slice of Baronet Urvadel’s hand. I would learn to recognise a hundred versions of that gesture, and all the many meanings.

‘I will hear it from her.’

What was I supposed to say? No? Despite the vows Kareline and I had sworn so tearfully to one another, I had no grand plans, no means of saving what was left of my foster family. The agreement Uncle Delino had secured was as precise as it was cruel: Farren would become a ward of the Duke of Rijou until he was old enough to take command of House Vauquelin – which of course the Court of Chalices would never allow because of his condition. One daughter would be married off to a lesser cousin of the duke’s, giving up her title and her family’s far more worthy name, while the adopted mine girl would be returned to Domas Lacrima to die.

Kareline had served herself up to take my fate because she knew I would kill myself before I stepped back into the House of Tears. In return, I had to become her, marry this man and find a way to turn him to our cause so that someday – months, years, decades from now? – he would help us restore House Vauquelin.

I knew little of scheming, but surely this was the second-worst plan ever devised. The first had been our attack on the Enguero brothers.

‘I will marry you, my Lord,’ I said at last.

‘You’ll do more than that,’ he said.

Did the man ever smile? With those thick moustaches of his, I could barely tell when his lips moved to speak.

‘We travel to a far-off land,’ he informed me, somehow robbing the words of any wonder or majesty. ‘There’s no way for a fourth scholar son such as me to rise high in Rijou any more, so I must make my fortunes a thousand miles away. You’ll help me run my household, learn to do the books and command the servants. I’ll want sons from you – lots of them. Daughters, too, I suppose, if they’re strong and clever.’ He leaned down towards me, reminding me of an overseer at Domas Lacrima preparing to deliver a beating. ‘Are you strong and clever?’

This time I didn’t hesitate. ‘I am whatever you need me to be, my Lord.’

He straightened up again. ‘Good.’

Uncle Delino chimed in. ‘The hour grows—’

‘Shut up.’

‘What? You dare—?’

For the first time I saw something akin to an expression beneath Baronet Urvadel’s moustaches and beard. His lip curled. ‘You think I haven’t heard what’s gone on in the capital? You betrayed your own sister-in-law. Viscountess Vauquelin was . . . Well, we shall never see her like again. And you led her to a death unworthy of a woman of her honour and spirit.’ He held up a hand before Uncle Delino could protest. ‘My cousin needs to keep the peace, which means this vendetta between hummingbirds and falcons has to end. The Engueros will benefit greatly from your betrayal, as will you, no doubt. So, let us complete this filthy business, but never let yourself believe that anyone looks upon you with anything but utter contempt.’

While Uncle Delino huffed and puffed, Baronet Urvadel once again turned his eyes to me. I had the sense he’d prepared much of this speech beforehand.

‘I will not be cruel unless you make me. I will not rape you for my pleasure. You will have’ – he seemed to be consulting a calendar in his head – ‘six months to acclimatise yourself to the idea of having me inside you. When you are with child, I will not trouble you with my . . .’ He gestured to his belly, as if that were the most offensive part of his body. ‘After giving birth, you’ll have three months before we begin again. In public, you will hold my hand and kiss me when required. Within our house, you will have your own private rooms, which I will never enter without your permission.’ He held my gaze, and I found a harder steel in those eyes than in any blade. ‘You will do your duty to me from this day forth, and in exchange, I will allow you such freedoms as do not inconvenience me, and provide for you a life better than the one the Engueros had in mind for you.’

He was huffing and puffing now, as if he’d run out of breath getting all those words out. He stuck his hand out towards me, the fingers thick as sausages. ‘Are we agreed?’

I reflected on his words and his offer. From what I’d learned of him thus far, he was the sort of man who preferred a considered answer to a hasty one. Somehow that reassured me, even though I had no real choice in the matter and his notion of ‘not raping me’ was ludicrous, given the terms of our marriage. This would be a life of cold, impersonal, implacable rules.

But I knew how to live such a life.

‘Don’t make his Lordship wait, you little twit!’ Uncle Delino said, and he cuffed me around the head.

This was a mistake. He was treating me the way one treats a servant – or a mine girl. I was supposed to be Kareline Vauquelin, who would never countenance such an insult. I turned on him, delivering an imperious glare that no doubt surprised him in its accurate imitation of his niece’s manner.

‘You’ll be all right now,’ he said in a mumbling sort of way. He kept rubbing one palm against the other, as if wiping his hands of some unpleasant muck. ‘I’ve done my best – done what I could. It’s finished now. I’m absolved of all this.’

‘Absolved?’

The word came out of me sounding so much like the way Kareline would have said it that, for an instant, I almost forgot who I was. But I didn’t forget what Uncle Delino had done.

Absolved.

The word was a key, unlocking something inside me that had been chained ever since I’d broken the stained-glass window above the parlour of House Vauquelin, climbed down the vines and seen what this man had wrought. Now the patient, tenacious and oh-so-feral mine girl was free, if only for an instant.

The cheese knife slid down my sleeve and into my palm. My left hand reached up and grabbed Uncle Delino by the hair, and with my right, I slashed the blade across his neck.

Smooth. Clean.

He stumbled backwards a few steps, tried to recover his balance, attempted to turn – as if this was something he could run away from – tripped on a rope and fell into the water below.

Delino Bruzeri had deceived his sister-in-law, sold her children’s fates for what would no doubt have proved to be a pittance in gems and a promise of petty lands in the least desirable part of the duchy. He had betrayed every principle, broken every law of gods and mortals alike.

It was the word ‘absolved’ that got him killed.

When I turned back to Baronet Urvadel, his men had loosed their cutlasses and taken up position in front of him. I tossed the cheese knife into the water. It plopped under and sank to the bottom.

‘I am Kareline Vauquelin, last daughter of the House of Hummingbirds,’ I said to Baronet Urvadel, extending my hand to him. ‘I accept your terms.’

The two attendants looked at me as if I were clearly insane – a not unreasonable assessment. The baronet, though, pushed them aside and looked down at the bloody pool in the water by the dock. He grunted. ‘Saves me the trouble, I suppose.’

With that, he took my small hand in his massive one and led me to his ship. We were married at sea, as his ancestors had and as our children would. I never quite understood why he trusted me to keep my word and not simply kill him in his bed, but Baronet Myron Urvadel, despite appearances, was a complicated man.

I, in turn, would have to become a complicated woman.


Chapter 44

Cunning Carousals

Thirteen men and women come dancing and twirling down the boulevard, the brightly hued flowing coats adorned with brass buttons and multicoloured streamers. Carousers, they’re called: roving bands of youths garbed like the gaudy jesters of old. Not quite brigands, not quite innocents, Carousers pull pranks, put on impromptu ribald performances and occasionally get into brawls with bravos, bully-boys and street toughs. In making fools of themselves, they mock the foibles of the nobility who look down on their merchant and artisan families. Since they rarely cause trouble save for those who get in their way, the constables mostly leave them alone.

‘Not a bad disguise for a gang of kidnappers,’ the old woman concedes, watching beside me at the ledge of the rooftop.

‘This is likely Spada’s doing,’ I say, wiping the tears from my eyes. The familiar coldness that kept us alive in Domas Lacrima returns to me. It’s comforting, in a way. ‘Or perhaps it’s Taridan. He was always more theatrical in his abuses.’

The old woman nods. ‘By declaring his impending marriage to his fictional “Kareline” Vauquelin, Castilis has forced Spada’s hand. Capturing the boy is the surest way to show those other fools among the Ascendant Twelve that the House of Enguero is still dangerous. Of course, there’s a decent chance they’ll kill him if anyone gets in their way.’

Below us, the kidnappers are laughing and cheering, stumbling and tumbling about as if drunk, all the while making their way inexorably towards Farren’s building. Like all Carousers, they carry preposterous antiquated stage weapons like tridents and boleadoras: weighted cords to whirl at one’s opponents. It’s silly stuff, for the most part, although in this case, they’ll hide far more credible weapons sheathed at their sides or hidden beneath their gaily accoutred coats.

I rise, preparing to scale down the side of the building, expecting my mentor to follow. Thirteen against two are poor odds, but we’ve faced almost as bad in the mines together. The trick is to take out one or two before we’ve even revealed ourselves, then force the others to chase one of us while the other attacks from behind.

A hand clamps around my belt and drags me back down, pointing to a window on the apartment building opposite Farren’s. ‘See that?’ she asks.

At first, I don’t see anything except the dark window, although now I can see it’s open. Then I catch a faint flicker: not a candle flame, but a tiny reflection, one that disappears the moment the object casting it moves: a glass lens.

‘Someone’s watching with a spyglass,’ I murmur.

‘The House of Falcons are not so dull-witted as they once were,’ the old woman says, almost as if the admission pains her. ‘They suspect someone – likely “Kareline” Vauquelin – will be watching the boy. If it’s Castilis’ imposter, they’ll assume she’s the real Kareline. If it’s someone else, however . . .’

They’re watching for me, I realise, fear and fury making me dizzy with rage and panic. The damned calling card and Bézan’s ‘assignation’ with me – that’s why he wanted me here. So I’d be forced to reveal myself to the entire city.

‘It doesn’t matter,’ I tell the old woman. ‘I’m not letting the Engueros kidnap my brother. Once they have him in a cell somewhere in the city, Spada will make damn sure we never get him out again.’

My belligerent companion says nothing in reply. Searching her expression reveals nothing but her customary disdain for the denizens of this city – including myself. Nonetheless, she nods her assent and we prepare to climb down to face Farren’s would-be kidnappers and quite possibly to meet our end without my brother even knowing I was alive.

‘Oh, ho, what merriment!’ declares a boisterous silhouette sauntering drunkenly down the avenue on course to bump into the Carousers. ‘Pray, can any spirited soul join this party?’

I freeze, recognising both the voice and the swagger. I had assumed Bézan Grise would show himself sooner or later, if only to mock my vain attempts to save both my brother and my anonymity. Spada’s soldiers don’t appear to recognise him as he strides up to meet them, although he is dressed in his familiar minstrel’s blues.

‘Thirteen is a lucky number, beloved of the gods,’ replies a tall young woman in bright oranges and greens, shaking a rattler exuberantly to distract from the poignard she’s drawing from a scabbard at her back. ‘‘Fourteen is far too banal for a proper Carousal.’

The woman’s companions make a show of dancing about gaily. The dizzying spins are to conceal their methodical progress in surrounding Bézan. ‘Truly are the mouths of jesters the wombs of wisdom,’ he says, bowing apologetically. ‘Perhaps I could serve instead as your mascot?’ As he rises, he brings his hands up in front of his face, fingers trailing down to mime a panting dog. ‘A favoured pet, at least?’

She laughs, without a trace of mirth. ‘Surely.’ Her glance sends a signal to a tall youth on Bézan’s left flank, who makes a sweeping gesture with his right hand as his left draws a corded noose from inside his coat. ‘We’ll need to fit you with a proper collar, of course.’

As the youth closes in, the minstrel reaches out behind him suddenly, grabbing the back of his would-be captor’s neck to pull him into a lengthy kiss. The Carousers, still holding to their pretence, laugh uproariously, even as more of them are surreptitiously drawing steel.

‘Oh, that’s rather clever,’ the old woman murmurs next to me.

I’m about to ask what she means when I notice the subtle sagging of the youth’s shoulders, just as Bézan spins him around and gives him a playful kick in the arse, sending him stumbling into his comrades. In the dim light, it takes me a second to spot the hilt of the dagger buried between the young assassin’s third and fourth ribs on his right side.

‘Is love such ephemeral food, that each kiss leaves one hungrier than before?’ Bézan asks, spreading his arms wide as if about to launch into a soliloquy.

The Carousers have dropped their act and begin to close in, but the woman leading them makes the calculations all professional killers must in these situations, glancing around in search of hidden opponents.

‘No one’s fool enough to attack more than a dozen opponents alone,’ she tells her crew. ‘He’s delaying us until his back-up arrives. Vermilion, Crimson and Umber, get the boy – keep him contained until I come up. Saffron and Coral, scout the side streets. Give us warning if anyone comes. The rest of you, kill the minstrel.’

I hoist myself over the edge, careful to stay among the shadows, fingers and toes finding gaps in the mortar. Whatever Bézan’s true intentions, he’s created an opportunity for us. I descend the wall by feel, continually glancing down at the Carousers to check no one has spotted me and has a knife aimed at my back. I come perilously close to losing my grip when the fight begins in earnest, but that’s when I see the true face of Bézan Grise for the first time.

The evening chill turns to ice.

How could anyone have kept their mask so perfectly in place? I ask myself in shock. How had he convinced us all that he was naught but a slovenly, drunken courtezano, forever playing at intrigues and dalliances? How had he hidden the beast lurking underneath from killers like Spada and Castilis . . . and me?

There’s no mockery from him now as the remaining kidnappers tasked with his death approach him warily, no smiles or jokes now. His face lacks any expression – or even humanity. His stance isn’t that of a duellist, though: there’s no lightness in the way he grips the twin curved daggers which have appeared in his hands. His eyes are looking straight ahead, keeping track of his opponents in his peripheral vision rather than letting them draw his gaze, and when they step too close . . .

Saint Zhagev-who-sings-for-tears, there’s no heart in him!

He moves quickly, but not excessively so. It’s precision and lack of hesitation that makes him deadly, not excessive speed or fancy moves. His first opponent is small and wiry, shifting unpredictably from foot to foot before lungeing with a smallsword whose reach far exceeds that of his target’s weapon. Bézan barely moves, however, merely turns sideways to let the thrust by, slicing through his jacket. His left arm drops to wrap around his opponent’s, trapping him there. The assassin wisely drops his sword to free his hand and reverse the armlock – but it’s too late, for Bézan’s already driven the tip of his dagger – a far more effective weapon at close quarters – up and into the man’s armpit. The assassin howls in pain. The blood spurting from the wound sprays Bézan, but he’s already turned his head to ensure none gets into his eyes.

A disabling wound, I think, dropping the last seven feet to the ground, bending my knees and landing on the balls of my feet to absorb the impact in my thighs and calves rather than my ankles, but they won’t have time to bind the wound before he loses too much blood.

The side-street watchers are back, and alongside their leader, approach Bézan from either side, hoping to flank him. There isn’t a trace of sentiment in Bézan’s expression, other than a flicker of disdain in his eyes. He steps straight ahead towards the leader, almost as if marching off to battle, ignoring the others who are moving in for the kill. Seeing the distance he’s created between them leads the one on the left to flip his own knife around, catching it by the blade and bringing back his arm to throw it – but without looking back, relying on timing alone, Bézan drops low, almost to the ground. The leader looks down at him, confused for an instant, although she’s turned her hand, and with her sword facing point-downwards, she can stab Bézan in the back of the neck – except that her subordinate’s thrown blade has already caught her in the chest. It strikes bone, preventing a killing wound, but Bézan’s ducking beneath her legs, comes up the other side and in one smooth motion, slices her throat with the dagger in his right hand while reaching around with his left arm to hold her upright. She’s not dead yet, though dying fast, but there’s no opportunity for a dignified end as Bézan uses her as a shield against her confounded comrades, who are rushing forward in search of an opening.

‘Well?’ he asks, his voice deeper than before, his tone now steel scraping across gravel. ‘Are you just going to stand there?’

It takes me a moment to realise he’s not talking to his attackers, but the old woman is already racing past me to drive her long lethal needle up into the back of the further opponent’s skull, leaving the closer target for me. I’m almost ashamed at my clumsiness as I draw my rapier at last and slide it through the last man remaining in the courtyard, withdrawing it quickly from his side before his collapsing corpse can trap my blade.

‘There’s still the two she sent scouting,’ I say, struggling to keep my voice calm.

‘They went in opposite directions,’ Bézan says. ‘I’ll take that one.’ He points southwards, barely acknowledging the old woman he’s never seen before, not even remarking on the murder she’s committed as skilfully as any assassin. ‘You get the one who went north,’ he tells her.

She’s not one for taking orders, yet she doesn’t so much as sneer at him before turning to pad quietly through the shadows along the side street. I’m grateful to both of them, because that frees me to—

Bézan’s hand grabs my arm before I can step beneath the archway that leads to the courtyard of Farren’s building. Blood drips from the blade of his dagger as he points to the building opposite us. ‘Find the watchman. End him.’

‘Three trained killers are already making their way into my brother’s apartment, you idiot! The Hells for the watchma—’

His fingers squeeze tighter. The pain is impressive. ‘The leader told them to wait for her, which means we have a few minutes before one of them gets suspicious. The watchman’s job is to spot anyone who came to protect your brother. If he reports back to Spada, then both our identities will be revealed and our respective plans ruined.’ He doesn’t so much release my arm as hurl me towards the other building. ‘Kill him before he gets away, or be certain I’ll kill you, your brother and anyone else who could identify me.’

‘I don’t even know who you are,’ I remind him, but he’s right that we can’t let the watchman escape. I’m already halfway across the empty street in pursuit of the tall, lithe figure running from the other building’s entrance: the man I must catch and kill before he brings Spada’s wrath down on all of us.


Chapter 45

An Ocean Without Tears

Seven Years Earlier . . .

My first days at sea – having been taken from my home, sold into marriage to a stranger with whom any thought of physical contact repulsed me, and trapped on his ship among his crew – were some of the happiest of my entire life.

I’m like some pathetic heroine from a pirate romance, I thought as I let that marvellous, incomparable salty sea air batter my face and hair. Although perhaps not entirely like them . . .

I was hanging from the rigging atop the mainmast, gazing out at the endless ocean before us as the ship’s seahorse figurehead bobbed above the waves. The river passage through western Tristia, which later curved round the southern edge of Avares, had been peaceful enough, I suppose. Most of the baronet’s crew kept warning me that things would be different once we’d reached the ocean; ‘little lady landlubbers’ weren’t meant for the monstrous sea.

‘You’ll be buried in your blankets belowdecks,’ the bosun – a woman nearly as big as Baronet Urvadel – assured me, ‘praying the gods protect you from Father Sea even as you vomit into your bucket, over and over.’

Pah. Belowdecks? When there was so much open sky up here in the riggings? When you could climb up day or night, look out onto that watery world and feel for the first time in your life that you were empress of all you surveyed?

I’d feared Baronet Urvadel – I couldn’t bring myself to call him ‘Myron’ – would look upon my endless explorations of the ship as a sign of rebelliousness. I’d even overheard his steward whispering to him, advising him to take a firmer hand with me. But not only did my husband not care one bit, in truth, he delighted in my childish adventures.

‘She’s no landlubber and that’s what bothers you, Michaud,’ he’d reprimanded the steward – and any others who brought him the same complaint. ‘She’s daring. Fearless. What man wants a timid mouse for a wife? What fool doesn’t realise such stock could breed a line of strong sons and daughters?’

I’d felt an unexpected rush of pride, hearing him speak of me in ways that should have disgusted me. Breeding? Was I a mare to him? Almost certainly. I didn’t want children and I certainly didn’t want any with a man I barely knew and could never love. And yet, knowing that was what he wanted from me – that was all he wanted from me – provided a measure of reassurance: I just needed to follow the rules. To feel safe from manipulation and scheming, to know the exact shape and dimensions of my prison, was . . . freeing.

Urvadel didn’t make me share his cabin; instead, he’d given me a smaller one nearby. In the mornings we ate breakfast together, our conversation taking the form of lessons, with him instructing me on aspects of his business holdings and the geography of the islands where we would live. He never asked about my life before, saving me the trouble of lying to him more than necessary. And afterwards, when his sullen steward cleared away the dishes, my husband’s stony features would crack and beneath those ridiculously thick moustaches of his, a wry smile would appear. ‘I suppose you’ll be up with the seagulls again today?’

I’d make the appropriate shy mumblings, which he would dismiss with a wave of his hand, and within minutes, I’d be back up to the crow’s nest, or up in the rigging of the foremast or the mizzenmast. Sometimes I’d sit atop the ship’s figurehead as if the massive wooden seahorse was a steed I was riding across the waves, enjoying the salt spray splashing over me. I’d always return to the masts, though, to touch the sky and look out over the ocean ahead of us.

I loved every second I spent in those heights. If the gods would have granted me three wishes, the first would have been to make me a seagull, the second to never again see dry land.

The third wish would be to forget the fate to which I’d left my sister.


Chapter 46

Flights and Falsehoods

The watchman’s flight forces me into a winding chase through the streets of the carto nobli. My frustration turns to fury as every change of direction leads me farther away from Farren’s apartment, where three kidnappers await the arrival of their leader. It’s only a matter of time before one of them returns to the courtyard and finds her corpse. After that . . . Well, it’s even money whether they snatch my brother as planned or kill him to ensure there’s no one left alive to identify them.

My only spot of luck is that we’re still in that first hour of darkness during which the nobles and their servants are preoccupied with choosing which ensemble best suits the fashions of the season before stepping out of their doors to parade themselves on their way to some gala or intrigue. I suppose it’s also my good fortune that the watchman hasn’t yelled for help, which means he’d rather not be identified by the authorities and believes he can outrun me.

Perhaps you could, I think, as I temporarily abandon the pursuit to turn right down a narrow gap between two buildings, if only the path you’ve chosen were a trifle less winding.

Despite the endless zigzagging, the watchman’s route always returns to a southeasterly direction through the nobles’ quarter. The Falcon Palace – more a fortress, really – lies southwest, but I happen to know that the Engueros keep a safe house a quarter of a mile from their home where they hide illicit goods and the bodies of anyone who’s displeased them. At the end of the next street, the watchman will still have to make two right turns before swerving left onto a sloping boulevard up to the safe house.

Alas, you won’t be making it, my friend.

The gap between the buildings is narrow, which is why he couldn’t make use of it. Being more slender, and accustomed to running through pitch-black tunnels, it’s a simpler matter for me. I’m three quarters of the way to the other side when I hear his pounding boot heels.

Damn, but he’s a fast one.

Two yards ahead, I see a vague silhouette of something on the ground that looks a suitable size. Biting my lip in anticipation of the discomfort, I kick the stone, launching it into the air. I have to admit, it’s luck as much as skill that makes my timing perfect, and the projectile strikes the watchman’s temple just as he’s turned to cross the gap. With a yell of surprise and pain, he stumbles to the ground, though he won’t stay down for long. My rapier is already in my hand, but my heaving lungs warn against launching myself at him before catching my breath.

‘Mercy,’ he says, practically snarling at me. There’s nothing in his tone that suggests he’d grant clemency if our positions were reversed. The rain’s beginning, and the hatred in his glare could make the droplets sizzle before they touch the pavement. I’m taken aback by the smouldering fury in the eyes of this man who should be weeping in shame for having participated in the attempted kidnapping of an innocent. Perhaps that’s why I fail to recognise him.

‘I’m usually good at remembering those I’ve wronged,’ I observe, speaking softly to save my breath.

His sneer and his undeserved smugness betray his lineage, as if even now I should be swooning from his masculine allure. Taridan Enguero.

I never wasted much time on Taridan, who lacked both Spada’s raw talent with a blade and Dazidier’s desperation to prove himself as capable as his sister. He’d inherited the Enguero family charms, such as they were: graceful, aquiline features, fair hair and that piercing gaze. Unlike his siblings, however, Taridan never mastered the art of containing his anger.

He rises slowly from the pavement, so as not to provoke a sudden attack, holding my gaze in the delusional belief that this will keep me from noticing that he’s also drawing the blade at his side. Neither of these things surprise me, but what he says next does. ‘You murdered my brother.’

Murdered, I repeat silently. Not ‘maimed’. Not ‘ruined’. Murdered.

The rain picks up as the darkness deepens around us. Nearly a quarter of a mile away, my brother sits in his apartment wondering if the raucous Carousers invading his home intend to kill him. I need to conclude this encounter quickly. I’ve already killed once tonight, which my mother would have deemed either a failure of skill or of imagination. I wonder if there’s some way to put an end to this foul business without another corpse on my conscience.

‘Dazidier’s wound wasn’t fatal,’ I tell Taridan.

The fool’s already begun to circle me, searching for a weakness in my defence. He spits at me – a wasted effort, given the rain is doing a far better job of occluding my vision. What he says next is delivered with the furious certainty of one repeating another’s words. ‘What you failed to achieve in the duelling circle, you finished in the attic of our home. You took him unawares, an assassin pretending to be a serving girl. I wonder, did you fuck my brother before you slid the blade between his ribs, Natazia?’

His blade whips out suddenly from its scabbard. I’d forgotten how adept Taridan always was at the quick-draw. He’s been practising, too: the rush of air as his tip passes less than half an inch from my right eye causes me to blink.

Taridan wisely turns the slash into a thrust, followed immediately by a double lunge meant to force me back against the alley wall. He thinks I’m Tazia, which means he should also presume I’ve spent the last seven years in the narrow tunnels and shafts of Domas Lacrima, yet he’s too lazy to have planned out how to best such an opponent in a fight. Otherwise, he’d anticipate that I’m accustomed to not retreating.

‘I haven’t visited the Falcon Palace recently,’ I tell him, using what any fencing master would deride as a blunt, almost clumsy, parry rather than a proper counter-attack. I step forward, forcing us into a closeness that makes rapier-work awkward. ‘Perhaps you’d grace me with a tour when we’re done here?’

The jibe does its job. Taridan is so enraged that when his left hand reaches for the dagger I suspect is sheathed at his back, his shoulder visibly tightens. I have other blades of my own, but there are questions which will be difficult for him to answer with a slit throat. Instead, I give him a Lacrima kiss.

Taridan stumbles back from my head-butt, blood gushing from his nostrils. The audible crack and the way his eyes struggle to focus for an instant tells me I’ve broken his nose. The fight is over, and we both know it.

Is there an opportunity here? A chance to glean information and avoid more bloodshed? With all that’s happened, I’m ready to abandon my earlier schemes and settle for rescuing Farren as the old woman advised, find a place where my romantines will buy us a good life. Perhaps I can persuade Vicendi to join us. I’ll gladly leave this foul city to Castilis and Spada and . . .

I can’t abandon Tazia, I realise then. I won’t leave her to endure a marriage to the monster she once feared more than all the others. Not even if she’s betrayed our pact.

‘Peace, Taridan,’ I say, taking a step back. ‘There’s been enough blood shed tonight, and more to come, I suspect. I’ll shed no tears for your brother, but you’ve my oath as a duellist that it wasn’t my blade that killed him.’

‘Liar!’ Taridan cries, spreading his arms wide like some ancient holy man awaiting martyrdom. ‘Go ahead and kill me, mine girl, like you did my brother. Just don’t waste my last moments with your petty attempts at deception when I know perfectly well how yo—’

The accusation dies unfinished, along with my futile hope that this might end without bloodshed. Taridan’s eyes are drawn downwards by the steel point sprouting from the centre of his chest. He stares at it for a moment before looking back up at me.

‘I wish . . .’

Suddenly, he lunges at me. I step out of the way only to discover that his movement was involuntary, brought on by the boot that had shoved him forwards to ensure the blade that killed him wouldn’t get caught in his ribcage as he fell to the rain-soaked streets. Behind him stands Bézan Grise, unsmiling, eyes somehow deader than those of his victim.

‘You were taking too long,’ he says. Turning on his heel, he sets off at a loping run back towards the tenant building in the compasione, forcing me to chase after him.

My heart’s already racing – not from the paltry exchange of thrusts and blows with Taridan, but from his accusation. ‘Was it you who killed Dazidier Enguero?’ I ask Bézan. It’s all I can do not to pant as our pace quickens. ‘Taridan thought I was the murderer – so if he orchestrated tonight’s scheme, then the Carousers won’t have been sent to kidnap Farren but to assassinate him.’

There’s not a trace of concern in Bézan Grise’s expression, not even a hint at sympathy. His trick at the revel, using the lip-paint kiss to reveal the hummingbird scar, means he knows perfectly well that I’m Kareline Vauquelin, but he doesn’t appear to care what my brother’s death will mean to me.

‘Taridan couldn’t scheme his way out of a bad dinner date,’ he says. ‘Spada rules the House of Falcons, and she does nothing by half measures. Castilis has wronged her just as much as his false “Kareline”, and far more than someone she presumes to be a mine girl who defeated her brother in a fair fight. The kidnapping of Farren Vauquelin is what will give her the leverage she needs against Castilis.’ He shoots me a smirk that, for just an instant, reminds me of the lazy courtezano he so convincingly played until tonight. ‘Trust me, when the falcon finally gets her talons on all of us, there will be no quick deaths for anyone.’

We reach the open archway into the courtyard of Farren’s building, keeping to the shadows as we approach. Our best chance to get inside before the Carousers kill Farren is to catch them before they realise anything is amiss.

‘Go on,’ Bézan orders me. ‘I’ll keep watch here until your mysterious comrade returns.’ He doesn’t even suggest the possibility that an old woman in ragged robes might have failed or died in her mission to pursue a trained killer less than half her age. That, as much as anything else I’ve seen tonight, tells me how dangerous this harlequin is.

‘Who are you?’ I ask.

I’m not expecting an answer, which is why I’m so surprised when he gives me one.

‘My name is Percévan Tiarren,’ he says, and in his voice I hear the same rage and grief I’ve held so tightly inside my own throat all these years. ‘Last son of a Fallen House betrayed by the adopted daughter of our closest ally. You wanted to know who killed Dazidier Enguero two nights back? The same faithless serpent whose false testimony brought about the massacre of my kin. The same one who now seeks to replace you. So, retrieve your brother and then we’ll save what’s left of your family and mine by killing the traitor Natazia Vauquelin.’


INTERLUDE

FARREN VAUQUELIN

The ink glinted on the parchment, a thousand jagged black scars across sheet after sheet of ivory sheepskin: a battle between lofty ideas and an unsteady hand.

No, Farren told himself, surveying his labours, these aren’t battle scars. They’re bolts of lightning that will bring with them a thunder to wake this slumbering city before it’s too late.

He tilted the tiny blue-glazed dish over the parchment, sprinkling the drying sand that would keep the ink from blotting, methodically covering the pages with a patience uncommon among young men his age. After squinting over every line, at last he set down the dish to shake the pages clean. That part required only that he pick them up; his life-long affliction took care of the rest.

No self-pity, Farren reminded himself, wrapping his heavy woollen blanket tighter around his shoulders. Every one of us is born with our own talents, stricken with our own suffering and bound to a duty beyond ourselves.

Though his mother’s words had rung hollow for many years, he still clung to the hope that even a so-called ‘defective’ could fight for his people, and within his impending doom lay an opportunity to fulfil that duty.

While mocking him at his foul revel last night, Castilis Leander had unwittingly gifted him the knowledge of how to finish the speech. The Swan Princeling had believed he was demonstrating his own cleverness in putting the palsied cripple in his place, but in doing so he’d revealed the rhetorical feints and thrusts Farren needed to understand in order to make sure his oratorical flourishes surmounted them all. The moment the so-called ‘debate’ had ended and that odd advocate insisted on helping him return home, his mind had been awhirl with new stanzas.

He read through the scrawling parchment again; the final reading would be next week at his trial, when, with one stroke of their own quill, the Court of Chalices would strip Farren’s past and future from him. They would have to hear his testimony first, however, and that would be the hour Farren Vauquelin spoke not just for all the crimes committed against his own family, but for those against so many others too.

Swords and schemes had served to get his sisters killed. His weapons would be words – words, and hope.

So you’d better hope you’ve chosen the right words.

The wind whistling through the broken window was a distraction, but a useful one: there would be people jeering at him at court, too, trying to throw him off his game. No doubt some would be the same people who, every few weeks, threw rocks at the windows of his little apartment on the outskirts of the carto ducalis – second sons or daughters of some Rising House beneath the wing of the Engueros, probably.

Farren used to laugh at the perpetrators as they ran away, reminding them that the Steward of Ducal Wards would just replace the windows – yet again – and the duke himself would order the expense charged against the Engueros’ mining revenues. In the meantime, he’d enjoy the fragrances wafting in from the nearby carto flora.

But no one had come to repair the last broken window, not for three months, ever since Duke Jillard had died in a bizarre act of self-sacrifice that was entirely uncharacteristic of the man.

Despite being his ward, Farren had met him only three times. When he’d first been brought before Duke Jillard that awful night seven years ago, he’d expected a swift beheading – either that, or interminable imprisonment in the infamous dungeons below the palace. After all, the duke wasn’t known for his compassion, even towards those too weak to defend themselves. Farren must have been a strange sight: a boy of twelve, shaking uncontrollably from the palsy that had cursed him since birth, screaming at the top of his lungs, demanding the right to challenge Spada Enguero to a duel to the death.

‘With Galdrien’s murder, Spada Enguero is now the scion daughter of her house and forbidden from engaging in honour duels,’ a retainer with a painted face standing beside the duke’s throne informed him, his voice bland, monotonous. The short, obese man had ruffled his elegant silk robes as if trying to shoo Farren away. ‘One would expect a scholar son to know this much, at least.’

But Duke Jillard must have been drinking that night. ‘Give him a duelling rapier, Shiballe,’ he commanded. ‘Summon a clerk to ride to the carto legaris and drag the lazy arse of a magistrate of the Court of Blades down here. As Duke of Rijou, I hereby grant special leave for Farren Vauquelin to challenge Spada Enguero to an honour duel. Further, I command that she accept.’

‘Your Grace!’ the man had exclaimed, and Farren could have sworn there was a look of genuine dread marring his maschiera-painted features. ‘These are ancient traditions you speak of violating, ancient laws! Not even a duke may so braz—’

‘Why in the name of Saint Zhagev-who-sings-for-tears can’t I?’ Duke Jillard had lurched from his throne, looking very much as if he were preparing to issue his own duelling challenge. He stabbed a finger towards the magnificent stained-glass windows overlooking the city. ‘Three days away from Ganath Kalila. Three days! That’s all those bloodthirsty falcons and hummingbirds had to wait before unleashing their wretched vendettas upon my duchy. If these gods-bedamned Ascendant Houses won’t follow the laws, why should their sovereign?’

The duke strode towards Farren as if he intended to strike him, but instead, he just grabbed him by the shoulders and growled, ‘Do you know what your idiot sister and her equally idiotic nemesis have done?’ Then he had slapped Farren. ‘They’ve made me look weak – as if I cannot control my own nobles!’

Was this hysterical duke expecting a boy of twelve to solve his problems for him? But no, Jillard was content to do all the talking himself.

‘And this preposterous story their oh-so-cunning uncle concocted, forcing me to pretend this was some accidental killing by the Tiarren, a family I know beyond question had nothing to do with this foul business? So what am I to do now? Start a blood feud against my own noble houses that will last years instead of a single week, or allow the guilty to smirk behind my back in my own court? Seven Hells will I pay for this madness either way!’

When his gaze had returned to Farren, the duke had looked almost pleading. ‘What in the name of every accursed god and saint in this benighted country was Viscountess Zephine thinking?’

Seven years later, in the chill quiet of his room, Farren smiled bitterly, remembering the answer he’d given that night. Trembling, barely able to stand on his own feet, he’d looked up into the piercing blue eyes of the Duke of Rijou and replied, ‘I don’t know what my mother was thinking, your Grace. Perhaps you could go and ask her directly.’

The fat painted man had gasped; an instant later, the two guardsmen had drawn their short swords and looked about to rid the Duchy of Rijou of its last hummingbird.

Good, he’d thought, raising his chin. Let whichever gods and saints so trouble the duke remember that Farren, scholar son of House Vauquelin, had died by the blade, not curled up on a bed, gasping for breath.

But fate, like Duke Andreas Jillard, was fickle.

A cough came from the entrance to the throne room.

When Farren turned, he saw a ducal emissary dressed in riding gear that looked far too neat and dry for him to have even left the palace. Behind him, trying very hard not to be seen, was a magistrate whose black robes hung awkwardly over his night clothes.

The emissary gave a short, anxious curtsey. ‘Your Grace, you commanded a rider be sent to the carto legaris for a magistrate; however, his Eminence Sallo Calvino is currently a guest of the palace in honour of his recent elevation to the Court of Blades, so I thought—’

‘Bring him here.’

The man in riding gear, intuiting from his liege’s tone that he should drag the newly honoured magistrate by the collar of his robes, did just that.

‘What legal instruments do you require in order to sanctify a duella honori between this boy and Spada Enguero?’ the duke had asked. He’d sounded quite matter-of-fact.

At first the magistrate had cowered next to Farren, but after the duke repeated the question, Magistrate Sallo Calvino had straightened his shoulders, smoothed his robes and said in a voice shaking only a little bit, ‘A blade, your Grace. Any will do, but I would prefer something sharp.’

‘A blade?’

The courtiers and guards all returned blank looks of confusion.

‘What possible purpose would a blade serve to sign a duelling writ?’

Farren had watched the ball of the magistrate’s throat rise and fall as he swallowed. ‘Should it be your command that I sanction such a travesty, I will slit my own throat so that you may find some other magistrate to scrawl their assent in my blood. A duel such as you propose would not only violate your own laws, but would be tantamount to judicially sanctioned murder.’

Duke Jillard wasn’t an especially tall man, but in that moment, he towered over Magistrate Calvino. ‘You would deny your sovereign?’

‘I would deny the gods themselves, your Grace, should they demand such heresy of me.’

Now it was the magistrate whose shoulders felt the weight of the blades held by the two guardsmen. The only thing keeping them from beheading him seemed to be the possibility that Duke Jillard would want him tortured first.

‘Stop,’ Jillard had commanded, and the swords had vanished back into their sheaths.

Farren thought his rage had vanished too, not fading away so much as twisting into something else. Something darker, perhaps. ‘An honest magistrate in the Court of Blades?’ he dared to ask.

‘An honest servant of the law,’ Calvino replied.

The duke had shooed away the two guards before patting the shoulders of the absurd-looking man who was still fidgeting with the rumpled black robes he’d obviously pulled over his sleeping clothes. ‘Let’s not have you fitted for a greatcoat quite yet, Calvino. I suspect you’ll change your tune soon enough once your ears start hearing the pleasing clink of coins and the weight of the silk bags your own clerks will be sliding into the pockets of those impressive black robes.’

‘Never, your Grace,’ the magistrate had insisted.

But the duke had lost interest in him and was now appraising Farren, noting his soaked and bloodstained garments, the unsteady shaking of his limbs, the defiant misery in his trembling lower lip. He must have seen something else there, too, something Farren could not imagine, because he smiled then. ‘Oh, how they must despise you,’ he said.

‘Who, your Grace?’ Farren had asked.

‘All of them. The Ascendant Houses, because your very existence is a blemish on the image they seek to project of a nobility blessed by the gods. The Rising Houses because you have – yet clearly do not deserve – that which they most desire. But one family most of all must be very eager to see your corpse lie stinking in the gutter next to those of feral cats and dogs.’

‘The Engueros.’

Farren had spoken quietly, but there must have been something sharp in his voice.

‘Well, well, perhaps the dogs and cats aren’t the only feral beasts in my city.’

‘He’s only a boy, your Grace,’ Calvino had intervened, his expression making it clear he wished he’d remained silent. After a moment, he muttered, ‘He doesn’t know his place.’

That had set Duke Jillard to laughing. His guards joined in nervously, though it was painfully obvious they had no idea why. ‘Oh, he doesn’t know his place, does he? Are you a physician as well as a magistrate, Calvino? Because you have given name to the plague that has been afflicting all my subjects these days – though not for very much longer!’

The duke had returned to his painted courtier, issued a brief command, and moments later, a small writing desk had appeared. Magistrate Calvino was pushed onto its accompanying chair and a quill and ink bottle placed into his hands.

‘Your Grace, I will not—’

‘Shut your mouth.’ Duke Jillard was looming behind the magistrate. ‘Write for me now an indictio ducalis protega.’

‘You want to declare the boy your ward?’ The confused magistrate had glanced over at Farren, so exhausted he couldn’t stop himself leaning against the writing desk.

‘Precisely.’ Jabbing his forefinger right into the magistrate’s ear, he added, ‘And don’t even think of suggesting that such matters are traditionally the domain of the Court of Plumes. You can sign either the ducal wardship or a duelling writ, but by the skin I’ll flay off your bones myself, you’re signing something tonight!’

The magistrate, already penning the document, was mumbling to himself, maybe concocting a convoluted set of rationales and precedents cited from memory – or imagination – to justify the wardship.

‘Your Grace,’ the courtier had said, ‘the boy is now of a Fallen House – to make him your own ward would—’

‘It will drive the Engueros even more insane than usual,’ Duke Jillard confirmed with obvious glee. ‘The lower classes will see this as an act of mercy for a lost child, the nobles will see it as a clever way to hold the assets of House Vauquelin to the profit of the crown until the boy is nineteen, and the Engueros will lose precisely that which they have so long desired. And they’ll damn well know why their prize has been kept from them.’

‘Ooooohhh.’ The relief that the duke hadn’t entirely lost his mind was written plainly on the courtier’s face. ‘A brilliant manoeuvre, your Grace!’

Duke Jillard had turned back to Farren. ‘You have seven years, boy. Seven years, free from any duelling challenges, protected by the crown itself. Any act of violence against you is an act against my own person.’

‘I don’t want protection,’ Farren had shouted, ‘I want—!’

The duke had slapped him across the face, so hard this time it had sent him sprawling to the floor. ‘I, on the other hand, am free to beat you as often as it pleases me.’ Shockingly, the duke had knelt down, taken Farren by the arm and hoisted him back up to his feet. He leaned over and whispered, ‘Earlier tonight, I met your soror. The mine girl.’

‘My sister,’ Farren corrected, ‘and she’s no—’

The duke gave his arm a vicious shake. ‘A wise girl,’ he went on quietly, ‘wiser than the scholar son of House Vauquelin, for she knew when to challenge and when to shut her damned mouth. Listen well, boy. The Engueros will know that it’s their heads upon which the axe will fall should anything happen to you. Spada herself will be out there hunting down anyone who so much as utters a nasty word about you, so afraid will her family be of the consequences of you coming to harm. Take what pleasure you can from that thought, and for the sake of the saints, keep silent until you have something useful to say.’

Minutes later, the writ complete, Farren had been ushered away to collect his things from his home, accompanied by a contingent of ducal guards in full livery so the message of his protected status would spread quickly. The only other thing Farren remembered clearly were the duke’s final words.

‘Seven years I’ve given you. More than enough time to decide whether there’s enough vengeance in you to make the Engueros pay when the time comes.’

Seven years to save my sisters, Farren had thought, one from an unwanted, loveless marriage, the other, from an intolerable life in the mines of Domas Lacrima. He’d kept his mouth shut, though; Duke Jillard had revealed a mercurial nature that night. One wrong word might further compromise his situation, and without that ducal wardship, he’d be no use to his sisters at all.

A drop of water struck the surface of the parchment on the desk, staining the ink of what had been a promising declaration of Rijouan values. He’d begun to weep and hadn’t noticed.

I’m sorry, Sisters, to have proven so faithless in my promises.

How gleeful Taridan Enguero had been when he’d brought the news: Tazia slain in some petty fight in the mines and Kareline drowned in a shipwreck off the coast of some foreign island. The noble line of Vauquelin reduced in less than a year to one palsied boy who couldn’t hold a sword steady in his hand even long enough to challenge Taridan to a fight for daring to laugh at these calamities.

‘Six years left,’ Taridan had laughed as he’d sauntered away from Farren’s apartment. ‘Best practise your swordplay, defective. Six years until the Court of Chalices strips you of your title, and one day more to drag you into the Court of Blades where I shall clip your wings for ever.’

That was the day thirteen-year-old Farren Vauquelin had stopped being a boy. As a child, he’d always railed against his infirmity, demanding the right to study swordplay like Tazia and Kareline, refusing to accept his condition, resenting the fact that his position within the family bound him for the life of the scholar’s son. Why should the order of his birth consign him to a future lost to tedious business negotiations, endless account books and occasionally playing the prancing ponce at court like Uncle Delino, who’d apparently believed that a devastating turn of phrase or whispered piece of insidious gossip made him powerful.

As a man, Farren now understood that his uncle had been correct that there was power in words: the power to harm and deceive. But what good did it do, bringing more suffering to Rijou, when it was already full to bursting with misery and venality?

And then . . . then the swordsman had spoken.

Three years ago, at the Teyar Rijou, everything had changed. Like all scions of great families, Farren had been there in the massive public square outside the ducal palace known as the Rock of Rijou to hear his name called by the City Sage, rather than have his bloodline stricken from the rolls of nobility. All but two of the Tiarren family had been massacred during the Blood Week, leaving only Twina, who’d been away at boarding school, and Aline, who’d later been revealed as the bastard daughter of King Paelis. What a queen she would have made! But that day, Shiballe Leander, chief advisor to Duke Jillard, had whispered his poison into his master’s ear to ensure Aline would die.

And then the swordsman had spoken.

He’d not drawn those twin rapiers of his and hurled himself uselessly against the ducal soldiers, he’d not started duelling – no, Falcio val Mond, First Cantor of the Greatcoats, had fought to save the life of Aline Tiarren – and every other citizen of Rijou who feared what the next Blood Week might hold for their family – with his words.

Falcio had preached not just against the Ganath Kalila, but in praise of the long-buried spirit of the people of Rijou. With nothing but words, he’d roused the entire populace to such patriotic heights, such heights of decency, that Duke Jillard had been forced to rescind his own edict. Ganath Kalila, the Blood Week, was over, never to return.

At the end of his speech, Falcio val Mond had removed the twelve buttons from his greatcoat, peeling the black leather caps from each one to reveal a gold juror’s coin. As he tossed them to the ground, he’d said, ‘I need a jury, twelve men or women who will see to it that the verdict holds. Twelve people who must face what comes after I leave, who will see to it that no man forgets what was said here. Twelve who may well die in the attempt.’

Farren had never before seen the power that oratory – true oratory – could unleash when it awoke the higher nature of a people. Though he was too far back from where the coins had landed, the crowds too thick for his feeble body to squeeze through, he’d known one of those twelve juror’s coins belonged to him.

Most had stepped away from the coins at first, knowing what it would mean to pick one of them up – to be seen picking up a Greatcoat’s juror coin. Farren had shoved and pushed, shouting and squirming to make his way. A dog, a fierce little Sharpney, suddenly leaped out to snatch one of the coins in its teeth, racing away half a second before an arrow struck the stone where the animal had stood. A woman forced her way through next, taking up the second coin in defiance of Duke Jillard’s own threat to execute the next traitor who defied him. But defy him they did, although another woman died with three arrows in her chest before she could pick one up.

Then Tommer Jillard, the duke’s own son, picked up one of the coins and his father had panicked, screaming at his soldiers not to shoot the boy. In the midst of the ensuing mayhem, Farren had pushed himself to the brink of collapse to get to the coins before the last one disappeared. A gap had appeared in the front line of the crowd, Farren hurled himself at the last coin . . . only to have a tall, slender young man in duellist’s leathers kick him in the ribs and reach for the coin himself. Gasping and weeping from pain and frustration, Farren had looked up to see the smirking, handsome face of Taridan Enguero looming over him. ‘What use is a defective for enforcing a verdict?’ he’d asked, laughing at Farren just as he always did at school. Taridan had made the coin dance between his knuckles. ‘Not that I’d ever risk my hide over such nonsense. Still, the gold will make excellent gilding for the hilt of my favourite rapier.’

Suddenly, the coin had gone spinning up into the air and Taridan went tumbling to the ground. Farren didn’t look up at his rescuer, only at that coin coming back down towards him. Despite his palsy, he’d snatched that gold piece out of the air and clenched it tight between his fingers, ready to fight anyone who tried to take it away.

‘There now, lad,’ said the fellow not much older than Farren himself, scooping him up and carrying him through the crowds to safety. ‘Let’s not get all sentimental over a coat button, eh?’

Farren hadn’t laughed at the joke. Instead, he’d stared in confusion at the smiling face of the young man with an unruly mop of light brown hair who’d saved him and, more importantly, his juror’s coin. ‘Are you . . . are you a Greatcoat?’ he’d dared to ask.

The answer came first as a shy, almost nervous smile. ‘No, my name’s Conraidt Friggenhagen. I’m just a—’ But then he’d glanced back at Falcio val Mond, standing atop that rock, defying the entire city to prove itself worthy of his judgement. When Conraidt turned back to Farren, the smile had become a grin, wild and fierce. ‘You know what? Maybe I will be a Greatcoat some day.’

Farren had found that an entirely sensible idea. ‘Perhaps they’ll call you the King’s Grin,’ he’d suggested.

Laughing, the young man had escorted him and his juror’s coin back to the compasione before leaving on what Farren imagined might be some daring quest or other. Had it been the day before, Farren might have begged to come along. But today, he’d heard Falcio val Mond move the tides of history with his words, which meant Farren Vauquelin had work to do.

That he’d had little luck with his sermons outside the Court of Blades thus far hadn’t dissuaded him. With every attempt, every speech, he learned a little more about what aroused the ire of an audience and what truly inspired them: what awakened their spirits.

Eyes straining in the flickering candlelight, he began reading. Unlike his previous efforts outside the Court of Blades, this speech . . . Ah, this speech, would bring a change to Rijou.

It began with a renunciation of his own house, denying the Court of Chalices the chance to even rule against him. He would tease those fine nobles attending court that day with just a hint of Castilis Leander’s plans for the duchy once he’d connived to see the new Duchess Valiana – a Greatcoat herself, once! – dethroned and murdered. With their appetite whetted, Farren would bow politely and apologise for his early departure, for he was reserving the rest of his testimony for the masses assembled outside the court.

The people of Rijou will have come for the gossip, for the dark thrill of watching an Ascendant House fall at last. To them, Farren would deliver the speech that would be the culmination of his life. His words would methodically turn their thirst for salaciousness into a hunger for justice – not for Farren or his long-dead family, but for themselves and their own children. He would make them see that slavery – the very same serpent the early Tristians had slain to win their own freedom – was slithering its way back into their lives.

Some would mock him, others would claim he was lying, but he would silence the doubters with his words – his weapons. Farren had studied every great piece of oratory in the archives, had spoken with those who’d witnessed Falcio val Mond’s other speeches. As he lifted up his smudged parchment, it felt heavier now, which was only right, since this was a speech to rouse the Rock of Rijou once more.

A creak from the stairs outside pulled Farren from his ruminations. Was that Taridan Enguero even now? That had always been the weakness of the House of Falcons: they always swooped in for the kill too early.

Farren steeled himself, but didn’t reach for a blade. If the Engueros killed him tonight, they would only ensure their own undoing on the morrow; Farren had left copies of a very different speech with several trusted associates, to be read on his behalf before the Court of Chalices should he die before his appearance. However little the Ascendant Houses might think of Farren Vauquelin, they would understand his murder as further proof that the Engueros saw themselves above not only law, but tradition – which was of far greater importance in Rijou. Farren’s written testimony would also link Spada Enguero inexorably to Castilis Leander, ensuring both houses fell.

Not the glorious victory we hoped for, Sisters, he thought, walking to the door, imagining Kareline and Tazia following beside him, but we will nonetheless bring an end to the schemes of swans and falcons.

But when he opened the door, there wasn’t an assassin waiting for him – at least, not a living one. Three strangers in the gaudy garments of Carousers were lying on the floor at the top of the stairs, blood staining their lips where the tips of thin blades stuck out between their teeth like steel tongues. Above them stood a woman who gazed at Farren with such blinding love in her eyes that at first he could see nothing else.

‘Sister?’ he asked.

His entire body began to shake, not from palsy, but from the terror that the unexpected elation suffusing him might be delusion and not reality. Further confounding his senses, for the first time in his life, he couldn’t tell which of his sisters stood before him.

‘Please,’ he begged, already sobbing, ‘please tell me you’re real.’

And then her arms were around him, holding him close, a hundred kisses full of warmth and seven years of missed joys and sorrows all mixed together on his cheek. ‘It’s me, Farren. It’s me. I’ve come to take you away from all this misery at last.’

He was about to tell her about his speech when she placed a finger against his lips to quiet him. The skin of her fingertip felt strange, almost wet, and he thought perhaps she had blood on her hands. But the smell was wrong, not coppery like blood, but sweet like flowers, or the infusions the doctors used to make him smell to settle his spasms and put him to . . .


PART the fifth

THE REENACTMENT DUEL

[image: A broken sword separates an owl and an hourglass from a set of scales. A banner across the bottom reads: Duella Rivivendo.]


Testimony and physical evidence are but two means of approaching the truth. When questions of guilt or innocence hinge upon competing interpretations of events, the magistrate may command that the agreed circumstances of the alleged crime be reconstructed. Opposing duellists – whether the original belligerents or suitably matched representatives – then present their respective versions, so that the court may observe which is most plausible.

Magistrates overseeing a duella rivivendo must take care that such reconstructions do not end in the same bloodshed as the original crime.

P.1322 of The Rules of Procedure of the Rijou Court of Blades,

XIIth edition


Chapter 47

Impassioned Invitations

The three corpses outside Farren’s door tell much of the tale before I even enter the apartment. Despite the garish, over-bright Carouser disguises, the Engueros don’t hire amateurs for their dirty work. ‘Vermilion’, ‘Crimson’ and ‘Umber’ had been professionals. Having seen Bézan kill at least one of their comrades, they would have been alert for potential enemies. Even so, someone had killed all three – and so quickly they hadn’t even managed to spread out. A trio of short stilettos, the blades barely wider than needles, had been driven into the backs of their necks with surgical precision.

Would I have been able to take out three trained assassins so easily? I wonder as I step over the bodies. The old woman could have done so. Whatever morals might have restrained her before her commitment to the House of Tears, these days, once she deems violence a necessity, she performs the deed with neither hesitation nor remorse – unlike me, who still suffers the scruples of my upbringing. The old woman claims all those sword romances I read have infected my mind.

I hear Bézan ascending the stairs behind me, but only because I’m listening for it. He moves almost as silently as I do, which troubles me nearly as much as the casualness with which he killed those other Carousers. Were my heart not already in my throat at the prospect of what awaits me inside Farren’s apartment, were there still any trace of Lady Consequence left in me, I might even laugh at finding myself the least murderous of my acquaintances.

Let every god and saint bless Amnus Vicendi, I think as I draw a shorter poignard from the sheath behind my back in case I need to drop my rapier for close-quarters fighting. Let there remain one soul in this city unsullied by murder and mayhem.

‘He’s gone,’ wheezes a stooped figure lurking near a small writing desk. It takes me a moment to recognise the old woman’s voice. She sounds tired, breathless. Something else has changed about her too. Her posture makes her look . . . defeated.

‘What’s wrong?’ I ask. ‘Did one of the Carousers get away?’

She spits on the floor, already back to her usual self, or at least, wanting me to believe her so. ‘The fool practically ran onto my blade.’ The dim moonlight coming through a broken window illuminates the toothy crack of her grin. ‘No one pays attention to hags and crones in this city.’

‘I see you, madam,’ says Bézan – no, Percévan Tiarren. I’ll need to get used to remembering his true identity, and his purpose in returning to Rijou.

He strides boldly into the confines of the modest apartment, though I notice he avoids stepping on the footprints on the dusty flooring and the impressions in the large rug left behind by those who came before us. The evidence shows only two sizes of feet: most belong to Farren, with slight trails left behind by the shuffling of his right leg, which has worsened with the years. The other boot prints are narrower, closer in length to my own.

A woman’s feet.

The trail coming through the front door past the dead Carousers is faint, barely noticeable. The impressions leaving the apartment are deeper, especially on the right foot.

The burden of carrying a body over the right shoulder. My brother’s body.

‘You know who did this,’ Percévan says. There’s an edge to his voice. He’s already anticipating resistance on my part. ‘We’ll save what’s left of your family and mine by killing the traitor Natazia Vauquelin,’ he’d said outside: a promise, not a threat.

I hadn’t argued with him then, nor do I have grounds to do so now. Farren’s footprints are too regular, meaning he never attempted to fight or flee, even after seeing the three dead bodies outside his door. The papers on his desk are messy, but nothing’s been disturbed. No struggle took place here. This was a reunion.

‘You know nothing of my sister,’ I tell Percévan, determined to counter his suspicions as a first step to quieting my own. ‘She’s no—’

His fingers dig into the muscles just above my elbow joint. ‘Seven years ago, Natazia Vauquelin swore false testimony before Duke Jillard. She claimed to have witnessed my family’s troops murdering Galdrien Enguero. She lied, and my family paid the price.’

I could shake off Percévan’s grip half a dozen different ways. The pressure on the cluster of nerves near the elbow is agonising, but I’m used to agony. I want him to know it doesn’t sway me. ‘Tazia did what she had to do to protect her family, just as you would’ve done. I’d been beaten nearly to death, my face mutilated by an archiurgeon to satisfy some sadistic urge of Castilis Leander’s.’

Percévan sneers, and for a moment I see a trace of Bézan Grise return. ‘You believe it was the Swan Princeling’s own desires he was satisfying by having your features sculpted to more closely resemble those of the mine girl?’

That hurts me far more than the pressure of his fingers, but neither pain will turn me against my sister. ‘Castilis Leander and Spada Enguero orchestrated the destruction of my family. They would have placed the blame on House Tiarren whatever Natazia had said. She made the only choice she could to save my life.’

Percévan releases me at last. ‘And if that had been the end of it, I might have forgiven her. She could have remained in that far-off land with Baronet Urvadel, enriching her new husband’s fortunes. But she returned to Rijou – you saw her at the Swan Revel last night! She means to take your place, to marry your enemy and kill your brother!’ An insidious truthfulness slips into his next words. ‘Her new fiancé is notorious for his dislike of defectives, after all.’

Now it’s me grabbing him, wrapping my fingers around his neck. My hands are stronger than most would expect. His lips rise in a smile at first, because he presumes he can break my hold before I can crush his throat. Then he feels the sharp tip of the finger-blade I slipped on, just in case, which now presses against a vein in his neck. ‘Call my brother defective again, Bézan Grise or Percévan Tiarren or whoever you want the world to believe you are, and I swear you will learn for yourself how quickly the good God Death comes when men summon him with that foulest of incantations.’

There’s silence between the two of us for a moment. Our bodies are still, even as our spirits circle one another like wild dogs, teeth gnashing. The low thrum of a growl rises up from somewhere deep in our bellies.

A derisive snort snaps the tether between us. ‘Youth,’ declares the old woman, infusing the word with derision and condemnation. ‘Always so desperate to fight or fuck that you barely notice when you’re in bed with the wrong person.’

‘I know precisely whom I need to kill,’ I remind her.

‘As do I,’ Percévan adds, and something eases inside him. The hound’s teeth disappear behind his smile once more. ‘Shiballe Leander wanted my family destroyed because he knew of my mother’s . . . relationship . . . with King Paelis.’

‘Aline,’ I whisper, only now putting together the tales I’ve heard since escaping Domas Lacrima with the memories of my youth. ‘Your sister was Aline – the girl who almost became queen.’

A darkness shadows his eyes, but it’s grief this time, not anger. ‘She would’ve saved Tristia, if she’d been given the chance.’ He shakes his head, as if banishing impractical sentiments. ‘Shiballe Leander resented your mother almost as deeply as mine. Her support of the Greatcoats was a threat to his plans to build a dynasty for his own family. Through Castilis and Syldia, he concocted a scheme to exacerbate the vendetta between the Vauquelins and the Engueros, then shifted the blame for the massacre of the House of Hummingbirds to my family. The evidence – thanks in part to the mine girl’s testimony – was just plausible enough to give Duke Jillard the excuse not to pursue a trial against the Engueros for violating the rules of the Blood Week. Thus the House of Hummingbirds was destroyed, the House of Robins was ruined and the House of Swans was put on a path to rise to the Ascendant Twelve.’

‘To lead the Ascendant Twelve,’ I correct him. ‘Castilis intends to call a Court of Crowns to invalidate the new duchess as a fraud before she ever sits the throne.’

For the first time, Percévan looks taken aback. ‘How did you—?’ He stares at me, eyes widening in understanding. ‘You’ve been in contact with Duchess Valiana?’ He goes quiet a moment, then bursts out laughing.

There’s something odd about that laughter. On the surface, it’s filled with Bézan Grise’s customary mockery, but beneath it, there’s a kind of longing, a sorrowful remembrance of something precious lost long ago. His idealism, perhaps?

‘Our Lady of Blades,’ he says at last. ‘Valiana wants you to take on the role of Ducal Champion, to defeat Spada Enguero in the duelling circle and restore justice to the Duchy of Rijou at last.’ He shakes his head. ‘Jillard’s blood may give her nobility, but it is Falcio val Mond’s romantic obsessions of swashbuckling magistrates that drive her spirit. Our new duchess is a Greatcoat through and through.’

‘Some might not deem that such a bad thing,’ the old woman says. When I turn to stare at her, she shrugs. ‘I’m not saying I’m one of those people, obviously.’

Does she want me to reconsider Valiana’s offer? Risk it all to become the sort of heroine she usually mocks? But if—? No, I can’t think about any of that now. Not until I’ve found Farren and Natazia.

Percévan pushes past me to the writing desk. Shuffling through the papers there, he says, ‘Castilis Leander is the real danger now. He surpassed his father as an intriguer long ago. Even Syldia is terrified of crossing him, and she’s right to fear her beloved sibling. The Swan Princeling eclipses us all in his aptitude for manipulation. He will twist the minds of Rijou’s citizenry until every one of them will swear that slavery is freedom. He’ll have the nobility themselves demanding shackles for their own children before he’s done playing with them.’

Percévan’s ranting is of little interest to me, but the casual disdain with which he’s riffling through my brother’s papers unsettles me. I join him at the writing desk to examine the documents for myself. For a brief instant, I have to harden my mask to keep a genuine smile from showing through.

Sermons, little brother? I marvel at the brilliance of his rhetoric. Unlike the smug cleverness with which Castilis mocks his audience even as he seduces their approval, Farren’s clarion call alternates plain truths with more nuanced paradoxes, trusting the audience to put the pieces together themselves and come to their own conclusions. It’s less an act of persuasion than a . . . a shaking of spirits that have slumbered too long.

What if Farren’s been right all this time, that such fairy-tale endings as justice and decency overcoming corruption and hatred are possible?

Percévan’s shoulder brushes against mine as he holds up one piece of paper after another, swearing under his breath.

‘What are you looking for?’ I ask.

I’m not sure he hears the question. ‘Where is it, Castilis?’ he mutters. ‘You’ll have told her to leave some mark, some threat or slur. Where did you tell her to put it?’

‘What’s the poncey one on about now?’ the old woman asks.

The answer is obvious to me, which means it’s equally obvious to her; she just wants to make me say it aloud. ‘Castilis intends to call me out so that he can use me in some scheme to foil Spada’s intended vengeance against him. She won’t have appreciated the humiliation of his public declaration of love for the woman Spada considers her greatest enemy. Castilis will have told Tazia to leave behind a sign – something telling me where to meet her – along with a warning to come alone, else Farren will come to harm.’

‘But where is the message?’ Percévan demands, stomping across the apartment and pushing over bookshelves. He’s too accustomed to being the clever one, the intriguer whose mask never slips, whose identity no one knows – but cunning as he is, Percévan Tiarren is out of his depth now.

‘There is no sign,’ I tell him and the old woman. ‘No message. No warning.’

‘Why not?’ Percévan asks. ‘Castilis adores his theatrics. He loves the way a simple gesture can fill his enemies with terror, a mere word twist their thoughts in whatever direction he desires.’

I leave it for the old woman to answer this time, to remind her that however cunning she might be, she doesn’t know my sister the way I do. ‘The girl didn’t leave a sign,’ she says at last. Her eyes, deep-set beneath sagging folds of too many years and far too much experience with matters of cruelty and cunning, avoid mine for the first time. ‘Castilis will indeed have told her precisely what sign to leave for you, but Natazia chose not to do so.’

‘Because she’s not his creature,’ I say.

‘Because she didn’t need to leave one.’ The old woman steps closer, her hand going to my arm in an unexpectedly gentle gesture. ‘You know where Natazia wants you to meet her, and she knows she doesn’t need to threaten Farren’s life to make you go there.’

The old woman does me the courtesy of not adding that the ambiguity of Tazia having refused to follow Castilis’ orders is the perfect way to trick me into believing that she’s still on my side and that her engagement to Castilis, pretending to be me, is part of some plan of her own to save our brother and punish once and for all those who killed our mother.

You don’t know her like I do, I want to shout at the old woman, at Percévan, at the whole world. We are sisters – can you even begin to understand what that means? Tazia and I are bound not by mere affection, but by the love we share for our brother and the vow we took seven years ago. Nothing could break that.

‘Go to Opezo,’ I tell her as I sheath my rapier and head for the door. ‘Collect whatever stones he’s cut and leave the rest of the ore for him. Gather our belongings and secure a carriage – one that can comfortably fit four passengers for a long journey.’

‘The mine girl’s going to betray you,’ Percévan warns me, ‘just like she betrayed my family. I pity her that she was born in Hell, but Hell spawns no innocents.’

‘You’ve been spouting too much poetry to bored noblewomen, minstrel.’

As I step over the three dead bodies my sister left behind, killed more efficiently than I could ever have achieved, even after my years in Domas Lacrima, Percévan shouts his final and most undeniable indictment.

‘You haven’t spoken to her for seven years, Kareline. None of us know what Castilis Leander did to her before he finally brought her back to Rijou.’


Chapter 48

Regrets

Six Years Earlier . . .

My pen slashed across the entry in the account book, bringing a smile to my face that I never would have imagined before I’d taken to supervising my husband’s accounts. I was sitting at the desk in his office in the palatial house atop the cliff overlooking the shore of the small island he’d decided to make his headquarters for the next few years. Myron Urvadel was a skilful businessperson with a shrewd eye for potential profits and an unyielding negotiating style balanced by the wisdom to recognise that turning rivals into partners created more prosperity than winning at all costs. But the man was a disaster when it came to keeping his accounts.

The first time I’d noticed something off in one of his business dealings, the silk trader he’d just handed a small fortune in gemstones had threatened to have me arrested on charges of fraud; a first such offence, on that particular island, carried a penalty of thirteen lashes, along with – he’d informed me with a sneer and a leering gaze – other remedies.

Urvadel, the fattest, least physically daunting fencer I’d ever met, had calmly asked his ship’s bosun to bring his duelling cutlass forthwith. The silk trader had laughed at first, bragging about his own talents with the plain but well-made curved falchion he kept scabbarded at his side. Urvadel had graciously acknowledged that both the fellow and his sword appeared formidable, and asked his bosun to kindly hurry up and bring his cutlass. The silk merchant had quickly retracted the demand for my arrest, but my husband’s brief glance at me made it clear he hadn’t been happy to have been forced into defending my dubious honour. The second look he gave me, minutes later, after I’d insisted on reconciling the account books right there on the docks in front of all these cunning merchant lords, had been very different.

‘How had you known?’ Urvadel later asked me once the correct quantity of silk bolts had been loaded onto our ship.

I’d made my ‘Husband-and-Lord’ – as his female steward so often reminded me I should call him – stand there while I stretched out a piece of that same silk on the quarterdeck, then laid out the contracts, the subsequent invoices and the weightings taken of the bolts on the docks. I’d shown him that the listed dimensions and weights of the bolts in the invoice were almost ten per cent larger than the actual material the merchant had tried to deliver. My husband’s clerks had caught the second error – the disparate weights – which no doubt the silk merchant had intended, but they had missed the first, which was the more egregious fraud by far.

After that, no one, least of all Urvadel, demanded that I refer to him as my ‘Husband-and-Lord’. In fact, it soon became standard practice, as we travelled from island to island, buying goods here and selling them there with varying profits, that I was consulted on every exchange. There was, it turned out, a great deal that could be ‘missed’ in even the most trifling and ‘customary’ deceptions.

Not all Urvadel’s clerks and associates appreciated my keen-eyed interventions; whether because of my gender and youth, or because they had profited from the corruption in the past, I couldn’t say. My husband, however, delighted in the unexpected talents of his young wife.

Perhaps that was why Urvadel still hadn’t demanded that I fulfil my more traditional wifely duties.

‘Natazia,’ he said, taking me by surprise.

When I turned from the desk, I saw him standing there in the doorway, looking as if he needed to await my permission to enter his own house.

He had never called me Natazia before.

I’d suspected he’d worked out that I wasn’t the scion of House Vauquelin he’d been promised by his cousin, Duke Jillard. Urvadel was far cleverer than people thought. But even in private, he’d never failed to address me as Kareline.

Until now.

He was holding a letter in his hand, gripping it so tight that the pages were crumpling, the sound like a crackling fire. He waited until I acknowledged him before stepping inside the room, then he walked slowly, purposefully, towards the desk. He stopped a few feet away, grabbed the back of a chair and turned it round so he could sit facing me. The chair legs squealed against the teak flooring, then groaned as he sat down heavily. He held out the letter only an instant before pulling it back.

‘I have been keeping . . .’ He hesitated, then began again. ‘My cousin, the duke, expects regular reports from me regarding my management of our family’s business affairs. In return, he sends me news of Rijou.’ I caught a flash of a wry smile, brief and brittle. ‘Mostly he boasts about his latest intrigues and his skilful unwinding of the many schemes to unseat him from the ducal throne.’

The smile disappeared as he once again held out the letter to me. ‘Duke Jillard doesn’t know that you are . . . That is to say, he was very struck by Natazia Vauquelin’s bravery and her sense of discretion. He . . . he admired her greatly. Were it not for the political necessity of keeping the peace with House Enguero and their allies, he would never have acceded to their demand that she be returned to Domas Lacrima.’

Whatever admiration Duke Jillard might hold for me, it was, I could freely admit, a great deal more than I had for him. ‘No doubt he tried his very best,’ I said, my tone dripping with disdain. Too late, I remembered that I was not merely speaking about Urvadel’s first cousin, but also his liege lord.

Urvadel’s hand raised barely an inch from his thigh, fingers waggling to reassure me that my outburst was to be quickly forgotten. ‘What I am trying to say, my . . . my dear—’

Urvadel had called me that many times in public, but never once in private. I knew he felt an affection for me. The lingering gazes and the way he brightened when I decided to join him for breakfast had not gone unnoticed. I’d tried my best to turn my own growing respect for him as a person into something deeper. As yet, I’d failed.

‘Tell me,’ I said, unable to take my eyes off the letter he’d handed me, yet equally unable to make myself read it.

Had Duke Jillard uncovered the deception of our betrothal? Was he now demanding I be returned – not simply to Rijou, but to Domas Lacrima? I’d sworn a thousand times I’d kill myself rather than go back to the House of Tears. A year ago, Kareline had taken my place. Had she learned, as I had, that some places, some sacrifices, are unendurable, no matter how strong you try to be?

Was it time that all the players resumed their proper roles in this unending tragedy?

‘Your soror is dead,’ Urvadel said bluntly, the discomfort in his expression making it clear he could no longer delay imparting the news. ‘There are often cave-ins at Domas Lacrima, and brutal contests organised by the unconscionable brutes the Engueros hire as oversee—’ He stopped, cheeks reddening with embarrassment. ‘Of course, you know this. I have no business instructing you of all people on the despicable practices of that mine.’

Before I could say anything, he steeled himself. ‘Several weeks ago, the Engueros were publicly accused in the Court of Chalices of mismanaging the duchy’s mining interests. There had been a shaft collapse, you see, and several employees—’

‘Prisoners,’ I corrected him.

Urvadel never tolerated being interrupted by anyone. This time, however, he merely nodded. ‘Prisoners,’ he agreed. ‘A dozen died in the collapse. Lady Tiarren launched a claim against the Engueros, arguing that this was clear evidence of mismanagement.’ Baronet Urvadel leaned back in his chair, shifting as if only now noticing it had never been designed for someone of his bulk. ‘You must understand, in the Court of Chalices, mismanagement is the most dire offence a house can commit. It is far worse than . . . The Engueros chose to counter the accusation by spreading a rumour among the other Ascendant Houses, claiming the collapse was no accident at all; that the Engueros had orchestrated the rockfall deliberately to punish Farren Vauquelin by killing the soror he was known to love. It appears the boy, protected by his ducal wardship, had begun preaching against the Engueros in public.’

They murdered Kareline, I thought, my shame mingling freely with my rising fury over the brutality of the Engueros and the cowardice of Rijou’s so-called law courts. They killed my sister because they thought I was the one who’d gone back to Domas Lacrima, and because no one would punish them for murdering a mere mine girl.

At last, I began unfolding the letter Urvadel had brought me so I could read his cousin’s worthless sympathies for myself.

‘There is something else,’ Urvadel said, and now he sounded even more hesitant, more like an ashamed little boy than budding merchant prince. ‘The duke has . . . reminded me that my marriage took place a year ago, and he has not yet received word of . . .’

‘He wonders why Kareline Vauquelin hasn’t produced an heir,’ I said, unyielding in the face of his attempts to show me pity or decency or whatever else one might call such fleeting, futile sentiments. ‘Duke Jillard wants to know why you haven’t got me pregnant.’ Lacking an opponent worthy of my ire, I turned that anger on my husband. ‘That was the arrangement we shook on, wasn’t it? Three months you gave me to – how did you put it? – “accustom myself” to the idea of you in my bed? And yet an entire year has passed without you even once—’

I stopped myself.

I was going to say, ‘Without you even once forcing yourself on me,’ but even in my rage and grief that was too cruel a cut. I knew full well the ways the lives of noble girls could be almost as brutal as those of peasant children. Urvadel may have worked out I wasn’t the real Kareline early on – for a brief moment I did wonder how – yet he’d neither demanded that our marriage be annulled, nor had he immediately demanded his husbandly privileges.

He was shaking his head now, sadder than he had a right to be. ‘I cannot abandon my duties as a scholar son of House Jillard,’ he said, a deep rattle, almost a growl in his voice, ‘nor can I relieve you of the . . . burden placed upon you as my wife.’ His expression grew stern now, more unyielding. ‘But I will not expect a grieving sister to . . .’ His eyes met mine, and I saw now that whatever Urvadel truly was inside, he desperately wanted to be a decent man.

He rose from his chair, which creaked from his weight. ‘I feel an illness coming on,’ he informed me. ‘No doubt when I visit the doctor this afternoon he will diagnose a serious ailment. Likely something brought on by my excessive weight. He will warn me that certain strenuous . . . activities could be injurious to my health. As I cannot put my family’s business ventures at risk, I will undertake such medical regimens as he prescribes to ensure my long-term health. No doubt these will preclude you and I being able to begin our marital labours for at least another year. I hope this—’

‘Tonight,’ I said.

He turned, startled.

‘Tonight, Husband,’ I repeated, ‘you should come to my bedroom tonight.’

He looked utterly confounded by my words.

Come to my bed so we can get down to business, I almost shouted, but I held my tongue.

It wasn’t Urvadel’s fault that I didn’t love him; it was the inevitable outcome of our circumstances. Kareline might have bought into all those sword romances where captive heroines were forever falling in love with the foreign princes or mercenary lords or pirate kings to whom they’d been forcibly betrothed – over said compassionate and handsome princes’ protestations, of course – but I’d never been as sentimental as her. Perhaps the cold shafts of Domas Lacrima had burned the sentimentality out of her before they’d collapsed on Kareline, but I hoped not. Sometimes we’re all in need of something silly to believe in.

‘We must have children,’ I reminded Urvadel as he stood there watching me, his eyes full of his own silly hopes and dreams. ‘We must build a family together, just as we will build our business together. Our family will be stronger than anyone anticipated – wealthy; unassailable. And once we have made a fortress of our house and name . . .’

Urvadel nodded, understanding at last. ‘Three children,’ he said. ‘We must have three.’

‘Six,’ I countered, knowing all too well how fragile young life could be. ‘One each year until—’

‘Until we are ready to return to Rijou,’ he finished for me. ‘Armed with a fortune sufficient to ensure your brother’s safety after his ducal wardship expires, and to enable Kareline Vauquelin to retake her house. We will . . . we will honour your soror’s memory in this.’ He nodded a second time, though more to himself than me. ‘It is a good plan.’ He smiled at me. ‘You are more formidable than either your enemies or your family could have expected. I am . . . grateful that you accepted me as your husband.’

It was a kindness, of sorts. An overture.

I couldn’t bring myself to return it.

‘Until tonight, Husband,’ is all I said.

Then I turned back to the desk and resumed hunting for missing payments in his account books.


Chapter 49

Ruins and Revisitations

I shouldn’t have come back to this place, not even during these pre-dawn hours after the street darlings and bully-boys have done for the night but the bakers and brewers are not yet risen to their toils. Only a fool would venture into these ruins where shadows sway like drunken ghosts eager for revenge upon the living.

Dead leaves crunch beneath the soles of my boots. Mud clutches at my heels as if the earth itself wants to keep me from the fleshless bones of marble, wood and plaster where hummingbirds once frolicked beneath a domed ceiling that beckoned starlight to dance along a floor of glittering blue and white mosaics. The glass is shattered now, the azurite and alabaster tiles ground to jagged pebbles beneath the picks and hammers of those who sought to erase for ever the winged sigil of our bloodline.

A sensible precaution, I think, in this city where murderers fear the curses of their victims inscribed in the forked lightning of their blood upon the ground.

Curses aren’t real, of course. I suppose the maledictions of gods and saints must invoke some sort of supernatural punishment upon the guilty, but the last breath of the innocent? The final, wheezing gasps of those against whom have been perpetrated such crimes as defy the conceit of human dignity? Whispers in the wind, nothing more.

I blame the old woman and Bézan Grise – I still can’t bring myself to think of that sly intriguer and remorseless swordsman as the shy, taciturn young Percévan Tiarren – for these morose visions assailing me. Each in their turn had cajoled, begged – even threatened – me against coming here.

‘She’s a traitor to your family. How can you not see that?’ Bézan had shouted, rattling the walls of Farren’s empty apartment.

I had dismissed his outrage as the understandable fury of one who has lost almost everyone he loved. He couldn’t see that Tazia had no choice but to offer false testimony to the duke that night. She was saving my life. Bézan refused to listen, putting an end to our brief alliance with a promise that sooner or later he would put a rapier point through Tazia’s heart for what she’d done to his family, and should anyone get in his way, the blade was long enough for two.

‘That pretty head of yours is too full of sword romances,’ the old woman had chided me after Bézan had stormed off. ‘You want to believe that the two of you were sisters, when all you ever were was rivals, each determined to prove themselves the most daring, the most heroic. But all that bound her to your family was affection, not blood. And in this city, love is no match for blood.’

Her logic was impeccable, and my only counter-argument was that she simply didn’t know Tazia, and couldn’t fathom the depths of the bond between us. The truth, though, was something far more fragile, and that, I couldn’t bring myself to say out loud.

If the corruption and cruelty of this world was too much for Tazia’s relatively tenacious spirit, how long before my own breaks?

The twin columns of the grand portico loom unsteadily before me, weary sentinels whose crumbling capitals are like bronze helmets battered by too many blows. Had the curses of the dead any potency, surely they would lend life to these broken warriors of stone and metal that they might entomb the Engueros, the Leanders and all those others who contributed to the massacre of my family. Instead, the dead have only me to fight for them.

What if I’m the one who’s been cursed?

I was the one who insisted we teach the Enguero brothers a lesson. What if, in my mother’s final moments, as she was begging me to pay any price necessary to preserve my brother’s life, she’d choked back an indictment of my culpability in our family’s destruction? After word had come to the mines that ‘Kareline’ Vauquelin had died in a shipwreck a thousand leagues away, I’d had nightmares of Tazia swallowing her own curses with all that seawater. Every morning, I would try again to convince myself that she was instead pleading that I finish the mission we’d started together, no matter the cost to my body and soul. I’d taken comfort sometimes, imagining her with me, standing just behind my right shoulder, whispering tales of vengeance against our enemies.

Ghosts.

They’re not real either.

Well, I suppose some are.

The instant I hear the breath behind me, I spin on my heel, knees bent in preparation for a lunge so fast it would beat a hurricane in a footrace. My reflexes are so ingrained that my right hand has already crossed my body, fingers wrapped around the hilt of my rapier for a draw that would slice the darkness in half with the flash of my steel.

Yet, I’m too slow.

The shadow that snuck up on me has already retreated two paces, putting itself past the reach of my blade.

‘Sister?’

Which one of us said it first? I can’t tell. I’m too lost in the sight of the girl I once resented, later grudgingly admired and finally learned to love, only to have to mourn her loss.

A girl no longer, I realise, seeing her properly now. She’s draped in a ballgown of silver and green, entirely unsuited to either the pre-dawn chill or our present circumstances, but somehow it manages to defy the decay all around us. My own garments are far more practical: dark fitted trousers and grey shirt beneath the long leather greatcoat the old woman demanded I wear.

‘If you insist on walking into a trap alone, at least make your enemies work for your death.’

Neither the sturdy leather exterior nor the slender bone plates sewn into the lining reassure me right now. I feel awkward and ungainly, boorish, an ill-mannered guest who should never have been invited to the party.

Natazia, by contrast, looks . . .

Regal.

That’s the word.

The once clumsy, ill-bred mine girl who couldn’t hold a cheese knife properly unless she was stabbing someone with it has become a figure so graceful and resplendent that her presence creates the illusion that the ruins of our family home are being restored to their former magnificence before us.

‘Where is Farren?’ I ask.

‘Safe,’ she replies, the narrow slant of her eyes mirroring my own dark fears and ugly suspicions.

She doesn’t trust me, I realise. We don’t trust each other.

‘What happened to you?’

It takes me a moment to realise it was Tazia and not me who asked the question. This close together, after so long apart, it’s as if we’re not two beings at all but one spirit severed the night we swore the vow that sent Tazia across the sea to marry a stranger and me deep into the mines of Domas Lacrima.

It’s only now that I notice that the silver sash across the front of her gown is holding the scabbard of a smallsword behind her back. The smallsword is a clever choice – it’s lighter and faster than a rapier – as is the silk sash that will enable her to swing it round to the front for a quick draw. But my scabbard is at my hip, and we both know I have the advantage, should blades be drawn.

‘I took Farren because the Engueros are hunting him,’ she informs me. The moonlight shimmering against the fabric of her dress lends her words an incontrovertible holiness. ‘The endgame between our two houses comes at last.’

‘You’re saying you didn’t see me fighting the Carousers sent to kill him and chasing down Taridan Enguero?’

She shrugs, and even in this simple gesture there’s something effortlessly elegant about her. When she returns my stare, though, I see only steel behind her eyes. ‘I returned to the city only days ago,’ she tells me. ‘At first, when I heard of a wily foreign duellist calling herself Lady Consequence, I thought, Thank every god and saint, she’s alive! She’s come back to help me win the fight!’ A cold, almost venomous tone comes to her tongue. ‘Then I discovered that this “Lady Consequence” was seeking a marriage alliance with Baronet Castilis Leander. Oh, but first she was going to bed Spada Enguero in one of the Swan Palace dalliance chambers!’

‘It was a gambit!’ I shout at her, still sickened by how easily Spada defeated me, how close she came to—

Sympathy flickers in her gaze, banished just as quickly. She’s hardened, these past seven years. She was always strong, in her way, always wild, but this is different.

‘What happened after you were married off to Baronet Urvadel?’ I ask. ‘Did he . . . ?’

‘You should have known your ploy to marry Castilis was doomed from the start,’ she says, turning away. With her back to me, the curls of her lustrous honey-blonde hair dyed to match the colour that was once mine before the dust of Domas Lacrima turned it an ashen silver, it’s as if I’m staring at the woman I was meant to become – the future I gave up when I took Tazia’s place in the mines.

‘And your ploy?’ I ask. ‘What makes you think you can trick Castilis Leander of all people into falling into whatever trap you’ve devised?’

‘Because he loves me,’ she says simply.

‘He’s incapable of love.’

Still refusing to look at me, she shakes her head. ‘We didn’t understand him back then. Love is what Castilis longs for most of all. It is his only weakness, the one crack in his mask that not even he – though his eyes see every flaw in every other human being – can perceive in himself. It has taken me years, but I have made myself into the one love he cannot live without.’

The iron-clad certainty of her tone takes me aback. ‘Me? You’re saying that all those years ago, he loved me?’

She laughs then, light, lilting, perfect. There’s not a shred of humour in it. ‘Not even a little bit. No one met his standard back then. We were all . . . fragments.’

I considered that a moment, feeling the chill air seep into my coat, wondering why Tazia didn’t notice the cold at all. ‘And you’ve put these puzzle pieces together? Become his perfect woman?’

‘He wants to make himself into a new kind of monarch. Not a mere duke or king.’

Now it’s me who laughs. ‘What – an emperor?’ I kick a thumb-sized piece of rubble, which sails through the air and comes tumbling down into a small lake. ‘Halfway to the far side of the country,’ I say, mocking our nation’s relatively small size and insignificant importance. ‘Why limit himself to emperor? Why not Saint Castilis, or Castilis, God of Arrogance?’

‘There’s no title for what he plans to make himself. This is what you and I failed to appreciate when we were girls. These people have no limits. There is no end to Castilis’ ambition, no amount of bloodshed that can slake Spada’s thirst for vengeance upon anyone who crosses her.’

‘You sound as if you admire them.’

‘Do I?’ she asks. ‘Is that how I sound to you? Like someone who aspires to a life of intrigues and influence? Like a girl who forgot the vow spoken in a moment of such raw terror and agony that when I dare breathe too deeply I can still feel those words carved into my throat?’

‘I’m sorry . . . I . . .’

She’s on me before I even know what’s happening. It’s only as the breath is already being choked from my lungs that my mind plays back the way she spun on her heel, the look of such pain and longing in her eyes, the way she threw herself at me, arms wrapping around my chest, face buried into my neck. She’s squeezing so hard it’s as if she’s convinced that I’m going to push her away.

‘I tried so hard to be brave,’ she says, sounding almost like the clumsy, confused girl I was so cruel to when Mother first brought her home from Domas Lacrima. ‘Every day, I tried to be like you, to stare down every threat the way you would, to—’

‘I know,’ I tell her, on the verge of bawling myself now. ‘When I was in the mines, when I was convinced my mind would shatter from the suffocation, the cruelty, the barbarism of it all, I would pretend to be you. I would remind myself to be patient and wait however long it took for my time to come.’

She laughs again, and this time, it’s full of fierce joy. ‘And it has come. After seven long years, the Vauquelin sisters have returned to Rijou. We’re going to save Farren, like we promised, and rebuild these ruins so that the House of Hummingbirds rises too high for the wings of our enemies to ever reach again.’

How many times had I recited those same words to myself? In my solitude, they had always rung hollow. Now, they clang like a thousand church bells, not merely in unison, but in a perfect two-part harmony that becomes a song the whole world will soon hear.

‘Gods, I never knew my heart was big enough to miss one person so much,’ I tell her.

She kisses me on the cheek. ‘Not half as much as I’ve missed you—’

It’s only in the final word, uttered with no special emphasis, no subterfuge. She’d spoken it as naturally as if she’d said farewell.

‘What did you say?’ I ask.

She lets go of me, stepping back. Her gaze is full of concern for me. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘What did you say?’ I ask again. ‘A moment ago, what exactly did you say? What did you call me?’

She smiles. ‘I didn’t mean anything by it, silly. It’s not as if it’s a competition. All I said was, not half as much as I’ve missed you, Tazia.’


Chapter 50

Love’s Labours

Six Years Earlier . . .

An hour before my husband and I were to labour in bed for the first time – Urvadel would never have called it lovemaking – he discreetly slipped a note under my bedroom door. Though he was a decent man, and insistent on being respectful of me, he was nonetheless scrupulous in both business and personal matters. He would set a course, communicate those plans and stick to them with almost pious determination.

Tonight we will make our bed labours, his note began, as if he wanted to free me from later self-recrimination for having been the one to choose the night of our first congress. You will be in bed at nine o’clock. You may wear your robe, but leave it unbelted. Lie at the end of the bed with your feet on the floor. I will rap on the door three times and then you will invite me in. I will bring a candle with me, but will extinguish it once we are in position, if this is your wish.

I smiled, just a little, at this feigned severity of his instructions. Anticipating that I would be disgusted by tonight’s endeavours, he assumed that turning our courtship into a precise, mechanical enterprise would lessen my distress. I suppose it did, in a way. By acting as if no woman could possibly find him desirable, Urvadel freed me from trying to make myself desire him. The sense of relief his note instilled in me made me feel a little ashamed, and a little sad.

I’d long ago given up girlish fantasies of finding some new Galdrien Enguero to rescue me from my fate. Such paragons did not exist outside of Kareline’s sword romances – or if they did, were quickly killed off by monsters like Castilis Leander or Spada Enguero, who were far too real. But I was not yet sixteen, and it’s a hard thing to imagine my first time in bed with a man twice my age who himself feared the possibility of hurting me from the sheer weight of his body atop mine.

I could have fled. Neither my bedroom door nor any other between me and the front gates was locked. The island was small, but I’d spotted fishing boats in the cove. I could steal one, row to one of the other islands and from there . . . what? Hide in the jungle somewhere? I had no skills to survive in the wilds. I knew nothing of the local people, not even their language. They looked as Tristian as I was, but did that mean we were the same? Would they take me into their care, or turn me over to my husband in hopes of some future reward?

I wasn’t afraid of retribution. Urvadel was strong and, despite his girth, he had shown himself capable of reasonable speed and even graceful movement. I’d seen him practise cutlass-fighting with his crew and they hadn’t been humouring his efforts, instead finding him a genuine challenge.

Nonetheless, I was certain I could beat him.

That last thought was unworthy of me. Myron Urvadel was no thuggish brute intent on dominating his wife. He was honest: with me, with himself, with his opponents. He aimed to win, but never delighted in beating someone else. He kept to his word even when it cost him money or pride. He had proved himself worthy – if not of love, then at least of admiration.

Besides, a year ago I’d given my life over to a single purpose: to gather whatever power or influence I could accumulate and use that to return to Rijou to rescue Farren. That my husband had signalled his willingness to help me in that endeavour was an act of genuine devotion.

When the clock in the hall outside tolled nine, I quickly undressed myself and slid on the dalliance robe that had appeared on the bureau in my room wrapped in innocuous brown paper earlier that evening. It was plain, no ribbons or frippery, but it was made of fine silk. When I looked at myself in the mirror, I could imagine a man desiring me.

I was about to lie down when I remembered Urvadel’s instructions, and instead, slid myself to the bottom of the bed until my knees hung over the end. My soles were grazing the floor. I unbelted my robe and lay there in the dark, waiting for the three knocks at the door that would mean an end of an innocence whose value I’d never appreciated until that moment. My life would forever be demarcated by the line which was about to be crossed.

Then I will cross it on my own terms, I decided, rising from the bed.

He would bring a candle into the room, which he’d put out as soon as we were ‘in position’, which felt wrong, somehow. I tiptoed into the hallway and lit a taper from one of the wall sconces so I could light the two candles on my bureau, which I carefully placed on the night tables either side of the bed.

There were flowers in a vase – indigo roses grown on the island. I’d never wondered how there were always fresh ones in my room. I took two and plucked the petals, carefully placing them across the top of my bed. Only then did I lay back down in a pose that to me felt graceful, perhaps even alluring, and awaited my husband’s arrival.

Perhaps I could never make myself love this stern, unattractive, improbably honourable man. But neither would I allow us to do something so perverse as to ‘labour’ in our marital bed. Tonight, I would make love to my husband.


Chapter 51

Names and Numbness

Tazia.

She called me Tazia.

She thinks she’s me.

‘Are you unwell, Soror?’ she asks.

Soror. Not Sister. It was me who spoke before, when she first appeared, not Tazia. I called her sister and in return she now calls me soror.

‘You’re making me nervous,’ she says, peering at me in the darkness. ‘Tell me what’s wrong so we can face it together.’

Is this some sort of ploy? I wonder, forcing the bile and rage back down my throat. Is Natazia playing this role because we’re being watched?

But no, I see it now: the certainty, the sense of self as unyielding as iron. There isn’t the tiniest shred of doubt in her that she is Kareline Vauquelin. I can’t remember the last time I felt sure about anything, least of all myself.

‘Come,’ she says, hoisting the hem of her gown to keep it from trailing in the mud as she makes her way up the path to the moonlit wreckage of our home. ‘You’ll feel steadier once we’ve paid our respects.’

Numbly, I follow her to the crumbling arches of the entryway. I’m terrified to go inside – afraid of the ghosts I don’t believe in, afraid of the sister in whom I must believe. Otherwise, what is left of hope?

‘Please,’ I say, trying to grasp her elbow and make her turn to face me. She’s already out of reach, though, so I’m forced to shout, ‘Tazia, stop!’

It’s as if time freezes. Her right foot halts inches from the first of the stone steps leading up to the house.

‘What did you call me?’

‘Your name is Natazia Vauquelin,’ I tell her, approaching slowly, as one might a skittish deer or a hissing cat. ‘You were born in Domas Lacrima. When you were eleven years old, a woman came to the mines. She needed a girl who looked enough like me to credibly serve as duellist daughter for our fam—’

This time, I catch the swish of green and silver silk as she spins, but I don’t see the blow coming until it’s too late. When we were girls, I’d always been faster than Tazia – I’d spent my entire childhood in training, after all, and had the benefits of proper nutrition. She’d improved greatly in those first years in our home, but she’d still needed to rely on cunning over speed to tag me.

Not any more.

The slap leaves me reeling. My vision blurs as my rapier falls to the ground from fingers suddenly limp and unresponsive. Had Tazia struck me with a single ounce more pressure, she would have unhinged my jaw.

‘Tell me this is some awful joke, Tazia,’ she commands, closing with me. ‘Tell me it’s part of some new scheme you’ve devised to use against the Engueros.’ She sneers, the expression so flawlessly derisive and yet somehow elegant that it brings me back to all the hours I spent practising it in the mirror so that I could emulate my mother’s legendary takedowns of those who offended her at court. ‘Though I can’t imagine why you think such a banal ruse would fool anyone. Look at you, Tazia! Your knuckles, those scars you’re hiding beneath all that maschiera-paint! Saint Erastian-who-plucks-the-rose, girl, your posture is that of a pit fighter or street bravo, not the daughter heir of an Ascendant House!’

I recover my balance, but neither my feet nor my mind can regain their bearings. She’s right about all of it: no one in Rijou would mistake me for Kareline Vauquelin any more. No one but my brother.

‘Where is Farren?’ I ask her again.

‘I told you, he’s safe.’

‘Safe where?’

She shakes her head, eyes never leaving mine, the way a duellist holds an opponent’s gaze even when bowing. ‘Not until you stop acting crazy, Tazia.’

She holds out a hand to me. I don’t take it.

‘My name is Kareline Vidona Vauquelin,’ I tell her, ‘daughter to Zephine, Viscountess Vauquelin, and her husband, my father, Chérald Bruzeri. Seven years ago, when my mother was murdered in my house, when the servants and guards who’d helped protect and raise me were massacred in cold blood, I took your place in the mines of Domas Lacrima because you’d insisted that you would kill yourself rather than return’ – I swing an arm wide to the destruction all around us – ‘and because I could not bring myself to marry some man I’d never met and flee across the water while my enemies laughed and danced in the ruins of my home.’

‘Saints,’ she murmurs, and for a moment, it’s as if I’ve broken the spell and she remembers who we both are. But all I’ve done is to convince her that I’m the one who’s been enchanted. ‘It happened to you, too, didn’t it?’

‘What are you talking about?’

She snatches my hand, so swiftly I don’t have time to pull away. Before I know it, she’s tugging me up the stairs and beneath the archway into the broken remains of the entry hall. With the roof and outer walls collapsed, our home looks like a doll’s house ripped apart by a child in a temper tantrum. Most of the grand staircase still teeters there, but the upper floors slump on either side of the supporting columns, every jagged fissure in the marble another reminder of broken bones and torn flesh.

‘You remember that night, after Uncle Delino came and told us the terms of the agreement he’d negotiated with Duke Jillard? One of us was to be married to the duke’s cousin, the other sent back to Domas Lacrima.’

‘Yes, and you were th—’

She turns and grabs me by the shoulders. ‘Stop, please, just listen!’ The desperation in her voice is mirrored in the urgency of her expression. She’s terrified, but not for herself: for me. ‘Neither of us could endure the prospect of our destinies. You – well, pretend for a moment it was me. No, that’s not helpful. Just . . . just imagine two girls, lost, heartbroken, unable to accept what fate had in store for them. One swears she’ll slit her own throat before she’ll return to the mine shafts, the other would turn outlaw, assassinating her enemies in their beds rather than abandon her city to marry some third or fourth or fifth scholar son of the ducal line.’ She squeezes tighter. ‘But neither suicide nor reckless bloodshed would fulfil the vow we made to protect Farren. He was always the thread that bound us together, the one person we adored enough to make us want to mend the broken parts of our souls.’

For an instant, I’m back leaning over the opening of the well-turned-oubliette converted by one of my mother’s less enlightened forebears. Uncle Delino had convinced Mother to put Tazia there after she’d stabbed me through the hand. My uncle had told me she’d run away. I’d known he was lying, even though I’d said nothing until Farren figured it out and gone in search of her. That’s when I’d told Mother we had to fetch them both; Farren would never leave Tazia there. Then I’d witnessed the soror I’d thought so useless until that moment lift my brother up so we could take his arms and pull him out. I hadn’t credited her with being strong enough to do that. And when Mother and I had cried out for her to be careful, she’d said, ‘Farren is safe when he’s with me, so if either of you thinks I’ll ever let him come to harm, you’re out of your fucking minds.’

In that moment, I’d understood that some people are meant to inspire the best in us and some are meant to fight the worst. Farren was a candle that burned so bright, so hot, it had fused two feuding sorors into a single blade forged to fight anyone who would dare try to snuff out his light.

‘You remember now?’ Tazia asks, fingertips digging into my arms, eyes searching my face for some sign that the girl she remembered was coming back out of that oubliette at last. ‘You remember what we said when Uncle Delino told us the terms of the duke’s edict?’

‘I . . . You said you wouldn’t go . . . That you’d kill yourself first.’

She nods, pressing her advantage as surely as any fencer in the duelling circle. ‘Yes, yes, and you said the same, because we both knew that Natazia could never survive a return to Domas Lacrima any more than Kareline would allow herself to be taken an ocean away from her birthplace, to be swallowed up into a marriage which would slowly, day by day, entomb her as surely as any mine shaft.’

I shake her hands off me. ‘You think I don’t know that? I’m the one who said we had to switch places!’

‘Oh, for the sake of every saint dead and living, who cares who said it first? What matters is what Uncle Delino said next!’

‘I . . .’ I’d been confused, barely holding on to my sanity between Castilis Leander’s drug and the image of my mother dangling from wires wrapped around her wounds, keeping her guts from falling to the floor below. I hadn’t heard Uncle Delino say anything – but surely he must have?

‘Come on, Tazia,’ she says angrily, as if I’m acting like some silly little mine girl unable to comprehend the grand intrigues of more sophisticated minds. ‘After all his scheming, would my uncle really have allowed us to switch places? He would have betrayed us eventually, anyway, which is why I killed him on the docks that night, but to even have that chance, I had to be the one to marry Urvadel, just as you had to find a way – a . . . a trick to make yourself return to Domas Lacrima.’

‘No! No, I’m Kareline Vauquelin! I—’

She grabs me by the hand again, and this time, I’m so dazed I don’t even resist as she drags me across the dust and debris to the ballroom where our childhood had ended. ‘There!’ she says, pointing to the ruins of the hummingbird mosaic where we had huddled together in those last moments before we would be parted from our brother, our home and from each other. ‘That’s where we decided that Tazia Vauquelin would marry the duke’s cousin and Kareline would go to the mines. Tazia could wed a man she didn’t love without sabotaging the marriage. Kareline, brash, defiant, would make herself the queen of Domas Lacrima if that’s what it took to survive.’

‘You’re saying . . . You think we never switched places? That you . . . ? That I—?’

‘I would have died,’ she tells me, her conviction absolute, undeniable. ‘I would have killed Baronet Urvadel with my own hands had he so much as put a finger on me. But you – you had the gift of patience, of tenacity. Every night I went to bed telling myself that my name was Natazia, that Baronet Urvadel’s third-rate merchant galley was some grand ship soaring above the clouds. Every morning, I woke, more and more persuaded that I really was Natazia. That’s how I survived.’ A smile comes to her lips, loving, yes, but also proud. ‘The same way you survived Domas Lacrima.’

She laughs then, a joyous chiming note that cuts through the damp, dusty decay of the ballroom. ‘“Survived”? No, look at you! You turned yourself into a warrior queen out of one of those old sword romances I used to love! You brought down the foulest prison mine in all of Rijou and escaped with a king’s ransom in romantines – all stolen from our enemies!’ She pulls me into a hug and kisses me on both cheeks. ‘“Lady Consequence”, indeed!’

I’m lost in her certainty, her confidence, her love. Without the old woman, there’s no one to remind me of who I am any more, of what I gave up.

My face is slick with tears, my palm numb as I wipe them away, smearing the maschiera-paints and revealing the scars underneath. My fingertips catch against my lips.

There’s a scar there, too.

A coldness comes over me, harsher and more bitter than the chill air of this haunted place. I reach out and grab my soror’s wrist, holding tighter than any iron shackle as I force her hand to my face and press her uncallused fingers to my lips.

‘The sigila amora,’ I remind her. Twisting her wrist around, I push her fingers to her own lips, which are as smooth and unscarred as the rest of her. ‘Tell me again which of us is Kareline and which is Natazia.’

Her eyes go wide for a moment. She doesn’t speak as the tears begin to well. I swear I can see my reflection in them: scarred, yes, and broken a hundred times before I was reforged into something stronger. To become the woman I am now, I gave up a thousand different parts of myself.

But.

I.

Am.

Still.

Kareline.

The reflection vanishes when she closes her eyes tight, squeezing the tears away, banishing them. When her eyes open again, they are clear and bright.

And oh, so very mad.


Chapter 52

The Widow

The knock on my bedroom door never came. Later, when I went looking, I found my husband’s body suspended from the ceiling of his bedchamber. He was naked, clothed only in the sheen of his own blood. Four separate wires had been screwed into the rafters, pulling him taut, as if he were caught in a spider’s web. Long bronze nails like the ones the ship’s carpenters used aboard his vessel had been driven into his kneecaps, wrists and ankles, and finally, into his throat.

I’d never been in his bedchamber before. The room was vast and dark, lit only by the small candle he’d no doubt planned to bring with him to my room. Someone had set the candle on the floor beneath his body so that his corpse would be the only part of the chamber free of shadows.

The macabre display brought back visions of the night I’d broken through a stained-glass window to find my madera murdered and suspended from the domed ceiling of House Vauquelin, along with dozens of dead hummingbirds. What the Engueros had done that night had been vile and cruel. What had just been done to my husband was different, somehow: no longer mere barbarism but a perverse form of artistry.

‘Castilis?’ I called aloud.

It was inconceivable that he should be there. We’d set sail more than a year ago, and Baronet Urvadel had never revealed to anyone our final destination because he didn’t want to risk the scholar sons of rival houses discovering these hitherto untapped markets. Our journey had been slow, with frequent stops at other islands. The ship’s look-outs would have spotted any other vessels following us. I would have spotted them.

So it simply wasn’t possible for Castilis Leander to have come to this island more than a thousand leagues from Tristia, sneaked inside a well-guarded compound and enacted the murder of my husband.

It simply.

Was not.

Possible.

His laugh was quiet, barely louder than the tinkle of a tiny bell one might use to summon a servant.

‘Am I so predictable?’ he asked.

My heart thudded against my chest, demanding that I flee the room, start running and never stop, not even when I reached the sea. I tried to swallow and couldn’t. Fear was an invisible hand choking me.

Kareline would have fought him. I’d brought my cutlass with me. A gift from my husband, the blade was inscribed Duty always, but never dishonour. The morning Urvadel had given me the sword, he’d made some sort of joke about me cutting away his bulk, should he collapse during our impending ‘labours’. And yet there had been something more serious beneath his self-deprecation: a promise that, should he ever overstep the duties our marriage imposed upon me, he would not begrudge me for doing whatever I deemed necessary to stop him. I’d become a fair hand with it during my time aboard ship. The curved single-edged blade was more of a slashing weapon than the rapiers and smallswords of a duellist, yet there was a joyousness to the way it moved through the air that belied how deadly it could be.

But Castilis Leander was far too cunning to put his own life at risk.

So I kept silent, waiting for him to speak first. That was the other thing Kareline had never appreciated about Castilis: that his sanity was a fluttering thing that came and went like a butterfly, easily chased away by the slightest ungraceful motion. My life, or at least, the manner of my death, depended entirely on what I said and did next.

‘Are you cross with me?’ he asked.

‘I’m not cross.’ Anger bored him, I knew this much.

‘Grateful?’ he ventured. ‘I have rescued you from a rather sweaty and unpleasant evening, after all. To say nothing of childbirth, had his sweaty seed taken root inside you.’

I remained silent, listening to his footsteps echo in the darkness. Castilis was circling me, daring me to raise the tip of my cutlass. How many soldiers had he brought here with him? It would have taken at least four to hoist a man of Baronet Urvadel’s girth up there, even with the ladder I could now see discarded beside the bed.

‘One wonders how his cock was going to get far enough past his belly to squeeze inside you.’

A heavy wet plop drew my gaze down to what looked like a severed forearm with the bones removed.

‘A most impressive specimen,’ Castilis mused. ‘Even more so when I discovered him fondling himself in preparation for his first time with you.’

The suspended bloody corpse had far too many other atrocities inflicted upon the flesh for me to have noticed this particular one. How had this been done to my husband without anyone in the house knowing?

Of course his guards knew, stupid, I imagined Kareline chiding me. Castilis simply bought them off, just as his family bought off so many of our own the night the Engueros obliterated House Vauquelin. Have you forgotten how the world works, little mine girl?

I pondered my next move and chose the simplest and safest gambit. ‘So, you did all this to rescue me?’

The question was ridiculous, of course, but I knew Castilis would like it, and was rewarded with more of his laughter. ‘Just like one of those heroes you so admire in those old sword romances. Call me Captain Swan, saviour of women’s virtues everywhere!’

He took me off-guard and I spoke without thinking. ‘Kareline was the one who read those books, not me.’

There was a pause in his steps, a sudden silence that suggested confusion. ‘Truly?’

I didn’t understand why that should surprise him, or why he cared at all what sorts of books Kareline or I read. Castilis’ mind was like a deck of fortune-telling cards, each one predicting a different doom. Which one you drew determined how grisly your fate would be.

‘Was there not an agreement?’ I asked gently. ‘One sister goes to Domas Lacrima, the other marries the duke’s cousin and leaves Rijou for ever. House Vauquelin is allowed to fall, and in exchange, Farren receives ducal protection until his nineteenth birthday, when the Court of Chalices turns his holdings and the charter for shipping rights over to your allies.’

A finger darted from the darkness, stopping less than an inch from my right eye. The finger began to wag at me, warning me that I was being a bad girl. It was all I could do not to scream.

‘Not the deal I would have made,’ Castilis said. ‘A mistake – an invitation for future complications. The Engueros mistook the duke’s manoeuvre for laziness and cowardice because it allowed him to avoid a potential civil war. But Duke Jillard is far cannier than even my father realises. He makes plans, that one. Big plans. Clever plans. Did you not wonder why Urvadel was so keen to have children with you? Why the duke was so generous towards you?’

Generous? He calls being sold off like a prize sow generous?

I set my outrage aside. I’d believed Baronet Urvadel a decent man living in an indecent world, but perhaps he’d been a brutish monster biding his time. It hardly mattered now that he was dead. The problem at hand was that the moment Castilis tired of me, I too would find myself strung up and carved to shreds.

Let the feral patience of the mine girl return, I thought. The dutiful wife, the would-be mother was gone now, buried alongside her husband.

‘So,’ I began carefully, allowing just a hint of guile to slip beneath the obvious fear in my voice – Castilis liked it when people tried to be clever around him. ‘You believe that Duke Jillard intended for his cousin to amass a great fortune in the islands, then return, years from now, but before Farren turns nineteen and can be stripped of his family title and chalice? Baronet Urvadel would parade into court married to the missing daughter of House Vauquelin and claim her titles for himself?’

I felt Castilis’ breath on the back of my neck as he passed me by. He wasn’t even trying to walk quietly, though he seemed to be all around me at once. Why was my mind so slow, my limbs so sluggish?

‘You drugged me,’ I whispered.

‘Only a little. Far less than I gave to your erstwhile lord-and-master up there, I assure you. I just needed to have a little talk with you without you daring me to a duella honori with that cutlass of yours.’

‘Again, you’re confusing me with Kareline.’

For the second time, there was a distinct pause in the conversation. ‘You know, I can’t tell if you’re as fascinating to me as I hope you are, or very sneakily making yourself appear intriguing. Either way, you’ve proved yourself precocious enough that I believe we can come to an equitable agreement.’

‘I’d like that,’ I lied easily, given the alternative was to watch my blood pooling on the floor, dripping into Urvadel’s. I hated the obsequiousness in my voice. Castilis had been right: Kareline would’ve beaten the shit out of him by now. Tazia, the poor, pathetic mine girl, just wanted someone to promise that she wasn’t going to die.

So let her die, then, I thought. She would never survive what comes next.

‘Excellent,’ Castilis said. He was standing right behind me now, I was sure of it. Could I elbow him in the stomach, knock the wind out of him before kicking his knee out to give me the distance I needed to take his head off with the cutlass?

Don’t be a fool, a wiser part of me warned. Wait until you find the right moment, like you did when you killed Uncle Delino.

‘Shall I outline the terms for you?’ Castilis asked. ‘Explain how things will proceed, and the role you’ll play in ensuring that Farren survives these next years in relative comfort? Shall we negotiate the finer points of the agreement you and I will hold to, and in so doing, change the very foundations of Rijou for the next century?’

‘Yes,’ I said, eager to keep him talking. ‘Tell me all of it, Castilis.’

‘Oh, dear!’ he said, and laughed so loud now his voice rang in my ears like church bells. His hand came around and covered my mouth and nose, but instead of flesh, it was cloth I felt, and a sickly-sweet smell that clung inside my nostrils even as it stole my other senses away from me. ‘And here I thought you were clever!’


Chapter 53

Strings and Schemes

I follow her warily as she strolls across the debris into what had once been our mother’s parlour. Suddenly, she turns and kicks dust into the air, blinding me and leaving me gasping for breath.

‘This is where they caught her,’ she says. All trace of levity has drained from her voice, leaving behind bitterness and an anger that borders on bloodlust – anger directed towards me. ‘This is where my mother was taken from me.’

‘My family,’ I retort through my coughing fit. It’s a cruel thing to say, but I need to make her listen to me. ‘We took you in, gave you a home. We loved you like our own bloo—’

She kicks more dust up at me, shrouding me with it. ‘Is that how you remember it? Such a convenient fiction. One wonders how many times you had to repeat that lie on your way to Domas Lacrima before you began to believe it?’

I’m angry now too. I want to call her a liar – a traitor to the family who took her in and gave her a home. This time, though, she manages to kick the dirt and grime straight into my open mouth, leaving me gagging and spitting, barely able to draw air into my lungs. The soot is blinding my eyes and it’s only by reflex that I’ve drawn my rapier in time to keep her from having me at her mercy before the fight’s even begun.

Tazia whispers something to me, but I can’t make it out until she repeats it.

‘Rivivendo.’

‘Wh-what?’

She repeats the word.

The duella rivivendo is a time-honoured tradition in the Court of Blades, though it’s rarely invoked. When the testimony of the opposing sides is so contrary as to leave too many of the facts in dispute for any ruling to be deemed proper, the magistrate can require a recreation of the allegations. Carpenters transform an entire courtroom into a theatre set meant to match the location of the events in dispute. Witnesses dress in the clothes they were wearing at the time, with actors performing the roles of those who’d died or fled, their words and deeds informed by the testimony of the witnesses.

‘I should’ve known you might forget,’ she says. ‘You’d tried so hard to become one of us, it’s only natural that your mind would want to bury the girl you were under the rubble of that broken dream.’

‘I know exactly who I am, Tazia.’

She laughs, but she’s angry. ‘We never could agree on anything, could we? It’s as if all the fine and pretty words others used failed us both.’ Casually, lazily, yet with blinding speed and absolute precision, she swings the blade of her sword out so that the tip is mere inches from my throat. ‘Ours was a more . . . guttural language.’

I’m still off-balance, every breath catching in my throat from the dust. I bat away her blade with my left hand, the calluses making it so that I barely feel the edge. ‘I don’t want to fight you.’

She tilts her head, staring back at me like a cat. ‘What more evidence do you need to prove you’re not me? I always wanted to fight.’ She turns, spreading her arms wide as if expecting the ruins of our family have magically returned to their former glory. ‘The duella rivivendo: that’s the key, Tazia. That’s how we’ll unlock your memories and bring you back. I’ve not endured the torments of the past seven years for us to fail now. The Vauquelin sisters will avenge my mother, your madera. We will save Farren, and damn you, we’ll do it together!’

I don’t know what she’s seeing here, for all I see are the debris-strewn floors and crumbled walls. When her gaze rises to the ceiling, which looks ready to collapse on us both at any moment, she nods approvingly, as if the smudged remains of the once grand figures painted on the ceiling have come back to life to wink at her. ‘We must take you back to that fateful night gradually, Soror. A proper duella rivivendo proceeds backwards, beginning with recent events, which are easier to prove, before returning to those further back in time. Let’s begin, then, with the way you gave yourself to Spada Enguero at the Swan Revel last night.’

The taste of copper fills my mouth. I’m barely even aware of my fingers around the hilt of my rapier. Whatever sentimentality and stubborn grief afflict my mind, my body remembers how easily mockery turned to violence when Tazia and I were girls. Insults and slurs had been the means by which we’d honed our instincts, for no matter how foul our verbal thrusts against each other, they always paled in comparison to what the Leanders and Engueros unleashed upon us at school.

I relax into a loose, almost lazy guard. A familiar smile comes to my lips. ‘It was wonderful, actually. Spada’s fingers and tongue . . . I loved every second of it.’

A flash of rage creases Tazia’s mask of indifference. The muscles of her cheeks and mouth sew her smile back together quickly, but not quickly enough, and she knows it. She draws her smallsword, though for now, she contents herself with a verbal counter-thrust.

‘In what world would Kareline Vauquelin ever allow Spada Enguero to touch her body with anything but a rapier blade?’ she asks. ‘Have you forgotten what she did to me in the Swan Gardens?’

Oh, no, Sister, I think, forcing her back with a series of feint-disengages as my sword swivels back and forth under her guard. You wanted this fight. Let steel lend truth to our words.

‘Spada was the monster beneath my bed, it’s true,’ I say, continuing to harry her from one corner of the parlour to the other. ‘Our vendetta was inscribed in our bones before either of us were born. But what about your nemesis? Castilis Leander orchestrated the tale of Baronet Urvadel’s shipwreck, didn’t he? An easy way to cover up the murder of your new husband, just as he orchestrated the massacre of my family.’

She evades my thrusts, her feet finding the perfect places to step even as she backs away from me.

She prepared for this, mapped the terrain before I got here.

I don’t care, though. I was always better than Tazia with a sword. I always will be.

‘Come now, Soror.’ I prod her, maintaining the length of my thrusts by extending my arm a fraction more to hide the fact that I’m bringing my own feet closer together in preparation for a lunge too deep for her to avoid. One thrust, that’s all I need. One small wound to bring her back to her senses. ‘Did you fight his advances at all?’ I ask, debasing our past even more. ‘How many years did it take before Castilis Leander turned a daughter of House Vauquelin into his whore?’

The instant the insult passes my lips, I know I’ve gone too far. There are things we never said, words we never used, even when we despised each other.

‘I’m sorry, Tazia . . . I shouldn’t ha—’

‘Six days,’ she says.

‘What?’

She looks back at me, this once ragged, ill-bred girl who is now the very portrait of grace and beauty. The sublime placidity of her expression makes me start to wonder if it’s she who’s gone mad, or me. Then she says, ‘It took six days for Castilis to make me love him.’


Chapter 54

The Shipwreck

Six days after Urvadel’s murder, Castilis brought me out onto the deck of his ship so that I might witness the painstaking destruction of my husband’s grand merchant vessel. The first and only home that had truly felt as if it belonged, at least a little, to me had been sailed into a reef off the coast of an uninhabited island. Its prow rose so high that the seahorse figurehead looked as if it were trying to swim up to the sky. The huge rigged masts where I’d passed so many happy days had broken off, tearing out huge sections of the deck where they’d crashed down.

‘A humbling sight, don’t you think?’ Castilis asked, standing next to me by the railing of his own more modest ship.

‘How so?’ I asked dumbly, my tongue thick in my mouth.

Castilis had kept me drugged the entire week, drawing me from my stupor with yet more foul-tasting compounds when it suited him, sending me back into confusion and restless slumber when he was done with me.

‘It just looks so small,’ he said, pointing at Baronet Urvadel’s broken dream. ‘Like a toy a child spends hours and hours constructing inside a bottle, for no purpose whatsoever.’

I was coming to understand why he said such things. There was a part of Castilis Leander that couldn’t reconcile the evidence of his senses with the landscape of his derangement. He wanted the world to make sense, to be able to classify and categorise all who lived within it. When something didn’t fit, some compulsion drove him to alter the anomalies, to transmute the clutter of humanity into his personal vision of its true inner nature. This, more than anything else, I came to believe, was what had driven him so utterly mad as a child.

A pair of jolly boats was coming back, the first with the skeleton crew who’d taken the merchant ship into the reef, the second loaded with the bodies of its crew.

‘Look,’ Castilis said, grabbing the back of my head when I tried to look away from the corpses of men and women who’d first been rude to me, then come to treat me as one of their own.

Next to my husband – whose wounds had been painstakingly washed clean, the bronze nails with which Castilis had impaled him removed from his fleshy limbs – was a second body: honey-haired, slender, pale from death, yet all the more hauntingly beautiful because of it. Nausea overtook me, though I couldn’t vomit.

Kareline, I thought, horrified, yet oddly unable to use that horror to propel myself into action. Castilis has killed Kareline and brought her here.

‘It must be strange,’ he said, watching my expression closely, ‘to gaze down at death and see something akin to your own face. Like looking in a mirror and finding a ghost staring back at you.’

‘You . . .’

Fight, damn it! Grab him by his hair, drive your fist high up into his stomach. Drop down low and haul him up by his legs to toss him over the side!

I couldn’t, though. I couldn’t do anything while the drugs made everything sway and swirl and dance. Kareline’s dead eyes stared up at me. Had they been open a moment ago?

‘It wasn’t as hard as I’d expected to find a girl who looked like you,’ Castilis went on. ‘Your bone structure is rather common, really. The hair, now that was the key: once I perfected your soror’s sallow, jaundiced wheat colour, well, the effect came together nicely.’

Kareline didn’t colour her hair. I did. I was the one who always had to match my hair to hers so we’d look more like sisters. This isn’t Kareline! What if she’s not dead after all?

It took all my force of will to conceal my reaction, knowing relief was an emotion to which Castilis was especially sensitive, the one he despised most of all.

‘Why go to all the trouble?’ I mumbled. ‘Why not just sink the ship to the bottom of the sea?’

‘Ah, an excellent question,’ Castilis said approvingly.

He patted me on the head as if he were my tutor. It was the first real clue of what was to become of me. Castilis had decided I was to be his pupil. It was much later that I learned the true nature of our tutelage.

‘The brass fittings,’ he continued, leaning even closer to me. ‘There’s precious little in the way of metals in this cluster of islands. The locals will go out to the reef to strip the wreck. The most accomplished divers are able to dive down almost a hundred feet; they can remain below the surface for several minutes!’

‘That . . . Why does that . . . ?’

My mind was working too slowly and Castilis was talking too fast. I couldn’t keep up. That, too, was one of his many tricks.

‘They’ll find the bodies. Baronet Urvadel is – was – a noted figure hereabouts, as well as being, let’s be honest, rather easy to spot. If his corpse were absent, the locals would wonder why, and an enquiry might be launched. This is far cleaner.’

Beneath us, the second jolly boat headed back towards the wreck. The bobbing of the boat on the waves made it look as if the dead girl whose hair had been dyed to look like mine was trying to come back to life.

‘Say farewell to her,’ Castilis said, waving at the boat. ‘You owe that girl a great debt for taking your place.’

Abruptly, Castilis threw his arms around me. I tried, feebly, to resist, convinced he was about to hurl me overboard, but he just held me there, resting his chin on my shoulder as if we were . . . no, not lovers, something else. Siblings, maybe. Castilis was holding me as if I were his sister. I looked past him at the jolly boat getting further and further from us, wondering now whether the body altered to look like me might actually be Syldia.

‘I’ve erased you from history,’ Castilis whispered, ‘removed you from the story others would have written for you. When I put you back inside the tale, it will be as an entirely different character. Doesn’t that fill you with wonder, Kareline?’

‘Natazia,’ I said mechanically. Why did he always confuse the two of us?

He let go of me and I watched him remove a folded-up cloth from the pocket of his pale ivory coat. In his other hand was a tiny vial from which he tapped three drops onto the cloth. When he was done, he re-stoppered the vial and held out the cloth to me. Every other time, he’d forced the drugs on me. Now he believed I would inhale them willingly.

‘Tell me you love me,’ he said.

Despite my fear and loathing of him, I couldn’t hold back the chuckle that bubbled like spittle from between my lips. ‘You orchestrated the massacre of my adopted family, murdered my husband and have now kidnapped me. Is this what love is to you?’

He shook his head, though his eyes never left mine. ‘You don’t understand. The others, they lied to you, confused you, tried to write you into the wrong story. This isn’t Daughter of Daggers. You aren’t some wayward urchin adopted into a loving household, who goes on to save the noble family from their enemies. This is Destiny’s Blood.’

Destiny’s Blood: a sword romance in which a vile young witch ensorcels a family into believing that their own daughter is an imposter and that the witch is their true child. They cast out the daughter, who spends the next seven years of her life fleeing the witch’s pet demons until she returns at last to kill the imposter, break her spell and reclaim her family.

Castilis wasn’t looking at me any more, he was looking down at his feet as though nervous – no, ashamed. Castilis Leander, the Swan Princeling, looked too ashamed to meet my gaze. ‘Spada beat you nearly to death. I should never have allowed it to go so far. It was only that . . .’ His eyes lifted up to mine, only to look away again. ‘You were so heroic, so . . . pure. If only my sister Syldia were half so valorous! I think that must be why I couldn’t bring myself to deny the sacrifice you were intent on making.’ His jaw tightened and a flush of anger came to his cheeks. ‘I hadn’t realised the damage Spada was also doing to your mind. She struck your head with the hilt of that wooden sword, over and over. I paid a fortune to the archiurgeon to heal you, but there was only so much he could do. Your face . . .’ He gritted his teeth so hard I thought they would crack before he finally unclenched them. ‘We had no portrait of you, of course, and so the archiurgeon, damned fool, presuming that you and your soror were true sisters, sculpted your features to look like hers. When you awoke . . . I’ve made a study of the mind in recent months, consulted with scholars and experts. When Spada was beating you, your mind became convinced that you were dying. When you awoke and saw the mine girl’s face in the mirror, you convinced yourself that you were her.’ His eyes rose one last time, full of such fury – but there was something else, something I couldn’t identify in that instant.

‘The mine girl took advantage of you, Kareline. Even as your mother’s corpse hung from those wires strung by the Engueros in your home, even as you suffered the worst anguish any person could ever suffer, Natazia made you believe that you were her. She let you be taken away to become the plaything of a corpulent brute who would have impregnated you, over and over again, until at last you withered and died. That’s why I killed him, Kareline. I came to save you.’ In his eyes, running even deeper and stronger than rage, I now saw love.

He’s making himself love me, I thought, at once horrified and awed. By sheer will alone, he’s transforming me into the object of his adoration.

Castilis Leander was the most handsome, brilliant, charming person ever to draw breath. He was a painting of perfection moving across the canvas of a world in which the rest of us could only dream of appearing alongside him. He could never love a pathetic mine girl named Tazia. Only someone truly remarkable, different in every way from him and yet almost his equal, could attract his love.

Only Kareline.

In the face of his madness, his genius, and most of all, his indomitable mastery of himself and therefore everyone around him, all my possible futures collapsed into two almost equally horrifying destinies. I could die here and now, or perhaps tomorrow, or even a week from now, or I could live, knowing that day by day, hour by hour, he would turn me into his creature. He would take my soul from me.

I stepped closer to him, my mind clear in ways it hadn’t been since that awful night in the Swan Gardens. I took the cloth from his hand, held it over my own nose and mouth and breathed deeply until my legs went out from under me. Castilis caught me in his arms.

As I sank into his embrace, I told myself that the prerequisite of hope is life, and that a girl who has vowed to avenge her mother and save her brother and sister must be willing to trade her very soul for the means to keep fighting until the very end. I was the duellist daughter of House Vauquelin, and I would not die until my oath was fulfilled.

That was the first of many lies I told myself.


Chapter 55

The Ruins of Ruminations

‘It took six days for Castilis to make me love him.’

That’s what Tazia says to me as the point of her smallsword rises to kiss mine. We’re too close now. If one thrusts, the other will have no defence but to glide their blade in opposition, forcing it aside and driving the tip into the attacker’s chest or throat. Failing to counter-thrust into the attack would mean suffering a mortal wound. One of us must give ground.

Neither of us retreats.

‘How did he do it?’ I ask, the lethality of our proximity awakening my duellist’s instincts to their fullest. ‘How did Castilis make you fall in love with him?’

My tone of voice is as precise as any feint: genuine curiosity mixed with concern. Only in the hum of the final word do I let slip a note of derision. The tightness at the corners of Tazia’s mouth reassures me that the thrust is not so sharp as to enrage her, but it has cut her deeply enough to reveal something she’s been trying to hide from me: a disquiet whose nature I can’t yet fathom.

She retreats at last, stepping over the threshold of my mother’s private parlour into the wreckage of the family ballroom, where the debris from the elegant arched windows high above now litter the ground. They had been sloped to allow starlight to glitter on the oak dance floor.

‘It was here you played your trick on me,’ she says, her voice now merry. ‘Here, where our duella rivivendo must now bring back the old ghosts that they might give testimony to your perfidy.’

An odd turn of phrase, closely matching the line that opens the climax of Destiny’s Blood, one of my favourite sword romances when I was younger. I hadn’t known Tazia had read that one.

‘Let cross our blades, witch,’ says the broken-hearted pirate lass who has only now learned that the imposter who stole her identity and orchestrated her exile has murdered her father. She cunningly lures the witch back to the hovel she’d abandoned after her scheme had made her rich, then challenged her to a duel: ‘Let the old ghosts rise from their graves that at long last the living will hear testimony of thy perfidy.’

Now I think on it, Destiny’s Blood isn’t a particularly well-written book.

‘What crime did I commit, Tazia?’ I ask.

She’s not listening. She’s crossed the ballroom, twirling as though the marble floor was once again polished perfection beneath her feet, not stopping until she reaches the exact place where the two of us had climbed a ladder left behind by the men who’d strung my mother up to the ceiling, leaving her dangling next to the dead hummingbirds that once frolicked here.

‘What crime?’ I ask again, approaching her warily, my rapier in a low guard in case she turns and lunges.

‘Do you remember what Mother told us that night?’ she asks, still gazing up at the cobwebs. ‘The oath she made us swear?’

To call what Zephine, Viscountess of Vauquelin, the most brilliant, daring sword daughter of the noblest house in all of Rijou had managed to devise, all the while suspended from the ceiling as her life’s blood slowly dripped to the floor below . . . To refer to those words as an ‘oath’ was like bearing witness to a grand opera and calling it an amusing ditty. Even in her moment of soul-crushing anguish, my mother had understood that the single greatest danger remaining to her family was that Tazia and I would race from our home and challenge the Engueros to a duel – or worse, contrive some convoluted intrigue before we were ready. Instead, she’d commanded us to embrace defeat, to accept whatever terms we could, so long as Tazia, Farren and I would live.

‘Grow, my darlings,’ she’d said, after recounting every duelling principle of the Hummingbird Bible to us, somehow smiling in spite of the heartache and agony in which the Engueros had left her. ‘Grow strong. Grow wise.’ Then the smile had vanished. ‘Become the deadliest women this world has ever seen, and only when you have become so, return to this place: this place which adores savagery and despises decency. Come back when you’ve learned to be both savage and decent.’

‘It’s not possible!’ I’d sobbed, ashamed that I could still feel the pain of the wounds Spada had inflicted on me when I should only have been able to feel sorrow for my family and rage towards my enemies. ‘Savagery and decency are opposites – no one can be both at the same time!’

‘Don’t come back until you’ve found a way, my brave, terrible darlings. Only then can you save one another. Only then can you save my son.’

That was the oath Tazia and I had sworn to one another: that we would find a way to become both savage and decent in equal measure, then we would return to Rijou to save our brother.

‘Please,’ I whisper, the memory banishing my resentment, restoring my sanity. I drop my sword’s point. ‘Sister, we must stop now, before it’s too late. It doesn’t matter any more which of us is Kareline and which is Natazia. We both suffered the mines. We both endured exile and the unwanted attentions of—’

She’s still staring up at the cracked ceiling. When she shakes her head, the honey-blonde curls that are so like my own when I was a girl shiver as if she’s holding back laughter. ‘I’m going to marry Castilis. I told you before, he made me love him.’

‘How? How could a monster like him ever—?’

It’s as if a bowstring held too long is suddenly released. The savagery my mother demanded of us is hidden everywhere but in Tazia’s eyes, where the rage has become a living thing with weight and substance so hot I can already feel it burning my skin. When she takes her first step towards me, it’s all I can do not to flee back into the safety of the night. Too late, I discover that’s exactly what I should have done.

Tazia spins on her back heel before leaping into the air. Her left arm is outstretched like the wing of a hummingbird, the blade of her smallsword descending like that bird’s slender, elongated beak. She’s begun a tiero jetté, identical to the one I used against her when we were young, only hers is somehow more graceful. For an instant, I’m mesmerised by her. Tazia has become a more perfect version of the woman my younger self always aspired to be.

The spell is broken when I stumble back, too late to avoid the thrust that would pierce my heart, if that’s what she’d intended. It wasn’t, though; her target was far more intimate.

Blood begins to flow from the tiny, agonising cut on my upper lip, leaving a coppery flavour on my tongue.

‘Wh—?’ I can’t speak properly, even when I wipe the blood from my mouth, smearing it against the back of my hand. ‘Why did you do that?’

Now it’s my throat where I feel the tip of her smallsword resting, like a dog waiting for its mistress to unleash its bite.

‘Please,’ I beg her, burying my resentment, drowning my outrage so that all that is left is desperate need: the last plea from one sister to another, ‘don’t let them hurt Farren.’

‘I’d never let anyone hurt my brother. Never.’

I believe her – I have to. It’s the only way I can make peace with what’s to come. ‘I’m ready,’ I tell her.

She looks sad now, disappointed. Even though I’m the one with the cut lip, she presses hers together as if she’s trying to find the right words. In the end, she says, ‘There is nothing you could ever do, no crime you could ever commit, that would make me want to kill you. We aren’t blood, you and I, but some vows, some bonds, run deeper than blood.’

‘Then why—?’

‘He helped me remember,’ she says, removing the tip of her sword from my throat.

‘What?’

‘You asked how Castilis made me fall in love with him. He helped me remember who I was, what was taken from me. I don’t blame you, Tazia. It’s my fault as much as yours. That night when Spada beat me almost to death, I— Tazia, he made me understand that there was no version of myself that would ever be able to beat her.’ She raises the point of her smallsword again, just a little. ‘But you? You were always full of surprises.’ She holds up her other hand, palm out. ‘Like that time you stabbed me with that cheese knife, remember?’

‘Look at your hand, Tazia. You don’t have a scar.’

‘Scars heal.’

I hold up my left hand. ‘Then where did this one come from? Are you going to tell me that I just happened to get an identical wound while I was in the mines?’

‘No – I’m telling you there is no scar.’

I turn my hand, holding it up to my face. The light from the moon through the gaps in the ceiling is dim, but I should still be able to make out the faint line of that scar I’ve carried with me for almost ten years. I can’t see it, though. My vision is hazy. Everything has a blurry glow to it. My thumb goes to my lip, wiping away more blood. It doesn’t hurt any more because it’s gone numb, and the numbness is spreading.

‘You . . .’ My words are slurred, as if my tongue has been cut out. ‘You p-poisoned me.’

Her face has no expression. It’s a perfect white mask, haloed by whatever has affected my sight. The last of the strength in my limbs fades in wisps, like the smoke from a snuffed-out candle. The world tilts; the floor slams into the back of my head, though I barely feel it.

‘I tried to reason with you,’ she says, standing over me. There’s sorrow in her voice, but not regret. ‘You would have made me kill you, and I . . . I swore I’d kill as many people as it took to avenge our mother’s death and protect our brother’s future, but not you, Tazia. Never you.’

Lying here in the ruins of my family’s home, I stare up at the cracks and cobwebs, all that remain of a magnificent mosaic ceiling of hummingbirds catching stars in their beaks. My arms feel leaden. Despite the numbness everywhere else, my back hurts because a stone is pressing against my spine. My lip aches where Karel—

No! I scream in silence. It was Tazia. Tazia sliced my lip open with the tip of her smallsword.

She’s talking to someone now, though I can’t make out what they’re saying, for my hearing is almost gone.

‘It’s the medicine,’ says a voice from miles away, though a silhouette is taking form, looming over me and darkening the broken sky of the ceiling. That darkness grows and grows as he kneels closer. Soon, the last hummingbird is gone, banished by the featureless mask of Castilis Leander. He holds a cloth to my mouth. I try to turn away but he holds my jaw tight with his other hand. ‘Easy, poor girl. It’s just for the blood.’

He’s cleaning the blood from my lip. His head dips down and for a moment I think he’s about to kiss me, but he’s only inspecting my lip. Apparently he’s satisfied, because the last thing he says before rising to his feet and walking away is, ‘Perfect.’

My sister takes his place. She kneels and lifts my hand in hers, holding it gently – while with the fingernails of her other, she pushes at the wound on my lip, making it bleed again. Her honey-blonde hair frames a face that isn’t featureless any more. It’s a mirror. I’m staring into a mirror, expecting to find a ghost staring back at me, but instead the face I see is full of life and certainty. It’s the face of a woman who’s come home at last.

I’m the ghost looking back from the mirror.

‘Everything’s going to be all right,’ she whispers. ‘Farren will be safe. He’s going to grow up to become the greatest scholar son in Rijou’s history. The Engueros will pay for what they did to our family. Our mother will be avenged.’

The surge of relief inside me is so profound I want to weep, though the poison won’t let me. ‘I knew it,’ I mumble, as though all my teeth were gone. ‘I knew you would never betray us.’

‘Sleep now,’ she tells me. ‘And when you wake, the fever will begin to break. No matter how long it takes, Castilis has promised to make you better. Even if it takes years, I’ll never give up on you.’ I can’t see her smile, but I hear it in her voice. ‘I need you by my side, mine girl.’


INTERLUDE

AMNUS VICENDI

Amnus Vicendi stood facing the back wall of his office, staring at what lay behind the black curtain his clients assumed hid a broken window he hadn’t the funds to repair. The deconsecrated monks’ tower was the only space he could afford in the carto legaris, a source of amusement for his wealthy competitors. If they could see what he kept behind that curtain, they wouldn’t laugh at him ever again. They would deem him a madman or a genius – or a traitor.

Amnus considered himself no more nor less than an advocate: an officer of the courts of Rijou. That the courts he served were proven utterly corrupt by the coloured strings linking his hand-drawn sigils of various houses to listings of recent trials, which were then connected to the magistrates overseeing those cases, in no way altered his devotion to the law. But if anyone, seeing this wall, managed to decode his map of verdicts and participants, Vicendi had no doubt he would be dead in less than a heartbeat, and the perpetrators of the vilest conspiracy in Rijou’s tarnished legal history would see their efforts rewarded for generations to come.

Amnus Vicendi had never meant to study the law. His youthful ambitions had been artistic in nature; he’d wanted to be a painter. He’d longed to find beautiful places far from the walls of Rijou where he could set up his easel, choose among the tiny precious pots of oils those which would best mirror what his eyes and heart saw before him and let his brush bring the scene to life upon his canvas. Alas, for all his ability to see beauty, he’d had no talent for reproducing it; his lacklustre brushstrokes and inaccurate charcoals rendered even a bowl of fruit inedible to the eye.

Sculpture would have suited him well enough, but his early attempts were – in the words of the private tutor who’d taken every penny Vicendi had laboriously saved up for his instruction – noteworthy only in how monstrously he carved his subjects, whether in clay or stone.

He had no ear for music, two left feet for dancing, and his love poems, had he performed them in public, would have significantly reduced the birth rate in Rijou.

The price for his wasted efforts in securing himself a place in the world of the arts was being sentenced by his father to three years of legal training at a middling academy which rarely produced anything other than low-level court clerks and barely literate notaries.

However, something unexpected occurred during those interminable classes delivered by bored lecturers to somnambulant pupils: Amnus Vicendi had found himself.

The law, he quickly discovered, required both a disciplined mind and a passionate heart. The intricacies of judicial procedure and frequently contradictory legal precedents demanded focus and attention, paired with a willingness to abandon sleep for days at a time while pouring through antiquated tomes and public registries. The courtroom itself was a battlefield of the heart rather than the mind. Magistrates listened to the rumblings of the audience more than to the arguments of prosecutors and advocates. To be successful, one needed a judicious blend of reason and passion, testimony drawn out of witnesses not as a recitation of events, but as a story, one as compelling as any heroic saga. Facts couldn’t simply be presented: they needed to be applied like paints upon a canvas, mixed together to create a thousand different hues.

The practice of law, Amnus found to his unexpected delight, was an art form. The pursuit of justice was an act of faith, not in gods and saints, but in the ultimate humanity of one’s fellow citizens.

In his early years, advocating for those wronged by the rich and powerful, Vicendi had considered himself a paladin of that faith. He’d lost as many cases as he won, but he’d become a bit of a legend among fellow practitioners who generally settled every dispute by accepting whatever terms the more powerful party demanded, or who gave up the law entirely.

However, something had changed in the past few months: magistrates were holding themselves less and less accountable to legal precedent, or even to the black letter of the law itself. The Court of Coins had become a machine for the extraction of exorbitant debts and fines from those who couldn’t afford them and should never have been fined in the first place. Indenture, once a rare and entirely temporary punishment, had become commonplace, and any foolish enough to appeal their wholly unjust sentence were shown to the Court of Blades, where butchers like Dazidier Enguero made bloody examples of them. The courtrooms where Vicendi had once found his true calling had become a foreign land where the only arguments that mattered were delivered inside a velvet gem pouch or with the edge of a sword blade.

The source of this legal plague wasn’t difficult to find. He could trace every corrupted verdict on his wall along the strings, past the markers for bribed magistrates and prosecutors, through financial intermediaries, from perjured plaintiffs to entire businesses created solely to move monies anonymously from one hand to another.

And they all came back to the same place: the chalk drawing of a swan.

Castilis Leander was perverting Rijou’s courts, a feat Vicendi wouldn’t have thought possible even six months ago. Now, that soulless monster was on the cusp of winning a seat among the Ascendant Twelve. Once the Court of Chalices returned the Vauquelin shipping charter to his new bride, he’d be able to wield her added influence to even greater effect in his foul schemes.

Worse still, Castilis had captured Lady Consequence, the only person Vicendi had ever met who wasn’t afraid of the Swan Princeling.

And he was powerless to help her.

‘I demand a writ of judicial enquiry!’ he’d told the magistrates of the Court of Chains, claiming his right as an advocate to an investigation into his missing client’s whereabouts. The fees expected by the constables were enormous, but he’d offered his equity in the monks’ tower. The constables had agreed and joined his appeal for the writ, enabling them to enter any place where they had reasonable grounds to believe Lady Consequence might be being held. The Court of Chains had swiftly denied the request.

‘We find the evidence you have presented speculative at best,’ said the chief magistrate, holding up the witness testimony Vicendi had compiled as though he’d actually bothered to read it.

‘The submission of interrogatory evidence is a formality only,’ Vicendi reminded the three magistrates. ‘I need only show that Lady Consequence is my client and swear an oath avowing my good-faith belief that her life is in jeopardy.’

‘A common enough interpretation of the statute,’ the magistrate on the right had conceded, flicking one of the curls of her silver-powdered wig over her ear. ‘But this court does not consider itself constrained by legal conventions that have gone untested for far too long.’

‘Indeed,’ the fellow on the left had said, chuckling jovially as if they were all sharing a drink at the local tavern rather than debating the possible kidnapping and torture of a citizen of Rijou. ‘How can we be sure that your “good-faith belief” is genuine, eh?’ He patted his belly. ‘I have a “good-faith belief” that beer and sweetcakes promote vigorous health. My wife disagrees.’

‘Hysteria, more likely,’ the chief magistrate had countered, though it wasn’t entirely clear what he was disputing until he turned his attention back to Vicendi, staring down at him from his elevated throne and wagging a finger disapprovingly. ‘You’re a fellow known for hysterics, Advocate Vicendi. It’s my opinion that you are grossly overstating this concern of yours for this woman, Lady—’ He turned to the magistrate on his right. ‘What was her name again?’

‘You’ll find it on the writ of enquiry,’ Vicendi said.

‘Watch your tone with me, boy,’ the chief magistrate warned him.

‘There now,’ said his silver-wigged colleague, patting the chief’s arm. ‘Perhaps the lad’s fallen in love with Lady Consequence. She was certainly striking when I saw her at the Swan Revel the other night.’

‘Perhaps we should consult with the clerks,’ said the big-bellied magistrate on the other side. ‘Does infatuation constitute a good-faith belief?’

Vicendi had kept his mouth shut for most of this farce, but they’d gone too far and he was done playing the jester. ‘Is that your final decision, Eminences?’ he asked.

‘It is,’ said the chief magistrate, without so much as looking at the other two for confirmation.

Vicendi signalled to the lead constable to depart with his squad before turning back to the trio of magistrates. ‘Then I will thank you for your kind attention to this matter, and the wise counsel you have given me. The names and details you have provided will be most useful, I believe, in uncovering the location of Lady Consequence.’

‘What the devils are you on about?’ demanded the chief magistrate. ‘We have given you no such information!’

Vicendi produced his notebook from the pocket inside his threadbare black half cloak. He thumbed through the pages until he found one inscribed with the names of several retainers from noble houses and certain embarrassing legal rulings which had, as yet, not been publicly revealed. ‘Where else could I have garnered these confidential details about House Duvrier? House Hubrise? Oh, and these rather entertaining anecdotes regarding House Leander?’

‘You think you can blackmail us?’ demanded the female magistrate. ‘You’d leak confidential court records and attribute their release to us?’

‘Put him in chains!’ cried the chief magistrate, although there were no wardens in the chamber.

‘What I think,’ Vicendi replied, putting the notebook back in the pocket of his cloak, ‘is that the houses I have mentioned won’t devote any more effort to investigating the authenticity of the leaks than you have shown in this hearing. What I know is that should Lady Consequence come to harm, I will make sure your names are attached to some very embarrassing revelations about individuals who will, I’m sure, find ways to discuss their concerns with you in more private accomodations where Court Wardens won’t venture.’

He gave a curt bow before turning to make his way out of the chambers, stopping only to turn and add, ‘Fear not, though, Eminences. After your disappearances, I will be sure to file a writ of enquiry demanding that you be found. I can only hope whoever hears the request won’t attribute my “good-faith belief” in the danger to your fine selves to mere hysteria.’

The ploy hadn’t altered the magistrates’ decision, of course; all Vicendi could do was ensure none of them told Castilis Leander.

All that was left was to tug on the one fragile thread available to him.

‘We agreed never to meet in public,’ she said, stepping into the monks’ tower for the first time. It was dark outside; no doubt she’d been waiting for nightfall before making her appearance.

Vicendi turned from the window, not sure if he’d be staring down the barrel of a pistol. If she did mean to harm him, he’d be utterly defenceless.

Mind you, he always was, in her presence.

‘Stop gawking at me like that, Amnus. It makes you look like you’re about to break out into song.’

He smiled, both at the jibe and because she was the only living person who ever called him Amnus. ‘I’ve warned you before, most gracious Lady, that your beauty is grounds for a defence of mesmerism and any sane magistrate would instantly charge you with incitement to poetry.’

The smirk Syldia Leander returned him was so lopsided as to be bordering on awkward. He had never seen that expression on her face in public; in front of everyone else, she was flawless. With him, she was perfect. He hadn’t appreciated the difference between those two concepts until he’d accidentally struck up a conversation with her outside of the Court of Blades some months ago, being so distracted by his notes that he hadn’t immediately realised with whom he’d been debating a tiny esoteric detail of court procedure. Days later, he found the card she’d slipped into his notebook, and thus had begun the strangest friendship of his entire life – and, without doubt, the most dangerous.

‘The time has come, Syldia,’ he said softly, worried that the wrong word would send her scurrying back to the brother she feared, despised and loved all at the same time. ‘You have to choose.’

She couldn’t hide the anxious twitch in her upper lip. ‘You expect me to choose an impoverished, suicidal, maddeningly ethical advocate over my own brother? My own future? You haven’t shown the courage even to try to kiss me, yet you expect me to risk my life for you?’

Vicendi shook his head, his back straightening. Women of all kinds flummoxed him, the beautiful ones most of all – but not Syldia. For reasons passing understanding, when in the presence of the most beautiful woman in Rijou, Amnus Vicendi always found his voice. ‘It’s not me you’re choosing, Syldia, and you know that. What Castilis is planning . . . it’s monstrous. It’s far beyond any other crime he’s ever committed.’

She walked towards him, the swaying of her hips an effortless intoxication. She wasn’t trying to manipulate him, but seduction was a kind of instinct with her – with Castilis, too, carved into their psyches by their father, the heinous Shiballe Leander.

‘Castilis won’t kill me,’ she said, standing so close he could smell the faint hint of liquor masked by mint leaves on her breath. ‘Killing me would be a mercy, and he is never merciful to those who betray him.’

I’ll protect you, Vicendi wanted to tell her. I’ll challenge him to a duel. I’ll kill him in cold blood. Those would be lies, of course, since Vicendi was no duellist and Castilis Leander would never allow anyone the opportunity to challenge him in the first place. Neither could Vicendi promise to take Syldia away from Rijou to some safer duchy, not when Castilis had spent seven years sailing far across the sea simply to punish the duellist daughter of House Vauquelin for some slight no one but he could possibly understand. If Castilis did succeed in his bid to become duke – and if he thought even for a second that his sister had interfered in the most insignificant way in that endeavour – he would make of her mind and body such a testament to cruelty that the name Syldia would forever become synonymous with utter devastation and degradation.

‘I can’t protect you, Syldia,’ he said, taking her hands in his. ‘No one can. Either we succeed in bringing down Castilis and Spada and the rest of them, or it’s over for both of us.’

He felt her hands shaking before she took them away.

‘I brought you something,’ she said, removing a small leather-bound book from her coat, along with something smaller wrapped in pale yellow silk. ‘He keeps a sort of . . . journal.’

Vicendi opened the book to the first page, then read the second, and the third, awed and horrified by what he was seeing. This wasn’t a single person’s diary, but that of many. The entries hadn’t been written by Castilis, but by his victims – servants, rivals, even strangers – as a final testament before their deaths. In this perverse eulogy, every one of them praised him for his generosity in allowing them to die.

He flipped to the back, where he found the last words written by Shiballe Leander, the scrawl so jagged it could only have been made by a man with broken fingers and no eyes.

Bless you, my son,

Bless your wisdom,

Your brilliance,

Your wondrous, sublime kindness.

Hold the blade steady for me,

That I may sheath it in my throat,

Where it has always belonged.

Vicendi closed the book. His own hands were shaking now. ‘How could he . . . ? Why would Castilis keep a record of his crimes written in the hands of his own victims? With this, no magistrate could avoid convicting him of torture and murder!’

Syldia was fighting to hold back tears. ‘You don’t understand, Amnus. He wants that book to be found one day, when he’s finished with all of us. He wants everyone to know exactly who he is. He wants them to worship him in spite of what he’s done. He can’t . . . he’s never been able to recognise love, only utter and complete devotion.’ She pressed his hands around the book. ‘If somehow he fails in his final gambit, if by some miracle Valiana is crowned Duchess of Rijou, then this may be enough to make his allies in the Ascendant Houses and his lackeys on the courts find their consciences. If not . . .’

Vicendi followed her gaze to the other item. He watched as she unwrapped the yellow silk to reveal a small knife with a hilt shaped like neck of a swan and a razor-sharp blade.

‘My mother killed herself with this knife, but only after my father allowed her to. Only after he was done with her.’ She handed the knife to Vicendi. ‘I don’t want to wait that long.’

‘Syldia . . .’

‘No, Amnus. This is the price. This is how you repay me for the book. If we fail to bring down my brother, you have to swear that your last act in this life will be to take mine.’

‘If you truly wanted to die, Syldia, you would ha—’

‘I tried!’ she cried out, almost shrieking. ‘I’ve tried a dozen times, Amnus.’ She brought her empty hand up and for an instant he thought she might slap him. Instead, she slammed her palm against the side of her head, again and again. ‘There’s something wrong with me that stops me from hurting myself. I think . . . I think Castilis may have done something to me, years ago. There are gaps in my memories, Amnus – nights I don’t remember. I know you think it’s because I drink so much, but it’s not. I drink because it’s the only way to stop myself from going insane.’

Vicendi, who’d never found himself lost for words in court, suddenly couldn’t think of what to say. To the rest of the world, Syldia Leander was the product of privilege and inconceivable good fortune – born rich, beautiful and adored, resented by those few who weren’t desperate to attract her attention. If anyone knew the truth, they would realise she was a terrified, miserable creature, unable to escape the Hell that was life inside the Swan Palace. Vicendi wondered if he was the only person alive who knew both things were true, and that neither could possibly encompass the true Syldia: the woman who’d been kept in a cage her entire life, but whose spirit refused to be held captive.

To say that out loud would sound trite and forced, the sort of glib admiration indistinguishable from the pathetic wooing of those hundreds of would-be lovers, so all he could do was take the knife from her, making a silent, vile promise that he would have to keep, because the alternative was so much worse.

She left him there, holding a book of atrocities in one hand and the means to enact the final one in the other. Before she walked away, though, she kissed him for the first time.

It was, he suspected, also the last.


PART the sixth

THE VENDETTA DUEL

[image: A sword separates a bird and a gauntlet clutching a glove from a burning castle. A banner across the bottom reads: Duella Vendeto.]


No duel is undertaken in isolation; it is only one front among many in a war fought across generations. The final gasp of a dying opponent is but a single breath stolen from those houses who would seek to test you in future. Let them wheeze and pant, these undeclared and unseen foes. Let the air freeze in their lungs every time they witness the patient, inexorable destruction of your enemies until, when their turn comes to face you in the duelling circle, they discover they can no longer breathe at all.

P.96 of The Falcon Manifesto,

hereditary duelling protocols of House Enguero


Chapter 56

Bed of Bones

I wake in a room I’ve never seen, yet recognise instantly. Plain, perfectly smooth grey walls tilt towards the centre of the expanse, and wherever I look, the floor slopes down. The effect is both disturbing and disorienting. In one corner stands a tall cabinet painted the same grey, making it hard to distinguish from the wall. A candle inside the room’s sole lantern flickers. I’m splayed out upon an asymmetrically star-shaped cot, each of my limbs bound to an iron shackle. My neck is held in place by a collar that makes it nearly impossible to turn my head.

‘It’s called a spaokretadi,’ Castilis informs me. I hadn’t even noticed him standing beside me. ‘Awkward-sounding word, isn’t it? It means “bone-bed”.’ He reaches down to turn one of the dozen or so cranks beneath the strange apparatus and the section behind my shoulder blades rises, forcing me to arch my back. ‘Its original purpose was to keep a patient in specific positions for extended periods to facilitate the mending of broken bones and minimise the risk of them healing crooked. Later, a more ingenious user found it equally efficacious when combined with certain drugs and conversational methodologies to induce a sense of alienation between the patient and their own body.’

‘Is this what you did to Tazia?’ I asked. ‘Is this how you broke her mind?’

His hand smooths the hair from my face before he pinches my lip between his thumb and forefinger. ‘Kareline, you mean.’

My voice is hoarse, but that’s something I’d grown used to in the dusty shafts of Domas Lacrima. I’d learned the skill of enunciating my words to make them come out clear as a bell. ‘I. Am. Kareline. Vauquelin.’

There’s a stool next to the bone-bed. Castilis releases my lip and sits. Resting one elbow on his knee and his chin on the palm of his hand, he asks, ‘Is that all we are? Names stitched onto bodies? What if it turned out your entire life was an amusing case of mistaken identities? What if some servant had mixed up two babies in the nursery and you were never Kareline Vauquelin at all?’

I shoot him Lady Consequence’s most disarming smile, even though it makes the cut on my lip hurt more. ‘Ah, I see what bewilders you, Baronet Leander. You confuse a name with an identity.’

‘How so?’

‘Well, a name is little more than a word or two, easily mixed up, just as easily altered. An identity, however, is one’s history. I can call myself whatever I please, but doing so doesn’t reverse the decisions and deeds that make up my past and brought me to my present. So when I tell you that I am Kareline Vauquelin, what I’m really saying is that I’m the girl who frolicked among hummingbirds as a child, who learned to fence not only from her mother and the finest swordmasters in the city, but also by observing the way those hummingbirds darted about in unpredictable ways. When I say that name aloud, it is because I’m the sister who once stood over the sick bed of a boy who, the doctors informed my mother, would forever be defective and shouldn’t be allowed to live. It was Kareline Vauquelin’s fist which broke their jaws, even though doing so shattered the bones in my right hand so badly I couldn’t hold a sword for three whole months. Mine is the face and body that carries the scars left behind by Spada Enguero’s wooden sword the night she beat me almost to death. That is why, when you die for the crime of orchestrating the massacre of my family, you will know that the woman who killed you truly was Kareline Vauquelin.’

Castilis makes a show of glancing about the grey room. How many men and women have suffered and died in this private Hell of his during the months since he returned to Rijou? Has he been hiding Tazia here this entire time? And where was he keeping her before?

At last he notices that I am still here. ‘Did you know that my father had this room built specifically for my mother?’ he asks.

I’d heard rumours of what Shiballe Leander had done to his first wife before finally acceding to her pleas to be allowed to die. He’d later married her younger sister, Marsina, who better suited his particular . . . predilections.

‘She was sick,’ Castilis says wistfully, then gives a small, wry smile. ‘Mad, really. No point in pretending otherwise. Father spent a small fortune searching for a physician who could help her, even bringing a scholar from a far-off land’ – Castilis taps the arm of the bone-bed – ‘to pursue a more exotic course of treatment.’

He rises from his stool and strolls about the mesmerically imperfect perimeter of the room. It gives me a headache just to watch.

‘The walls and the odd shapes and angles aren’t as random as you might think,’ he tells me, stroking the smooth surfaces as he walks. ‘It’s a unique geometric pattern which, according to this scholar, disrupts the ways our minds make sense of proportion and distance. Stare at these walls long enough and you can give yourself vertigo.’ I hear him sigh quietly. ‘I find it rather soothing, actually.’

‘You should try the bed,’ I tell him, straining to relieve the pressure between my shoulder blades.

He ignores the jibe and walks to the cabinet. The collar around my neck prevents me from turning my head enough to see what he’s doing, but I hear the quiet clinking of glass vials. A scent begins to fill the room, revealing the presence of a candle or brazier. My eyes fill with tears; my heart starts to race. The sensation isn’t so much like intoxication as . . . drowning.

When he returns, he’s holding a vial, along with an unction blade whose narrow fluting down the centre glistens with a milky pink oil. ‘You were wrong about our identities being tied to our actions. There’s no history inside this room – no past, no future. In this grey void, there is no such concept as time. The world – your world – is only as big or small as I decide it shall be. Your mind, your thoughts, your self, exist only when I choose to look at you. The entirety of your existence contains only that which I tell you is true and that which I tell you is false.’

In the mines of Domas Lacrima, it wasn’t only one’s body which suffered abuse. Traumas of the mind were a daily affair. When the overseers weren’t tormenting you, your fellow prisoners took up the cause. The times when I was caught alone, without the old woman there to protect me, I’d endured by reliving the helplessness I’d experienced at the sight of my mother strung up from the ceiling of our home, knowing that nothing my captors did to me could ever match the soul-destroying helplessness I’d felt that night. Strange how a memory so awful could give one strength, even hope.

Today, though, recalling those horrors made me laugh. ‘I have been to Hell, Castilis Leander. I spent seven years there. What are you to me but one more petty devil I need endure until, like every other devil, you fall back down into the pits where you belong?’

There’s nothing I can do but watch him press the unction blade into my vein. I feel the foul concoction entering my bloodstream. ‘I promised her I would cure you,’ he says absently, as if he’s talking to himself. ‘Honestly, I’d find it more entertaining to sit here and listen to you keep lying to yourself.’ He draws the blade from my flesh and places it on a small metal shelf mounted to the underside of the bone-bed. ‘Alas, one cannot in good conscience refuse one’s bride. I’ve only myself to blame, I suppose; I asked her what she wanted as a wedding gift.’

‘Really?’ My words are already slurring from the poison. ‘I already know what I’m giving her as a wedding present. It’ll come wrapped in a coffin.’

‘I’d already promised her Farren, of course,’ Castilis goes on, no longer paying attention to me. ‘He’s settling nicely into his rooms upstairs. I’ve hardly seen my lovely fiancée these past two days, for she dotes on him endlessly, helping him understand the unfortunate mental disorder that’s befallen you.’ His gaze returns to the bone-bed. ‘You never really questioned it, did you?’

My thoughts are becoming so scattered, I can’t even work out what he’s talking about. I try to rattle the iron shackle around my wrist, but I can’t. I’m paralysed. Apparently, Castilis doesn’t require my participation in this first step in breaking down my mind.

‘Why would Kareline Vauquelin – a girl who was, let’s face it, not exactly a generous soul – volunteer to consign herself to almost certain death in a prison mine? She was vastly more capable of leveraging a marriage to Baronet Urvadel, taking control of his businesses and then returning to restore her house and enact revenge on her family’s enemies. Why would she trade places with Natazia when doing so risked any possible chance she had of victory?’

‘Sh-Sh—’

He places a hand over my mouth. ‘Please don’t try to speak. The drool is unsightly. No doubt what you were going to say was that Natazia had sworn a hundred times that she’d kill herself before she ever returned to Domas Lacrima, right?’ He leans closer, examining my eyes once more, looking satisfied this time. ‘That was the clue, silly. That was how you were supposed to fix yourself once you escaped.’

Tazia had said much the same thing in the ruins of our family home. I stare up at Castilis through blurring eyes. His silhouette shifts and shivers, blending in with the greyness as if he and the room are one and the same. When his hand releases my mouth, I feel unmoored, floating alone in a sea of endless grey in which even the idea of dry land is growing more distant. Castilis Leander ceases to be a person at all. He’s a . . . a feeling that’s all around me, slipping inside me. I sense rather than hear Castilis walking away from me, abandoning me to this place that isn’t a place at all, where time only exists when he tells me so, and where the past is nothing but a memory losing its shape because there’s nothing left of the truth to hold it together.

‘Don’t cry, Natazia,’ he says. ‘It’s greedy. My fiancée allowed you to pretend to be her for seven years. Now she wants her name back.’


Chapter 57

The Second Voyage

Five Years Earlier . . .

My second sea voyage was very different from my first. I no longer spent my days savouring the salty ocean air in the highest crow’s nest, spreading my arms wide like a bird in flight. There was no more sneaking from my cabin at night to drift across the deck like a shadow, keeping myself hidden from the crew so I could delight in their arcane labours, keeping a ship afloat and on course.

Such frivolous frolicking suited a mine girl given her first taste of a freedom that could only be found at sea, not the heir to an Ascendant House – not the woman whose destiny called upon her to rebuild her strength so she could rescue her beloved brother before his nineteenth birthday, which would otherwise herald his swift journey to the grave. No, Kareline Vauquelin would need to spend every hour studying the arts of intrigue and perfecting her sword skills, with the help of the only man alive who could give her the vengeance she craved above all else.

And the fact that Kareline and Castilis were falling in love and would one day be married? That would make for an even more perfect storybook ending.

‘You seem troubled, my dear,’ he said, coming up behind me as I practised my smallsword envelopments against my own shadow on the foredeck. Castilis didn’t move silently; his footsteps were easy to make out against those of the rest of the crew. Why, then, did I never notice his approach until he spoke?

‘Troubled?’ I asked, performing a passable – yet far too slow – counter-clockwise double-envelopment with a twist. Performed perfectly and with greater speed, it could not only take an opponent’s blade out of line, but break their grip on the hilt, rendering them weaponless. I’d spent months working through every aspect of my swordplay, refining it, forcing myself to abandon the more aggressive, almost feral habits into which I’d somehow fallen, despite having rarely picked up a smallsword since the bloody night of the Swan Revel two years ago.

Castilis stopped just behind me, one hand touching the back of my neck. I shivered. He chuckled lightly, in a way that suggested my reaction revealed sensual arousal at his touch.

Was that what it was? I wondered, noticing the tip of my smallsword trembling. Arousal? I shook myself free from the question. Of course it was arousal. How could it not be? Castilis had not only rescued me from that brute Urvadel, but he was the most handsome man I’d ever seen. We’d spent almost a year sailing together, visiting one island after another on our lazy journey to wherever it was we were going, and we were growing closer every single day. I’d never felt so at ease, as if part of him were filling me up inside, pushing away the fears and doubts which had plagued me for so long. When Castilis was near, I didn’t wonder how to react or what to say. I didn’t care about blurting out something foolish in front of the crew or failing to appreciate a witty remark. His presence set me free of such worries. Around him, I always knew how to behave. Someday soon, Castilis and I would become lovers, a day I longed for.

‘It’s your sword practice,’ he said, resting his chin on my shoulder, hand gliding along the back of my sword arm until he held my wrist gently between his thumb and forefinger. ‘You’re wanting for an opponent.’

‘There’s no one on the ship who knows how to fence with a smallsword,’ I reminded him boldly. Castilis liked it when I was bold, yet still I felt my body tensing.

‘No one indeed,’ he admitted, and I could breathe again. Then I felt his thumb and forefinger squeeze my wrist just below the bone. ‘And yet, fencing formless shadows is holding you back. You need to visualise an opponent.’

‘An imaginary one?’ I asked.

I felt his silver-blond hair twitch against my right ear as he shook his head. ‘A memory. Surely you have memories of sufficiently talented smallsword fencers upon which to draw?’

Spada Enguero was the deadliest swordswoman to ever hold a blade. Castilis was right: if I could perfectly summon my memories of all the times I’d seen her fight, I could—

‘No,’ he said, though I hadn’t given voice to my thoughts. His jawbone dug into my shoulder. He must have guessed what I was thinking. ‘You’re not ready for Spada.’ He spoke gently, yet there was reproach in his tone. It was very important to him that I recognise my limitations, my weaknesses.

Good advice, given what happened to Kareline when she—

My legs went limp. Castilis made no move to catch me and I fell hard to my knees upon the deck.

‘There now,’ he said, not even bending down to see if I was all right. ‘It’s a painful thing to remember, no doubt. Spada beat you almost to death that night. It’s no wonder the humiliation disables you when you recall what happened.’

Yes, I thought, steadying my breath to slow my heartbeat, the pain went deeper than the cuts and bruises, even the broken bones. It was an injury to my spirit. Defeat, humiliation . . . only . . . it didn’t feel like my humiliation. It felt like fear for someone else. Fear for—

‘Oh my poor darling,’ said Castilis, only now kneeling beside me. ‘You’re having one of your episodes, aren’t you?’

I heard the familiar rustle of cloth sliding from the pocket of his coat and the clink of a tiny vial, followed by the scent of black cardamom, lilies and the extract of redcurrants. The aroma was sweeter this time. Castilis was always tweaking his formulations.

‘Here,’ he said, handing it to me.

I took the cloth from him, the perfume like an old friend dropping by for a visit. I was eager to press the soft dampness to my face, to tumble headlong into that hazy embrace, and yet I hesitated. That memory of Spada Enguero beating me half to death in the Swan Gardens as I fought to protect my family . . . I remembered turning to see Tazia there, tears streaming down her face. A sudden ache came to my left thigh, a burning sensation like the grazing of a lead ball shot from a wheellock pistol. But I’d never been shot – had I?

‘Let me help you,’ Castilis said, his fingers guiding the cloth to my mouth and nose. ‘Inhale, Kareline.’

I hesitated, but rather than force me, he brought his mouth close to my ear and breathed in deeply, which somehow made me do the same. The scent from the cloth became a tingling in my nostrils that spread to my lungs, then my jaw. I had to remind myself not to grit my teeth too hard.

‘How do you feel?’ he asked, immediately adding, ‘Delightful, isn’t it?’

‘Yes,’ I agreed. ‘It feels wonderful. I think I should enjoy a nap now.’

Castilis placed his hands under my elbows and helped me stand, then bent down again to retrieve my smallsword, which he placed back in my hand. ‘No time for idle naps, my love. You have sword practice, remember?’

‘Yes, but I—’

He ran his hands over my body, adjusting my posture, extending my sword arm. His fingertips traced a line beneath my right thigh until my front knee was bent at just the right angle. His every touch was sensual in a way that I couldn’t understand. It was like my nerves were being awakened, even as my thoughts fragmented and faded away.

‘Now, you were thinking of an opponent to practise your envelopments against, weren’t you?’ he asked.

‘I . . . Yes, but then you said . . .’

He nodded approvingly. ‘That’s right. You were thinking of the perfect opponent. Someone not quite so skilled as you, but with whom you always enjoyed fencing. Who was it?’

‘Ka— Natazia? I was remembering Natazia.’

He laughed. ‘The mine girl? Well, she certainly was a feral little creature, wasn’t she?’ He stepped back. ‘Go on, then. Show me how you’d fight her. Let the mine girl be your opponent from now on. Let her teach you how to strip your enemies of their weapons as you will later strip them of their dignity and make them your slaves.’

Slaves.

An odd choice of word. Slavery was illegal in Tristia. Although, I supposed, glancing westwards over the starboard side, it might be perfectly acceptable wherever we were.

‘Where are we going?’ I asked.

Castilis patted my sword hand, not answering until I was well underway practising my envelopments against my phantom Tazia. She, in turn, was intent on fencing more in my style than her own, which increased the complexity, and somehow, my enjoyment of our imaginary bout.

‘There’s an archipelago some eight hundred leagues to the south of Tristia,’ Castilis began, ‘home to a remarkable nation. Unlike our own primitive homeland, they aren’t ruled by rich men or warrior brutes or even through bloodlines. They are governed by a geniocracy: brilliant philosophers, whose positions are determined by the perfection of their arguments, guide their nation’s development. Epistemologists and logicians, geometers and ontologists . . .’

‘How strange that I haven’t heard of them,’ I said, dropping the point of my smallsword to avoid Tazia’s rather cunning attempt to duplicate my customary beat on the inside line.

‘Few in Tristia even recognise the Arkayan Archipelago as a nation. On most maps, it’s shown as part of the Southern Isles, ignoring the fact that their civilisation predates ours by . . . Well, as it happens, it was the Arkayans who founded Tristia in the first place.’

‘Really?’ I asked, trying to sound as if I were interested in his answer. Mostly, I was focused on my bout with Tazia, whose insistence on trying to fence like me, rather than herself, was beginning to irritate me.

‘Three hundred years ago, an Arkayan mission brought tens of thousands of people to Tristia, forging them into a nation which would prevent the Avarean barbarians to the west of our little continent from growing too powerful and one day creating a fleet which might threaten the Arkayans.’

I performed a double lunge, first targeting Tazia’s right thigh, then her belly. She caught the second lunge in an envelopment that was definitely my sort of envelopment. Why did she insist on mimicking me? When I scowled my disapproval at her, she stuck her tongue out at me, then quickly glanced right and left, as if making sure there was no one overhearing her. She made a shape with her mouth. A word.

‘I can’t hear you,’ I said.

‘I said, the Arkayan plan was ingenious,’ Castilis repeated, too enthused by his story to be annoyed at my failure to pay attention. ‘They literally created a nation out of whole cloth whose sole purpose was to prevent the ascendance of an entirely different country that might one day threaten their interests.’

Tazia whispered the word again, more intently, and although I couldn’t hear her, I now understood what she was saying.

Yes, I thought. There’s something in that word: something he can’t take away from us because he’s incapable of understanding its meaning.

‘Weren’t the first people to set foot on Tristia brought as slaves?’ I asked.

My phantom Tazia nodded approvingly. Keep up the pretence. If you resist, he’ll know it. He wants to fill your mind with his own thoughts, so you need to hide in the empty spaces between. Dig your way deeper, little mine girl, into the shafts where the darkness is so absolute he won’t be able to see you.

‘Indeed, bondage is the natural state of Tristians,’ Castilis agreed, coming to embrace me from behind.

His arms felt strong, vibrant. I could feel a hardness in his crotch against my buttocks. His right hand slid up my shirt to cup my left breast. His thumb and forefinger pinched through the linen fabric to stroke my nipple. No one had ever done that to me before. Only . . . they must have. I had practised such foreplay with boys and girls when I was younger because it would be useful in manipulating them later on. Why did the sensations feel so unfamiliar now?

‘The Arkayans aren’t just masters of philosophy,’ Castilis whispered, in between nibbling at my ear. ‘They have mastered the intricacies of the human mind. They have devised ways to shape the course of entire civilisations.’ The tip of his tongue traced the inner curve of my earlobe. ‘The way I am shaping you – perfecting you. You want to be perfect, don’t you, Natazia?’

‘Kareline,’ I said, my breath shallow. ‘I’m Kareline.’

He kissed the back of my neck and his left hand drifted down until his finger was gently stroking the front of my trousers between my legs. ‘Not yet. You’re resisting me because Kareline is still part of you. That’s the trick, you see? We must rid you of your memories of her entirely so that you can become her.’

But I could barely hear him any more because the insistent pressure of his fingers between my legs had caused me to start shuddering uncontrollably.

It was the first time I’d ever experienced an orgasm.


Chapter 58

No One of Consequence

Castilis is lying, I tell myself over and over in those brief moments when my mind breaks through the surface of this grey ocean in which he’s drowning me. He’s poisoning your body with his drugs, confounding your mind with his words. That’s his talent, his gift.

Each time he visits the Grey Room, he infects me with more of his concoctions, all the while telling me stories about my life – only, it’s not my life, it’s Tazia’s, things he could only have learned from her as he was poisoning her mind into believing she’s me. But why then, as I lie shackled to the bone-bed, fighting to hold onto my own memories, do my thoughts keep straying back to places that feel so familiar, but with tiny, subtle changes that alter their meaning? Why is my own mind contriving to do my enemy’s bidding?

‘This is your home now,’ announced one of the burly overseers. He towered above us, his bulk partially obscuring the gaping black maw that led into the mines. It took all the training I’d received as a proper young lady of Rijou not to shake before him, rattling the chains joining my wrists and ankles, as the other prisoners did. I was the youngest, only fourteen years old, and for three of those years, I had come precious close to making myself forget that I’d spent the first eleven in Hell.

‘This is your home,’ he repeated. ‘It will free you of your fine manners and break those pretty faces of yours until there is nothing in the darkness below that you will fear so much as a mirror. You’ll forget where you were born, but you’ll always know you’ll die right here.’ He swung an arm behind him towards the mine’s entrance. ‘At home.’

I remained silent, as I had learned both from my time as the second daughter of a noble house and before that as a cur in tattered rags who’d never seen the sun outside these mine shafts. The overseer leaned forward to peer down at me, his eyes narrowing. ‘You been here before, ain’t ya?’

I shook my head. ‘No, sir.’

Despite how young I was, despite the long night of terrors that had culminated with my return to this place, my voice was clear and strong. Convincing. It was hard to believe I was the same girl who’d once left this place holding the hand of a wealthy viscountess, purchased as a companion for her children who would, one day, miraculously, call me sister. Had it not been for those wondrous three years living a life so different from the one for which I was now destined, I would have remembered never to lie to an overseer.

The blow was sudden, sharp and meticulously delivered. The leather-wrapped iron rod kissed my left cheek like an overzealous lover, spinning my head a quarter-turn clockwise. The taste of copper filled my mouth and the unexpected presence of something small, hard and very sharp on my tongue told me that this first act of deception had cost me one of my back teeth.

‘What’s your name, girl?’ he asked. There wasn’t a trace of ire in his voice, nor of glee, either – as if such brutality could exist without the necessity of cruelty.

‘I am . . . I’m . . . Kareline Vauq—’

The second blow was exactly as vicious as the first, no more, no less. This time it came to my right cheek, and the price for speaking the truth was a second tooth.

‘What is your name, girl?’ the overseer asked again.

I took a second to consider my reply, but not more than that, for fear that hesitation would have its own price. Having no better answer to give, I said, ‘I am no one, sir. No one of consequence.’

The overseer smiled and bent his knees so that he could reach down and gently pinch my chin before motioning for me to enter the mine shaft behind him. ‘Go on in then, little one. No one’s come home.’

I hear Castilis’ laughter drowning out the echoes of my own words. I was speaking aloud all that time, recounting the time when—

No.

No, that never happened.

I was sixteen when I went to the mines, and they weren’t familiar to me at all. I’d never even visited Domas Lacrima before.

I’m Kareline Vauquelin, I tell myself over and over, forcing the soles of my feet to remember the cool, delicious sensation of the marble floor of our parlour in the mornings as I walked down barefoot to watch the hummingbirds frolic. I command my cheek to recall the warmth of my mother’s palm when she found me there, wishing the calluses on my fingertips were as tough as hers. I try to summon the rumble that always began in my belly and rose up my throat to erupt from my mouth every time Farren made me laugh when he was being silly – and even more so when he was being far too serious. I remember . . . I remember . . .

But what if Tazia remembered those things, too?

‘There, you see?’ Castilis asks, settling himself down on the stool with the unction blade in one hand and another vial of his poison in the other. ‘It’s all starting to come back to you, isn’t it? Soon, you’ll be exactly who you were meant to be, and I’ll be able to take you upstairs where you, Kareline, Farren and I can all be a family together at last. The House of Swans and Hummingbirds.’ He looks down at me and the grey parts before the rising sun in his smile. ‘Sounds rather regal, doesn’t it?’


Chapter 59

The Philosophers

Four Years Earlier . . .

The Arkayan Archipelago was made up of twelve islands which formed a near-complete circle, almost like a stone tiara floating in the sea. The rocky terrain produced little in the way of minerals, grains or fruits, although olives grew in the hillier areas, along with more spices than I’d ever encountered back home, many of which produced unusual narcotic effects. The distillation from these plants in the form of pleasure peppers and dreamweeds was the second most profitable of Arkaya’s exports. The first was war.

‘Warfare was the first science,’ an epistemologist told me a few weeks after our arrival, as Castilis and I toured a weapons workshop that would have covered six entire city blocks in Rijou. He pointed to a cordoned-off area in the vast open chamber, where men and women padded in thick leather and wearing glass goggles were experimenting with gunpowder formulations. ‘The same chemical reactions that cause explosions will one day be used to power machines. We need only find the right mixtures and the means to control them.’

‘But why spend time making weapons first?’ I asked. ‘Why not devote your research to powering machines?’

The epistemologist smiled tolerantly at my silly question, which was a relief, because a coldness had come to Castilis’ eyes; he hated me making him look provincial in the presence of high-ranking philosophers. ‘Because progress is expensive, Xeniata.’ Xeniata was the Arkayan word for a female foreigner who was a guest, not a slave. ‘War fuels progress because it creates urgency, and because those engaged in war are willing to pay whatever it takes to gain an advantage over their enemies.’

This was no great revelation to me; I’d studied military strategy from the age of seven, even if those early lessons were now only a blur, like most of my childhood. Fortunately, Castilis had brought with him many of our school textbooks, and I was relearning what I’d forgotten. Still, it didn’t require a seasoned general to point out the obvious.

‘But Arkaya has no army of its own.’

This made the epistemologist laugh and smooth the front of his white robes, which had two vertical purple stripes down the front, upon which were pinned a dizzying selection of intricate medallions signifying the various philosophical discoveries attributed to him.

Before he could respond, Castilis jumped in eagerly. ‘Arkaya also has no spears or slings,’ he told me, the hint of a sneer twisting his upper lip. ‘They need no armies precisely because they have mastered the art of warfare.’

The epistemologist demurred somewhat. ‘We rarely use the word “mastery” here,’ he gently chided Castilis. ‘The key to advancing knowledge is to first recognise one’s own ignorance. Armies are expensive – they give an enemy something to attack, an opponent to overcome.’ He gestured around at the myriad types of weapons and siege engines and flaming compounds being created here. ‘That’s why we ensure those nations who might wish to conquer us have other foes to keep them busy.’

Castilis, never willing to be relegated to pupil rather than fellow tutor, elaborated for me. ‘The Arkayan logicians don’t only sell weapons to their customers, they develop military plans for them. They provide spies superior to any others across the known world and sell their information for princely sums. They ensure wars last exactly as long as best serve Arkayan interests, and encourage their customers to pay them not only with precious resources but with captured chattel.’

Chattel. A strange word to use when referring to human beings conquered by an invading army.

Arkaya had six times as many slaves gifted to them by grateful customers than they had in their entire native population, a number carefully calculated and re-calibrated annually to ensure the maximum number of slaves fulfilled the needs of this nation of philosophers and scholars without risk of an uprising.

‘Is it true you once ruled Tristia?’ I asked.

‘It is,’ the epistemologist said evenly

Instincts honed from devoting myself to swordplay warned me I’d stepped onto dangerous terrain.

‘Dearest, don’t bother our host wi—’

I interrupted Castilis – I’m not sure why; it had been months since I’d so much as questioned him, because I always disliked discovering how wrong I’d been. But something about the epistemologist’s expression awoke in me an urge to prod him, to make him drop his mask, just for a moment. ‘Was our throwing off the yoke of slavery part of your grand design for the balance of power, then?’

The epistemologist smiled and nodded as though appreciating my insightfulness, which told me he was about to lie. ‘Precisely. Once the Avarean threat was negated – you can’t build a fleet of warships to invade other nations across the sea when your rivals have you pinned down across a mountain range, after all – we allowed Tristia to develop along the path our logicians had designed for it.’

‘And did we follow that path as you predicted?’ I pressed.

Again that brief tension just above his eyes before he answered, ‘Oh, much of the past three hundred years has transpired as my ancestors intended. There are some foibles here and there, of course; a nation isn’t a mechanical clock, after all. Some of your judicial traditions have become rather convoluted.’

‘Our courts?’ I asked.

‘Not precisely. You see, we designed the Tristian cultural impulse towards trial by combat as a means to ensure the feudal system by which you govern yourselves wouldn’t shift into something more . . . elaborate. Judicial duelling allows for the resolution of disputes which might otherwise spread and lead to unpredictable shifts in governance. What we didn’t anticipate was the rise of an order of duellists who would fight for legal principles rather than to flout them.’

The Greatcoats, I thought. Mother always sided with them at court, saying that they were the means by which the country could progress towards a more equal system of justice.

The look passing between the epistemologist and Castilis made me sure this wasn’t the first time the topic of the Greatcoats had been discussed between them. Moreover, I was, at that moment, utterly certain that somehow the King’s Travelling Magistrates had prevented Tristia from heading in the direction the Arkayans had intended – that we had been saved from some sort of self-inflicted wound meant to keep us weak, maybe even enabling the Arkayans to reconquer us and turn our people back into the slaves we’d once been, if they so desired.

It was a wound that Castilis, beaming at me with such pride, intended to inflict all by himself unless I found a way to stop him. That required I sink myself ever deeper into a state of unquestioning adoration, not only of Castilis, but of the person I was becoming – the woman I’d always wanted to be.

And just who might that woman be? asked a quiet, sickly part of me.

I’m . . . I’m the duellist daughter of House Vauquelin. My brother is Farren. My sister . . . my soror is . . . that is, her name was . . .

‘The girl’s cleverer than you suggested,’ the epistemologist said, reaching out an ageing hand, skeletal and liver-spotted, to grip my jaw. He studied every part of my face at once, as though peeling away a mask one layer at a time. ‘She’s too broken for what you propose. Childhood traumas are disabling precisely because the mind’s response is to shield itself from further trauma. We can provide you with the narcotics and methodologies you requested, and a secure facility in which to work unhindered, but even these won’t be enough to remake her fully. How do you hope to accomplish what our own psychometrists deem impossible? How will you tear down her walls without entirely shattering the foundations of her sanity?’

Castilis smiled back at the epistemologist as if he’d got the upper hand at last. ‘The key to that lock is surprisingly uncomplicated, my friend.’ He removed the epistemologist’s hand from my jaw and turned to me. His expression changed, softened. I looked in his eyes and saw reflected there something unexpected, something for which I had no defence, because I didn’t want to defend myself from it. ‘The flaw in your psychometrists’ methodologies is that they seek to reconstruct the minds of others while keeping their own natures unaltered.’

‘Naturally,’ said the epistemologist. ‘How else could th—?’

‘Your people have gone too long without fighting a war themselves,’ Castilis interrupted, still gazing at me, still . . . lost in me, somehow. ‘Only a coward goes into battle without being willing to sacrifice something of themselves. Whereas I—’

He leaned in and kissed me, and the haze that before had only ever come from the cloth and the drug filled me so utterly that I barely heard his last words to the epistemologist. But I was fairly certain that what he said was . . .

—I’ve made myself love her.


Chapter 60

Three Days and Six Years

Even when Castilis leaves me alone in the grey room, I still hear his laughter. It’s gentle, almost soothing, as he cajoles me, word by word, thought by thought, into becoming the woman he wants me to be. The mine girl. The interloper who wormed her way into a great Rijouan house and convinced herself she was their true-born daughter because she couldn’t stand being so inferior to Kareline.

No! Fight it! The mind breaks before the body – that’s what the old woman warned you when you first arrived; the first of the many gifts she gave you so that you could survive what no child of affluence had been bred to endure. Oh saints, please, where is she? Why isn’t she here, telling me what to do, asking me those annoying questions that so helped me—?

‘Tell me more,’ Castilis says. ‘Tell me about this old crone you made up so you wouldn’t be alone at night with your terrors.’

A jolt travels up my spine, which is already contorted by the bone-bed so my chin presses against my chest, like a servant cowering from the gaze of her master. I can no longer tell for sure when Castilis returns because my terror makes him into a perpetual presence.

‘She’s not imaginary,’ I try to shout, though my neck is so bent forward that my throat is constricted. ‘The woman is real! She’s—’

‘What’s her name?’ Castilis asks.

‘She has none. She lets me make them up for her because . . . because . . .’

‘Everyone needs a name, don’t they?’ he asks, his amusement cutting through my certainty like a . . . like a sharpened butter knife. ‘Everyone except the dead.’

Everyone except the dead.

Can he be right? Could I have made her up because I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to endure another day alone in Domas Lacrima?

‘Do you want to die?’ the old woman asked, wiping the grime and sweat from my palms with a dirty cloth before applying it to my forehead and smoothing the hair from my face.

‘No, ma’am,’ I replied, although I wasn’t really paying attention. It was the same question she asked every time the overseers sent me down here to this sinkhole in the mine they affectionately referred to as ‘the playpen’. Opposite me, the other girl was wrapping a length of coarse rope around her right hand and forearm, lacing it between her fingers where it would provide both protection to her knuckles and a weapon when she struck me. I wished I owned a piece of rope.

Above us in the naturally formed gallery around the sinkhole, the other prisoners were sitting on rocks or, for those who’d earned them, little wooden stools brought from their cells. I’d once thought about stealing one of those stools – a broken-off leg would have made a useful weapon. But as the old woman often reminded me, the finer the weapon, the more likely someone would take it from you and beat you to death with it.

‘And how do we keep from dying?’ she asked next, as she always did. The patience in her voice, the sheer depth of her calm, was like the mast of a ship to which I clung whenever we entered the storm. ‘Will fear keep you from death?’

‘No, ma’am,’ I replied.

‘Will lust for violence?’

‘No, ma’am.’

‘Will rage against injustice?’

‘No, ma’am.’

The jibes and jokes from above had begun. The overseer called for quiet, reminding his audience that only those who could do a day’s work earned a day’s life. Those too lazy, too weak or too small must find other means to pay. He was perfectly just in this principle, always carefully measuring the ore we brought up from the depths to see if we had earned our keep. Like most of the women in the prison, I wasn’t nearly strong enough to scratch and scrape our weekly quota from the hard walls, so entertainment was the coin with which we paid our way; a dead girl was, after all, one less mouth to feed.

The old woman placed the second knuckle of her forefinger under my chin and lifted it up. ‘Well, then, if neither fear nor lust nor rage will save you, what will keep the good God Death from taking you into his embrace tonight?’

‘A giving heart, ma’am.’

She didn’t smirk or sneer, but instead took my hands in hers. The wrinkled flesh on her old bones was just warm enough to push away the biting cold. ‘Tell me.’

‘When my partner seeks rage, I will give her room to swing as wildly as she wishes. When my partner lusts for violence, I will show her many targets to fulfil her desires.’ I took my hands away, wriggling my fingers to keep them loose, shaking off the stiffness that was a constant companion in the mines. ‘And when my partner attempts to bring fear into the dance, I will bring her more terror than she could ever wish for.’

The old woman placed a hand against my cheek. ‘And when it is done?’

This was always the last part of our ritual – the final question, after which I would turn and run into the pit to face a girl or boy no older than myself, or perhaps a man or woman even older than the one who’d chosen to teach me to survive in this place. I would kill them as quickly and painlessly as I could without earning the admonishment of the overseer for denying the hard-working crowd above us the sport that made life in the mines tolerable.

‘And when it is done?’ the old woman repeated, concern showing in the narrowing of her eyes.

I steadied myself, not wanting to worry her. ‘When it is done, I will leave the fear, the lust and the rage inside the playpen. I will leave the monster they want me to become down in the pits and climb back up the rocks with my heart open, once again the woman I desire to be.’

‘And who is that woman?’ she asked.

‘Natazia Vauquelin, champion daughter of the House of Hummingbirds.’

No— I never said that! I told her I was Kareline – Kareline Vauquelin. I trusted the old woman with my life, with my . . .

But why would I have told her my name? She never told me hers. I couldn’t have trusted her so deeply, not so early on in my imprisonment. Wouldn’t I have told her I was Natazia? Wouldn’t I have done everything I had to in order to keep my true identity secret, using every shred of information I knew about Domas Lacrima to make sure the overseers believed I had been born there?

I drive that thought like an iron nail into the box that keeps trying to allow more and more such drug-induced illusions to swarm over me.

It’s the drugs, I tell myself. You never tried them when you were at school, so you’ve no experience with which to resist their effects.

Castilis used to take so many – I’d always thought it a sign of weakness in him, but now I understand he did it to study the best formulations for disarming his enemies.

Oddly, it’s the old woman’s fault I have no immunity to narcotics.

The nights after a brawl in the pits were always the worst. No matter how well I’d fought, how closely I’d followed the old woman’s rules, I always came away hurt. Only in the heat of battle – deafened by the shouts and catcalls of those in the rocky galleries above, my nostrils plugged by the stench of fear and urine, knowing Death himself stood waiting at my opponent’s side to embrace me – was it possible to ignore the pain.

‘It hurts,’ I cried, lying on my side on the uneven stone floor of my cell. With my unbroken arm, I reached for the clay flask, only to find it gone.

There was a reward, of sorts, for putting on a good show in the playpen. The overseer would place the butt of an iron rod under my chin and stare into my eyes, searching for the slightest sign that my victory had made me believe – even just for a moment – that perhaps I could do him harm if I wanted to. When instead I offered him the full certainty of my own insignificance, he would smile at me. ‘Good girl,’ he’d say, and put into my bleeding hand a tiny clay flask filled to the brim with somdiera extract, which would mean pleasant dreams for once.

There were many different drugs on offer in the mines, a far greater variety than the foodstuffs which made up our meagre rations. These were strictly controlled by the overseer, who knew with almost supernatural insight how best to use them to inspire within his prisoners something his iron rod could not: the desire to please him.

‘Let me have it,’ I begged the old woman. She was splinting my arm, broken just above my wrist, between two pieces of wood, binding them together with tarnished copper wire. ‘Just let me try it – just this once.’

The day she’d found me cowering in a corner, praying not to be seen by the others, whispering every version of Death’s name I’d learned in school, begging him to take me into his embrace – that was when she’d laid out the conditions of our alliance. The first was that I would never sample any pleasure of this place that did not come from inside my own mind, for this was the key to surviving the mines: to allow only my body to exist within them. Drugs, sex, pride, even hope, were snares that might momentarily ease the suffering of the flesh, but would come at the cost of imprisoning the soul. If I wanted her teachings, I had to swear never to touch any of them.

I tried to break that rule every chance I got.

‘Please,’ I cried as she tightened the splint.

‘Can’t,’ she replied. ‘I sold it an hour ago.’

‘For what?’

She tightened the splint again, tearing a scream from my lips. ‘For two sticks and a length of copper wire, silly.’

I remember that pain so perfectly, like an old friend whose smile reminds you of who you used to be. I hang onto those moments of agony, so sharp they buried themselves deep inside my bones, deeper than any mere recollection. Those aches are more than just memories. They are my history.

Even as I lie there, strapped to the bone-bed, a prisoner with no means of escape, I feel my lips rise into a smile. That, too, belongs to me. I earned that smile from a thousand acts of defiance. It’s a reflex now, one not even fear can take away. It’s a reminder of who I am, even when Castilis Leander isn’t here to give me existence.

‘Remarkable,’ I hear him breathe.

It’s as if that one word breaks his hold over me, dilutes the narcotics in my blood and shatters the grey walls confining me. For a moment I struggle blindly against the bonds, until I remember there’s no point. What I need now is guile, not frenzied panic.

‘I underestimated you,’ Castilis says. ‘I always thought you were the gullible one. Tazia wasn’t as smart, of course – hardly avoidable, given her upbringing. But you were born into the lies noble families tell their children and I never once saw a sign that you could see beyond those walls the way I did.’

The spark of a match, then the flicker of flame inside the glass lantern which makes Castilis’ violet eyes glow.

‘I was . . .’ My voice cracks, but I regain control of it quickly. I want him to hear this. ‘That Kareline was a story you told yourself, Castilis, a tale that made you feel smug and superior. Had you never brought me here, you might have gone to your grave believing you were capable of breaking me. But you ensnared my sister, kidnapped my brother and imprisoned me, so now we both know who I am, and why you’ll never be able to take that from me.’

He doesn’t reply at first. He doesn’t want me to see that he’s flustered. Then he says, ‘Three days.’

‘What?’

‘You have only been in this room for three days, Kareline.’

I want to take his use of my name as a victory, but I can’t, because now I know what’s coming. I make sure to keep my mouth shut. No threats, no insults. My anger must be kept banked so that I may later stoke it to forge the blade that will get me out of here.

But Castilis says something that chills me to the bone, and the flames of my rebellion are quenched in a single sentence.

‘I had Tazia for six years.’


Chapter 61

The Long Slumber

Three years earlier . . .

The days and nights fluttered past like drunken butterflies. So long as I allowed them to come and go as they chose, I felt no pain, only a gentle amusement. When I tried to catch one, to hold onto it, the anguish became unbearable.

‘Are you unwell, my dear?’

I looked up from where I lay, wrapped inside my sheets. Castilis was standing at the foot of the bed. He wore a flowing white shirt open from collar to navel, the style here in this remote region of Arkaya’s third island. His trousers were white as well, secured at the waist by a narrow silver sash, the ends dangling down his left hip.

‘What day is it today?’ I asked.

He smiled. ‘It’s a beautiful day.’

I smiled back in the way lovers do when one purposely ignores the other’s question to make a point.

A servant – a slave girl – entered the room bearing a tray with a breakfast of poached eggs, a local sausage sliced into thin discs, fruit, and three small cups, each a different type of coffee. Among the Arkayans, one never drinks a full cup of a single type of coffee with breakfast, but progresses through different flavours and strengths. The first is mild, almost milky, but leaves a tingle on the tongue that awakens the appetite. The second coffee, after the first course, cleanses the palate of excessive sweetness or saltiness, ensuring one fully appreciates the new flavours to come. At the end of breakfast, the third cup delivers a strong jolt to focus the mind for the day ahead.

In my case, the day ahead would be spent in studies and training. Castilis had found all manner of tutors and fencing opponents for me. Sometimes we’d go to a grand ball in the Tristian style, assembled solely so that I could practise my manners, my dancing and my debating skills. It was very important for the heir to an Ascendant House to be a devastating debater on everything from economics to history to the vital changes needed to revive a decaying society.

‘Does this bother you?’ Castilis asked, reaching a hand around the slave girl to fondle her breast.

The girl was close to my age. She was neither Tristian nor Arkayan, though I couldn’t place her features. Her skin was pale, like mine, but her hair was dark and curly. She had very long lashes and was very pretty. When Castilis began to fondle her, she set the tray down on the bed and stood up to lean back against his chest, giving him easier access to her body. Her eyes looked dead to me.

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘It bothers me.’

I was lying, though. I didn’t care because I knew Castilis loved me, so what did it matter how he amused himself?

‘Why does it bother you?’ he asked, reaching his hand between the girl’s thighs, like he had with me that first time aboard his ship. The girl moaned, her lips parting, her breathing becoming more rapid. Her eyes were still dead.

‘Because . . . because she does not consent.’

Abruptly, Castilis took his hand away. He grabbed the slave girl by the back of her head and hurled her towards the door. She left without another word.

‘Wrong,’ he said to me.

‘Wrong?’

He came to the side of the bed closest to me. The hand that had been between the girl’s thighs was now cupping my cheek. ‘It bothers you because it makes you jealous.’ His eyes went to the small bell at my bedside table. The bell wasn’t for me: Castilis rang it when I was very, very bad.

‘You’re right,’ I said quickly, smiling up at him as I laid my palm over his hand, pressing it harder against my cheek. ‘It was petty jealousy, nothing more.’

Castilis peered closer at my eyes and face the way the epistemologist had a year earlier. ‘Who am I speaking to now?’ he asked.

‘Kareline. I’m Kareline.’

Castilis clucked his tongue. ‘No, I don’t think so. Kareline would barely have noticed a serving girl, never mind concerned herself about a slave’s desires or lack thereof.’ He leaned in close. ‘No, I think I see a filthy little mine girl lurking in there, still trying to climb her way back out.’

‘No, that’s not true, I promise.’ I took his hand and brought it down between my legs as though I might trap it there to keep him from ringing the bell. ‘Touch me,’ I begged him. ‘Make me come.’

He slapped me. ‘Don’t be disgusting.’

Then he rang the bell and the servant whose job it was to call for the psychometrist and her assistants did so. Two burly women who never spoke entered the room and escorted me down to a grey chamber that was empty except for a bed with straps and walls covered in shelves of tiny vials and the implements necessary for injecting them into me.

‘It’s not fair!’ I cried, unable to shake the grip of the women on either side of me even though I knew – I knew – that I should have been able to beat both of them easily in a fight. ‘I wasn’t trying to misbehave – I wasn’t trying to rebel!’

I felt such anger then, such outrage. Why had I not simply killed Castilis? There was a knife on the tray. It was sharp, too, not like a butter knife. I could have stabbed him, but I didn’t. I just cried and let the women haul me down the stairs because, no matter what I did, I couldn’t stop myself from loving Castilis.

Because he loved me.


Chapter 62

UNTRUTHS AND UNMASKINGS

Six years . . . It’s all I can do not to scream the words out loud. In a matter of three days he’s broken me almost entirely. How could Tazia have endured six years of his manipulations?

The answer is simple: she couldn’t.

Castilis lets that insidious thought seep into me like a noxious gas forcing all the air out of my lungs. Then he sighs and pats my shoulder as though sympathetic to my plight. ‘Well, I’m afraid more mundane events have caught up with me. I won’t be able to complete your cure. The first of many vows I’ll have to break where it concerns my fiancée. You’ll have to go about the world imagining yourself as Kareline or Natazia or whatever suits you at any given moment. Although I suppose you won’t have to do so for long.’

Castilis begins unlocking me from the shackles binding me to the bone-bed, neck, left wrist, left ankle, right ankle. Then he stands up, as if planning to leave me like that.

I don’t try to kick him or grab the key from his hand. Three days and nights strapped down is more than long enough to numb my limbs, and I’m still dazed from the last infusion of his poisons. I’m at his mercy.

‘Spada is rather furious at me right now,’ he says, tossing the key onto the floor. It’s barely six feet away from me. It might as well be on another continent. ‘Do you remember that night in the Swan Gardens seven years ago, when her brother died?’

I don’t speak. I won’t give him fodder for more lies. Castilis nonetheless takes this as inducement to continue.

‘Well, she’s in one of those moods.’ He throws up his arms in mock helplessness. ‘I suppose it’s at least a little bit my fault. I had led her to believe that she and I were to wed, uniting our houses – but really, falcons and swans? Hardly compatible birds. Now, of course, she’ll be in a tizzy about who to kill first – Kareline Vauquelin, the most hated enemy of her youth, whose very existence is a mockery of Spada’s own? Me, the man who broke her heart and betrayed her? She’s got a real thing about betrayal, you know. She can’t stand it – has to repay every single act of treachery in kind. She doesn’t realise it makes her entirely predictable, like a toy soldier you wind up and let march off in the direction you choose.’

‘If . . .’ It was hard to speak, not only because of the drugs, but because my mind had already begun to train itself only to talk when he wanted me to. Still, I persisted. ‘If you’re trying to make me sympathise with Spada Enguero, you may as well go back to trying to convince me I’m Tazia.’

‘I suppose you’re right,’ he conceded, except that Castilis Leander never concedes anything to anyone. ‘It hardly matters now, since Spada is coming here to kill me even as we speak.’ He taps his chin as though calculating something intricate. ‘In fact, I suspect she’ll arrive in a few minutes.’ He pats my shoulder again. ‘She’ll be disappointed not to find me or Kareline, but she’ll content herself with killing Lady Consequence.’ He leans in closer. ‘Get her talking about her grandmother, if you can. It’s a weak spot with her. You might survive a little longer.’

‘Remove the last shackle,’ I tell him, rattling it. ‘Give me a sword and I’ll—’

He shakes his head disapprovingly at me. ‘Don’t lie to me. You can’t beat Spada, not on the best day of your life.’ That last part sets him to giggling. ‘And I think we must both agree, this is hardly the best day of your life.’

I keep expecting him to leave me there, but he keeps hesitating. At last, I learn the reason why.

‘You know what I always wondered about those sword romances you used to read?’ Castilis asks. He doesn’t need or desire an answer; he prefers coming up with them on his own. ‘I never understood why the villain would stand there reciting his evil plan just before the climax.’ He raises a hand to pre-empt something I wasn’t intending to say in the first place. ‘No, I understand it’s just meant as exposition for the audience, but still, every other character, from the heroine to her rivals to her lover – they all act from sensible motivations. Why, then, does the villain choose to explain his intentions?’

I give him one of Lady Consequence’s smirks. ‘Why don’t you tell me your evil plan and see how it makes you feel?’

‘Oh, I like that!’ he tells me, even as he wags a finger at me. ‘This Lady Consequence you created from whole cloth? She’s damned impressive. Perhaps you should be her rather than this’ – he waves his hand over me as if trying to dismiss some inelegant servant from his party – ‘this over-noble, self-sacrificing, whingeing martyr persona you’ve built up for yourself. No, Lady Consequence is much more entertaining. In fact, in her honour, allow me to play my part.’ He places his hands on his hips, striking a pose. ‘Tell me, who shall I be in our new sword romance?’

The question takes me aback because it’s so like the one the old woman always asks me. She delights in the preposterous names and histories I invent for her – and now Castilis is asking me to do this for him: a small, insignificant offering, in exchange for which, according to the unspoken terms of this game we’re playing, he’ll create an opening, however minuscule, by which I might escape this snare in which he’s trapped me.

Such a small thing to ask: a tiny token of my obeisance to his control over me, over everyone. A modest offering to a newborn god.

‘You are Baronet Castilis Leander,’ I tell him quickly, before my fear of what he’ll do to me overcomes that tiny part of me which remains the girl I once was and the woman I tried to become. ‘You murdered your own father, tortured your enemies and anyone else who crossed you. You are the monster under the bed, the nightmare when we close our eyes. You are cruel and callous, and despite everything you think you’ve achieved and all that you intend to do, no one – not one single person in this entire world – loves you. Not. Even. Your. Own. Sister.’

He doesn’t wait, but quick as two ferrets lungeing for the same mouse, his hands are around my neck and squeezing. Most people don’t know how hard to choke a neck, but Castilis has had plenty of practice and my existence is now down to the ticks of a clock. All there is now for Castilis and me is to count them down.

I smile at him.

‘Don’t,’ he says, the sneer curling his upper lip, showing his teeth.

It’s not easy to smile when the life is being choked out of you – then again, lots of things aren’t easy and I have never let that stop me before.

‘Stop smiling,’ he commands.

My vision is becoming blurry; my body is spasming against the bone-bed. I’d be falling off of it, suspended only by one wrist, were Castilis not holding me there.

‘Stop smiling,’ he repeats. He hasn’t noticed that now it sounds like a plea.

I’ve never been afraid of death. My mother thought it was because I was born reckless; Farren, because I loved our family so much that there wasn’t room for fear of my own death. Tazia was the only one who understood: I was not unafraid of dying; it was more the fear that my death would be as meaningless as my life had been. Born the daughter heir of a great house, I was cursed knowing just how trivial such a position was, nothing but grand balls and trade deals, nefarious intrigues and secret dalliances: the stuff of sword romances. That’s why I read so many of them. People think they’re all about lovelorn women seeking the exact life into which I was born, but they’re not: they’re about women who refuse to accept their destiny, who would risk everything for even a single moment of something grander.

True love?

Pshaw. That’s not for me, and nor is rising beyond one’s beginnings to some near-unattainable dream.

Ah, but bitter, bloody revenge?

Now we’re talking.

‘Why won’t you stop smiling?’ Castilis demands. His hands are still wrapped around my throat, but he isn’t squeezing any more – he can’t. It isn’t enough for him to control the lives of others; he has to dominate their deaths as well. Only he gets to decide whether we weep or beg or pray in our final moments, because those moments belong to him.

‘Now . . .’ I whisper, though it comes out as a wheeze.

‘Now what?’ he asks, raising his hands to wipe the tears from his eyes.

‘Now we know who we both are.’

He snarls like a dog, but he knows he can’t break me, not now, not ever. Not even if he could lock me up for six years as he had Tazia.

I begin to weep too, not from sorrow or sympathy, but because the thing that stopped Castilis breaking me was the seven years I’d spent in Domas Lacrima, the place I hated most in all the world. It was the womb in which I’d been reborn, no longer just a reckless rich girl who knew how to swing a sword, but something so much stronger. The House of Tears might lie in ruins hundreds of miles from this city, but it’s my home, right here inside me, and not even Castilis Leander can evict me.

‘Go on, smirk at me,’ he says, his voice shallow, like that of a bitter old man. ‘Enjoy this victory until Spada comes and takes it from you. In the meantime, I’ll be showing off your sister to the Ascendant Twelve, who will, at my request, convene a Court of Crowns. Then I’m going to make your sister kill the Duchess of Rijou in a duel, I’ll become the Duke of Rijou and not long after, the king of Tristia. Oh, I won’t hold that throne long, of course – I don’t want it. But it will enable me to help some friends of mine from a foreign land turn every man, woman and child in this dung heap of a nation into the slaves they were born to be. Every single one of them – except me.’

‘And me,’ I remind him. ‘I will die knowing that for the rest of your meaningless existence, every time you close your eyes, you’ll see me smiling up at you, and you’ll weep, Castilis, because you’ll know that, miserable as that memory makes you, I’m the only person who ever truly knew you.’

He stood silently for a moment, then said, ‘Syldia almost knew me. I wanted her to – I tried so many times, but she . . . She stole something from me, you know? A book – a kind of epistolary novel. My very own sword romance.’ He walks towards a door on the other side of the grey expanse, one I hadn’t even noticed, then stops, and turning back, asks, ‘Why does betrayal come so easily to people?’


INTERLUDE

SPADA ENGUERO

Spada waited outside the Swan Palace for a long time after she’d seen Castilis and his fiancée enter through the back gate carrying an unconscious Lady Consequence and the stumbling, no doubt drugged, Farren Vauquelin. She paid a street bravo to send word to some of her most trusted private guards. Unlike the fools Taridan had hired, these were men and women not merely of lethality but of discretion. Then, she’d waited until after the sun had risen to retire to the rooms she’d reserved in a nearby hotel.

Pacing the floor, Spada began to compose her entreaties to the Court of Blades.

Three days later, when at last the magistrates deigned to reply, she left the hotel, already knowing what their response would be.

Spada Enguero was accustomed to betrayal, after all.

Her grandmother, the legendary Curzia Enguero, first taught Spada about treachery when she was twelve years old.

‘What do you mean, you won’t teach me any more, Mastriza?’

Mastriza was a special word in the Enguero household, a made-up word which Spada had been told was a portmanteau – another word she hadn’t believed was real at first – of the archaic Tristian words for grandmother and fencing master. There was no greater honour, Spada’s father had assured her, than to be able to say that one’s mastriza was none other than Our Lady of Blades.

Spada was already tall for her age and showing tremendous promise as a fencer. And yet, that morning, her legs had proved themselves to be far too short to keep up with her grandmother, who was striding away from her in disgust.

‘Do not call me that,’ Grandmother had said without looking back. ‘I told you, I’m no longer your duelling master. Let your fool of a father find someone else to lend finesse to your already ample cruelty.’

Spada had chased after her grandmother, careful not to slip on the slick polished mahogany of the fencing piste. This had always been her favourite room, with its high, arched ceiling and marble frieze along the walls. Spada liked to pretend the family fencing salon was its own palace – one she would rule over someday. Even before she could read, she’d spend hours inspecting the beautifully gilded bas-reliefs along the walls, chubby fingers tracing the carved faces of Enguero duellists whose litanies of triumphs dated back to the time when Rijou was its own princedom rather than a mere duchy ‘beneath the heel of the Tristian monarchs’ as her father often grumbled. There was just enough space on the far side of the salon for the glorious victories of a new hero of the House of Falcons. Spada meant to see her deeds carved there one day.

Grabbing her grandmother’s crimson fencing waistcoat, she’d cried, ‘But Grandmother, you promised Fath—’

‘Do not speak to me,’ she’d growled, slapping Spada’s hand away before kneeling to pick up the dying cat in her arms.

Never, not once, had Spada’s grandmother cradled her as tenderly as she was holding that wheezing, snarling little beast. She watched with growing unease as she cuddled the cat, ignoring the blood seeping onto her white linen sleeve. Spada’s grandmother showed no sign of caring that she was ruining a perfectly good fencing shirt as she cooed at the dirty, mewling animal.

‘It wasn’t even your cat,’ Spada cried when she could hold her tongue no longer. ‘You don’t even know its stupid name!’

Grandmother hadn’t even done Spada the courtesy of backhanding her across the face for her insolence.

‘Does my ignorance make its suffering any less?’ Grandmother scowled, making her look even more unattractive – Curzia Enguero was no beauty, whatever her other attributes – as she often did when trying to distil the intricacies of the duelling arts into something a twelve-year-old girl might understand.

Spada felt a surge of hopefulness which soon came crashing down upon her.

‘Does your ignorance make you any less a monster?’ Grandmother asked, cold as the ice bath in which she’d once made Spada sit for an entire hour before ordering her to demonstrate the twelve smallsword thrusts, over and over again, forcing her to return to the ice bath every time she made a mistake, until at last Spada could step out of the freezing water and perform any thrust or lunge without the tip of her blade so much as twitching.

Now she ran to the wrought-iron shelves next to the weapons racks at the back of the fencing salle and grabbed a small, leather-bound duelling manual, dog-eared from constant use. ‘It says – look, right here,’ she cried, ‘right here in our house fencing bible!’ Fingers which could grip the hilt of a sword even when numbed from cold now fumbled to find the page, though the searching was only for show; Spada could quote the passage by heart, as she could every rule and tactic in the book. ‘“To thrust a rapier at wooden targets is no more valid a form of practice than pointing one’s finger at clouds. The purpose of a blade is to pierce flesh, not wood. Inside the duelling circle the enemy will move, will squirm, will hiss and fight back. Better to hunt cats with a kitchen knife than to play at striking wooden targets with a duelling sword.”’

‘I should have burned that fucking book years ago,’ the old lady muttered, still gently stroking the dying cat.

‘Grandmother, you wrote The Falcon Manifesto!’

Was this all a joke – a test of some kind? Had her grandmother just been waiting for her to say the right thing, to point out the flaw in her argument, before laughing and nodding approvingly at her granddaughter for having understood the lesson?

The cat was huffing in her arms, refusing to die as it surely must. Grandmother dipped her head closer, as if trying to inhale its suffering. ‘I wrote that book because my family expected it of me, child, just like I did everything else. I learned to fence like a demon, even though it cost me a proper education. When my own father and mother challenged their enemies in the Court of Blades, I fought as house champion – and though I won, over and over, even that was not enough to fulfil my family’s demands of me. So I brought sons and daughters into this world; I provided for them everything I was told it was my duty to provide. I brought home accolades and wealth, raised petty tyrants who demanded I kill their enemies, until at last I’d become Rijou’s most beloved professional murderer. Is that what you want to become, child?’

Spada was only twelve, not quite old enough to take her place as duellist daughter of House Enguero, but she couldn’t allow such lies to go unchallenged. ‘You’re not a murderer! You’re the Ducal Champion – our family’s protector. You’re Our Lady of Blades!’

Those last shouted words reverberated around the polished mahogany walls, but her grandmother showed no sign at all that she’d heard them. Instead, hugging the cat even closer, she whispered something in its ear, then swiftly wrung its neck.

Spada gasped – not for the brutality she’d just witnessed, but because when her grandmother turned to her, it was suddenly very easy to imagine her own neck being squeezed in those hands.

‘How many?’ Grandmother asked.

‘I don’t—’

‘Don’t feint and parry with me, child. How many cats have you chased through this house with that smallsword, that blade I forged for you with my own hands? How many terrified animals did you corner and stab, only to leave them where they lay to die in pain and fear?’

Spada opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came out. How could she explain herself when the question itself was a betrayal, an envelopment as sure as any she’d learned in her fencing lessons? How was she supposed to answer this – this mastriza whom Spada admired and loved more than her own mother and father – knowing any thrust would lead to an even deadlier counter-attack? Instead, Spada held up The Falcon Manifesto like a shield.

With her free hand, her grandmother slapped it away, sending the little leather-bound volume skittering along the piste.

The desecration broke Spada from her silence. ‘The very first line – in the book you wrote – says, “There is no room for mercy in the duelling circle!”’

Had they been in a courtroom, had there been a magistrate sitting high above them on his stony throne, Spada felt certain he would have ended the trial right then and there in her favour.

But her grandmother was shaking her head. ‘And what of the last line in the book, Granddaughter? Did you ever read that far?’

She had, of course. From the moment she could puzzle out full sentences, Spada had been sneaking into the salon at night to decipher the cryptic messages in The Falcon Manifesto, determined to be just like her grandmother. But the last chapters of the book – the more recent ones – didn’t make sense. They were worse than poetry. She’d had trouble interpreting the meanings, even after hauling in a heavy dictionary to look up the words. In any case, Spada didn’t care for nonsense that had nothing to do with real fencing. It was only because she’d been such a diligent student and because she loved her grandmother that she’d tried so hard to memorise all that stuff about honour and duty.

‘The last line of the book, Mastriza, ends with, “There is no room for cruelty in the duellist’s heart.”’

Her grandmother’s expression did change, from one scowl to another, and Spada thought perhaps she’d finally done something right.

‘It had always been my belief that cruelty must be taught,’ her grandmother said, taking a towel from the wooden stand near the door and returning with the dead cat, ‘yet I watched my eldest son grow from innocence into a vicious, manipulative monster who conspires at every opportunity to ruin enemies and allies alike, so long as it advances our family’s interests.’ She wrapped the animal inside the towel as painstakingly as if performing a religious rite. ‘I witnessed my second son die in the duelling circle because he lacked that cruelty. Perhaps that’s why my third boy became twice as barbaric as my first when his turn came. I’ve watched my scholar daughter sit by candlelight in the library researching poisons – not the quickest, most effective or least likely to be detected, but searching for the slowest, the most painful and insidious venoms, because anyone can kill, but to truly serve one’s family requires ensuring that everyone knows the cost of crossing the House of Falcons.’

‘But you can’t hate your own children . . .’ Spada started.

‘Get out of here.’

‘Grandmother, please—’

Grandmother ignored her, stomping past her to the weapons racks. ‘I’m due in the Court of Blades. Your idiot father has forced me into a duel with that upstart Zephine Vauquelin.’

For the first time, Spada felt fear for another person. Viscountess Zephine had been the duellist daughter of her own house once, and it was rumoured she would have been named Our Lady of Blades had her elder sibling not died, leaving her as heir to the House of Hummingbirds. ‘Can you beat her, Grandmother?’

The question was unwise, and Spada fully expected to be slapped so hard her cheeks would burn for days. But her grandmother was still examining the dozens of rapiers in the weapons racks. ‘It’s irrelevant whether I can defeat Zephine Vauquelin or not,’ she said at last. ‘Her half-witted husband convinced the magistrate to enforce the old rule that the head of an Ascendant House is prohibited from trial by combat, thus he will take her place in the circle. Chérald Vauquelin is a gallant ponce who confuses fencing with duelling.’

She selected a rapier with an over-long reach for her lithe frame, but Grandmother had the strength of arm to wield it and Chérald Vauquelin would likely misjudge the distance as a result.

Spada scampered to the door of the salon, already planning what she would say to convince her father to order Grandmother to resume teaching her – but before she could run to his private chambers, something made her stop: a tightness in her chest she hadn’t felt before and couldn’t understand. Still facing the door, Spada heard the whoosh-whoosh-whoosh of the rapier blade in the air as her grandmother tested its balance.

She turned back. ‘Do you hate me, Grandmother?’

The whooshing stopped. ‘No, child. It’s myself I’ve grown to hate. Looking at you reminds me of that.’

Only twelve years old and choking on misery, Spada had run to her room and crawled under the bed so that her brothers wouldn’t catch her weeping if they came in unannounced. She stayed there all night, missing dinner, her grandmother’s parting words echoing over and over in her mind: ‘It’s myself I’ve grown to hate. Looking at you reminds me of that.’

When morning came and the tears finally stopped, Spada Enguero swore to herself that one day she would kill her grandmother.

She never got the chance, of course.

Curzia Enguero killed Chérald Vauquelin in the Court of Blades, just as she’d been commanded to do for the good of their family. She’d returned a splintered shadow of the woman she’d once been. Oh, she could still fight, and she kept the title of Our Lady of Blades even though she was already long past her prime. She fought six more duels on behalf of House Enguero. The fifth was outside the Court of Blades against some silly Greatcoat who’d intended to interfere in some duella honoria on behalf of King Paelis. Duke Jillard hadn’t even acknowledged the duel, covering it up as if it had been nothing but an unsanctioned back-alley stabbing.

The final duel, when Curzia Enguero at last faced Zephine Vauquelin in the Court of Jests, had been fought in violation of Rijou’s duelling laws. The Vauquelin bitch had made sure to bury Curzia’s body somewhere no one would ever find it, thus escaping justice for her deeds and leaving it up to Spada to avenge the murder of the grandmother who’d cast her aside.

The destruction of House Vauquelin had been a masterpiece. Unlike her brutish father, snivelling mother and thuggish brothers, Spada had elevated vendettas to an art form. Even so, there were always those who dared to cross House Enguero. The following years had been filled with an endless cycle of promises broken and oaths abandoned. Although Spada had made it her practice to repay every slight and injury tenfold, still her reprisals failed to stem the tide of betrayal and now she was drowning in them. The crippling of Dazidier hadn’t been enough for this ‘Lady Consequence’. Had she murdered Dazidier to curry favour with Castilis or simply for her own pleasure?

Then the deepest betrayal of all had at last come to light. Six years ago, Castilis had sent word that Kareline Vauquelin had died in a shipwreck with her husband, Baronet Urvadel, the duke’s cousin, which left only Farren Vauquelin, whose ducal protection was a minor delay to the completion of Spada’s triumph, one that would only sweeten her satisfaction when she did finally put him in the grave next to his mother. That Spada had believed Castilis all those years was proof that there was no one in this world worthy of her trust.

Kareline Vauquelin was alive, and Castilis intended to marry her. He would use both her prestige and her almost mythical return to enact his plan to oust the new duchess and take his place at the head of the Ascendant Twelve. He wouldn’t settle for being named duke; no, Castilis would coerce the other houses into naming him Prince of Rijou, seceding from Tristia as a prelude to leading an army against the country’s weak and untested king. No doubt he’d then proclaim himself ‘Emperor’ and begin work on the next stage of his ambitions. Why he was so obsessed with returning slavery to these shores, Spada couldn’t say. Then again, she hardly cared.

What did matter was that Castilis Leander had broken his promises to her. He’d brought back the one woman still capable of instilling fear in her. Kareline Vauquelin had been Spada’s inferior years ago, but even then, the spark of Zephine Vauquelin had been inside her. She would never have returned unless she believed herself now capable of defeating Spada.

So Spada needed to kill her first.

When the response from the Court of Blades had finally been delivered, Spada had broken the black wax seal and placed the pieces on her tongue, swallowing them one after another so she’d always remember the taste of this particular betrayal. It was, after all, the only one that had ever brought a smile to her lips.

Most Worthy Damina Spada Enguero,

This court has received your petition and considered it with care, diligence and, above all, respect for the laws and traditions of Rijou.

To waive the prohibition against the heir of an Ascendant House engaging in an honour duel with the firstborn of another Ascendant House would be an inconceivable breach of long-standing legal precedent, and more, a sundering of the very foundations upon which the Ascendant Twelve Houses are granted sovereignty over vital aspects of Rijou’s economy and governance.

Put simply, Margravina Enguero, the Court of Blades will not endorse a repetition of the vendetta which nearly set off a civil war within the duchy seven years ago. Your request for a writ of duella honori against Viscountess Kareline Vauquelin is hereby denied with full prejudice.

As to the other matter, we have reviewed the testimony provided by your servants and, though far from incontestable, this court agrees that there is sufficient evidence to suggest that the individual known as Lady Consequence is responsible for the death of your beloved brother, Dazidier Enguero. The request for a writ of duella honori against her is hereby granted. However, given her performance against Dazidier at court and your subsequent assertion that she has since killed your sole remaining brother, we urge caution and delay before you attempt to make use of this writ.

With Utmost Respect, Admiration and Concern,

On Behalf of the Full Court of Blades and By My Hand,

Her Eminence Murida Petarfo

Feckless cow.

Castilis hadn’t even wed his little hummingbird whore and already the Court of Blades was doing his bidding.

When Castilis Leander had returned from his overseas travels with his enigmatic foreign scholar, he’d sneaked some mystery woman into his home and murdered his own father in cold blood. Spada had known then some greater scheme was coming to fruition.

After his nauseating announcement at the Swan Revel, not only betraying the marriage pact he’d made with her but revealing Kareline Vauquelin to the world, the Swan Princeling had obviously assumed that Spada would ignore Farren Vauquelin’s ducal wardship to goad his elder sister into a duel. This was true enough, but she’d known the Swan Princeling would find some way to interfere in that endeavour, so while Taridan and his Carouser mercenaries had been dispatched to deal with the brat, Spada had been following Castilis. She’d watched as his new fiancée drubbed Lady Consequence, revealing her to be the mine girl Natazia Vauquelin – or perhaps Lady Consequence was the true Kareline and the other an imposter?

It hardly mattered now. What did matter was that Castilis had taken both of them, and Farren Vauquelin, to his foul lair beneath the Swan Palace – and that Spada was holding a writ of duella honori in her hand that she had every right to deliver in person.

She carried that writ with her now. Her agents had already paid the necessary bribes to the guards on duty at the Swan Palace today; any who’d refused had suffered suitably permanent accidents and been replaced by others whose loyalty was more mutable.

Walking the passages beneath the Swan Palace, where Castilis brought those whose minds he shattered and then savoured, along with their all-too-willing bodies, Spada pictured the look on his face when she came to present the duelling writ to his latest captives; she would treasure that moment for ever, although there wouldn’t be much time to enjoy it.

The Vauquelin sisters would know that Spada wasn’t going to leave until every last hummingbird was dead. Once Lady Consequence was dealt with, ‘Kareline’ would intervene – a crime for which not even the Court of Blades would fault Spada when she killed her in self-defence. Then she’d kill the boy.

She’d kill Syldia Leander, too, and her rumoured lover, the idiot advocate, Vicendi.

Then, and only then, would Spada kill Castilis Leander.

And at last, the tally would be paid.

Accompanied by two of the bribed guards, she reached an unassuming door at the end of a dark hallway in the depths of the Swan Palace. There was no hesitation when she reached for the swan’s head door handle that would lead her into the infamous Grey Room of House Leander: a pathetic name for a petty lair belonging to a petty, petty man.

She opened the door to find only Lady Consequence there, lying on some weirdly shaped metal cot that no doubt Castilis used to contort the bodies of his victims into obscene positions before he raped them. Three shackles and an iron neck collar dangled from the sides of the cot and for a moment, Spada wondered if the woman was already dead. Then her head turned and Spada could see the recognition in her eyes.

Lady Consequence smiled as though greeting an old friend and eager to resume some half-forgotten conversation, and Spada knew exactly who she was.

She stepped inside the room, she drew her rapier. She’d wanted to bring the Midnight Falcon, but when she’d checked the fencing salon, the blade was gone, no doubt stolen by Castilis’ intended bride and personal assassin.

When one of the guards slumped to the floor behind her, Spada feared her eagerness to avenge herself had left her unwary. When the second fell, she knew there had been no lapse in her attentiveness; the assassin was simply too skilled at her trade, making not the slightest sound in either her approach or her murders.

As Spada turned, the strangest thought came to her. In all her life, she’d only ever known one person who could kill with such effortless precision. Even before the ugly old crone – whose filthy, matted grey hair and tattered penitent’s robes made her more ghost than woman – drew the Midnight Falcon from its scabbard, Spada recognised her.

‘Grandmother?’


PART THE SEVENTH

THE GRAVEDIGGER’S DUEL

[image: An axe separates a dove and executioner's mask from a headstone. A banner across the bottom reads: Duella Mortalis.]


Despite the overwrought arguments of breathless advocates, the duella mortalis is not an execution. No headsman’s axe falls upon the neck of the defendant, nor is a noose placed around it. When guilt is almost certain, yet one single shred of doubt remains, then must the good Gods War and Death be given the final say. The defendant is to be denied a secundier and forced to fight to the death alone against the court’s finest champion. Some might argue that such an uneven contest is little more than a performance, given the outcome is almost inevitable. Yet experienced magistrates know that when it comes to steel and blood, nothing is ever certain.

P.177 of The Rules of Procedure of the Rijou Court of Blades,

XIIth Edition


Chapter 63

Our Lady of Damnation

Castilis had been wrong to believe that the worst torment he could inflict on me would be to torture my body, poison my mind and turn my sister against me. Had he remained behind in the grey room only a few minutes longer, he and I would have witnessed together what it actually took to break my heart.

When first the door opens and I see Spada coming for me with that look of smug certainty on her face, as if vengeance was the destiny some saint had invented solely for her, I feel a moment of genuine peace. Some part of me has always known that I was meant to die at the tip of Spada Enguero’s blade. My death was supposed to have taken place seven years ago in the Swan Gardens. Had I died that night, Castilis and his foul father couldn’t have enacted their plan to destroy my family; there was a limit to how much outrage even the people of Rijou could endure, and no amount of Leander lies could ever have convinced the other Ascendant Houses that such monstrous butchery hadn’t been by design. But Castilis had made Tazia lie about House Tiarren to Duke Jillard in exchange for saving my life, and that had given the Engueros both deniability and time to enact their massacre.

The world would have been better off if Spada had killed me that night – and perhaps it still can be if she finishes the job now. Or maybe, somehow, despite the iron shackle binding my right wrist to the bone-bed, I’ll find a way to kill her instead.

Spada turns and whatever she sees makes her back into the grey room, almost tripping because she’s not familiar with the oddly sloping floor and irregular, tilted walls. She mutters a word under her breath; I can’t hear what it is, but the way she says it makes it sound like a benediction . . . or a curse.

Then I see the bright steel of a rapier blade following Spada into the room, held in the hand of a woman far too old to be any threat to the girl who, whether she was born to become the greatest swordswoman in all of Rijou or not, had certainly bred herself to be just that.

‘No!’ I scream at the old woman in the tattered robes. ‘No! Get away from here—!’

I yank uselessly at the shackle binding my right wrist. My eyes search for anything that might do the work of the key Castilis threw too far for me to reach. Of course there’s nothing; I’ve already looked. I could spend a hundred years trying to get out of this manacle and still my corpse would be strapped to this gods-bedamned bed.

There’s venom in Spada’s eyes as she begins circling the room, accustoming herself to the uneven floor. She’s attuning her feral talents for violence towards ending the old woman. Had Castilis devoted his entire life to finding a perfect way to torture me, he could never have exceeded the horror of leaving me helpless while the one person who’d kept me from sinking body and soul into the pits of Domas Lacrima is murdered by my own personal devil.

‘Spada, you spineless little coward!’ I shout at her. ‘Are you so frightened of me that even while I’m shackled to a bed you daren’t approach?’

She doesn’t respond, not even to mock me for having fallen prey to Castilis’ schemes, or to reassure me that in a few seconds, once her current quarry is slain, she’ll take her time dealing with me. Her face is oddly pale, as if her skin were reflecting the grey walls around us.

‘You let us believe you were dead,’ she hisses at the old woman, ‘that the Hummingbird Whore had lured you to the Court of Jests, beaten you to death and buried your corpse where no one could find it.’

‘Not a bad way of describing what happened,’ her antagonist replies. ‘Did ye weep over my imaginary grave like the insipid brat ye always were, or just piss yerself like usual?’

The idle mockery kindles the fire of Spada’s fury. Her blade is humming in the air, as though the steel itself were imbued with her rage. ‘Why do you prattle at me like some gap-toothed fishwife!’ she demands. ‘Did your spite for your own family addle your wits until you couldn’t even remember who you were to this city? To me?’

The old woman has adopted a lazy forward guard, her filthy garb masking the way her upper body is positioned. Spada’s initial thrust is more a test of her opponent’s reactions than a genuine attack, yet she puts a hole in those ragged robes which almost steals my breath away.

‘Stop, please!’ I cry. The metal shackle bites into my skin as I yank against it, hoping that the blood seeping from the wound will allow my hand to slip through.

Spada makes her second attack from a low guard, dropping nearly to the ground before slashing at the old woman’s ankle. I watch in horror, for a wound to the foot or ankle needn’t be large to cripple an opponent. I’m convinced the tip of Spada’s rapier has cut into the ageing flesh, but the old woman is cackling and I realise it didn’t catch her ankle at all; she’s stepped onto it, momentarily trapping Spada’s rapier.

‘Still a sloppy little strumpet, aren’t ye?’ the old woman asks, delivering a thrust to Spada’s forearm that would have denied her the use of her right hand had Spada not used the trapped blade of her rapier as a pivot point from which to swing her body around so she could kick out at the old woman’s knee, forcing a retreat that in turn frees Spada’s weapon.

I can’t help but replay the entire exchange in my mind, trying to understand how the old woman pulled it off. Spada had already been in the low guard, necessitating only that she drop down as she slashed at the lower leg. The old woman had to raise her front foot and step down on the blade, which she couldn’t possibly have been fast enough to do.

She already had her foot raised beneath her robe. That is the only possible conclusion: she predicted the attack before it began, risking being entirely off-balance had Spada gone for a more conventional lunge.

I’m so stunned at her gamble that the far greater revelation barely registers. Were it not for the sword known as the Midnight Falcon held in her liver-spotted hand, I’d think this was all some kind of perverse case of mistaken identities. Except, seeing the two of them together . . .

My old mentor was never some former Greatcoat, as she’d led me to believe. She’s Curzia Enguero, Spada’s grandmother! This foul-mouthed old crone who spent seven years protecting me, teaching me, was the duellist daughter of House Enguero: Our Lady of Blades!

Once I have accepted that inexorable truth, my mind is ablaze with confusion and conflicting sentiments. Curzia Enguero was a monster who perverted the post of Ducal Champion – the role Duchess Valiana spoke of with such fawning idealism – into that of an enforcer, ensuring her family’s most venal crimes were never punished in court. The blood feud between Spada and me, even more venomous than the vendetta between our families, had its roots in Curzia’s murder at the hands of my mother in an unsanctioned duel!

‘You let us believe you were dead,’ Spada says, her flat, lifeless voice making her indictment even more chilling. ‘You let me believe you were dead.’

Spada’s circling the old woman now, no longer seeking the quick kill. She keeps her feet flat as she glides across the hazardous slopes and dips of the floor, mapping the terrain, laying out her dance, where each cut and thrust, every feint and envelopment, will best serve her advantage. This is what makes Spada different from other fencers: the seamless blend of ferocity, cunning and patience. This is why I could never beat her – and it’s why the old woman is going to die.

There’s nothing for me to do but struggle uselessly against the chain shackled to my right wrist, a spectre whose wailing is good only for frightening children.

‘Ye always were a vain child, ye know that?’ says the old woman. The grin splitting the craggy face makes it look as if this is merely a game. Can she really not see that behind Spada’s sublimely impassive mask lies a rage hot enough to burn down this entire city? Or does she not care that her own granddaughter is about to slaughter her?

‘I was a prisoner serving out a sentence. The prison is gone. The sentence remains.’

Was this the crime for which she consigned herself to Domas Lacrima, her family’s own prison mine?

Furiously, I begin twisting my hand within the shackle; the chain is too strong to break, but perhaps if I can angle my hand back and forth, I can work the shackle past the small protrusions at my wrist—

A flurry of lightning-quick clashes erupts, the back-and-forth of blades barely visible to the eye. It’s only by the rapid-fire ting-ting-ting of the blades against one another that I’m able to distinguish between the thrusts, parries, ripostes and counter-ripostes. The entire exchange takes no more than four ticks of a clock, but when the antagonists separate, both have a sheen of sweat on their faces.

‘All this time you’ve had to improve your skills,’ the old woman says, hiding a wheeze beneath a mocking chortle, ‘and you’re as slow and clumsy as ever, you foul little monster!’ Her diction has changed, the edges of her words sharpening as if some long-buried rage is finally slashing away at her disguise. In a move so bold and reckless as to provoke hesitation in her opponent, she flings her arms wide, offering a clear line to her heart. ‘Must I hold the blade for you so that your tip can find a target? You’re taking all the fun out of this!’

Nothing is revealed in the flat line of Spada’s lips nor the cold black void of her eyes – but there’s a fraction of a second’s delay before her rapier darts out like a snake’s tongue, striking too late to pierce anything but another hole in the old woman’s robes.

She hesitated.

Spada Enguero hesitated.

The two swordswomen, the finest of their respective generations, circle as the fighting begins in earnest. A dozen fencing manuals are brought to life before me, every attack, counter and deception ever conceived blending into a seamless dance of violence and hatred. It should be no contest: Spada is younger, stronger, faster, yet the old woman isn’t trying to hide her aches or the weariness in her muscles and bones. She is the embodiment of mockery, of disdain for all she surveys, and most of all, for her own life.

‘There will be no burial for you,’ Spada hisses, flicking away the blood on her cheek from a tiny, almost negligent cut that never should have happened. ‘No mourners will ever be permitted to laud whatever scheme you hoped to perpetrate through this betrayal of your family.’

The old woman lurches out of the way of Spada’s heartbreakingly fluid double lunge, batting the blade away with the back of her hand. ‘My betrayal of you, don’t you mean, Granddaughter?’

Granddaughter. She says that word as if it were an insult, an honorific devoid of any meaning. Can she truly hate her own blood so deeply?

No, I realise then, this is just another weapon in the duel, employed with the same dispassion and utility as her sword.

What had always elevated Spada’s technique wasn’t greater speed or precision or even tactical awareness. It had been her ability to feel nothing, to care for nothing save the placement of her blade into whatever part of another’s body she’d chosen to pierce. She could make her eyes and heart go so cold that her opponent’s blood froze in their veins.

That’s how she’d almost killed me seven years ago.

The old woman—

No, Curzia. She is Curzia Enguero: matriarch swordswoman of our most hated rivals – not only my mother’s nemesis, but the enemy of all her dreams of a better future, for her family, for this entire city.

And yet she’s also the protector who saved my life over and over and over again in the mines of Domas Lacrima – and who is now throwing hers away.

A slash slices through the air, the tip of Spada’s blade coming within a fraction of a fraction of an inch of kissing Curzia’s right eye. In response, the old woman giggles like a mad child.

‘Better!’ she declares, swinging her blade in a clockwise arc in front of her before bringing her hands together in mock applause. ‘Just a hair’s breadth more extension of your sword arm, a teensy, tiny bit more speed— Hells, if you just had a fraction of a womanly sway in those hips, that would have been sufficient to make up the distance.’ Curzia brings up one finger to her right eye, pretending to trace a tear down her cheek. ‘I would have been blinded and you victorious at last: the duellist who defeated Our. Lady. Of. Blades.’

She pauses theatrically and I sense the next line coming before she utters it, understanding at last that her theatricality hadn’t come from some past career on the stage, nor had it been a way of hiding her identity from prisoners and overseers alike. Flamboyance and melodrama weren’t curious affectations, they were the most intimate aspect of her fighting style. She engaged her opponents on two levels simultaneously: with her blade, and with the way she made you feel. She could humiliate you with a word or a glance, stiffening your sword arm. Her foul grins and the bubbling spittle on her lips made her both disgusting and pitiable, shortening the reach of an opponent’s lunge because they didn’t even want to breathe the same air as her.

Spada and I, even at our best, our most fierce, are still only fencers.

Curzia Enguero is a duellist.

Our Lady of Blades.

That’s how I know that after goading Spada with how close she’d come to defeating her grandmother would come the most insidious attack of all.

Curzia stops a moment, as if the fight has been forgotten, taps a finger to her lips and says, ‘Oh, wait. That’s not quite true, is it? Because Zephine Vauquelin defeated me first.’

And just like that, Spada Enguero, her granddaughter, my most feared and hated enemy, goes completely and utterly insane.


Chapter 64

The Sandglass

Three Years Earlier . . .

A single grain of sand slips from the top glass bowl to drift down that impossibly narrow channel to the bottom bowl. How the Arkayans could develop something so sublime and elegant as this sandglass, I cannot fathom. Castilis claims it is because they are philosophers, and philosophers by nature seek out the absolutes of nature, the incontrovertible principles to which all of life and time and space must bend the knee.

I think it’s because the Arkayans are unimaginably cruel.

Another grain of sand travels from the upper bowl to the lower. I cannot count them, even when I try, nor can I look away, no matter how hard I clench the muscles of my neck and jaw.

When they bring out the sandglass, I can’t sleep. I can’t speak or scream or shout or even beg. I am able to blink only between one grain’s descent and the next. Like my mind, my eyes have become slaves to the will of my tormentors.

A grain of sand from the top bowl joins its brethren at the bottom. A metaphor, perhaps?

Castilis told me to imagine that each grain of sand is a part of the girl I was: an army of thoughts and feelings and ideas and experiences that all fought in unison to hold together the person that was Natazia Vauquelin; the collective of masons and carpenters and architects and artists who had tried so valiantly to construct the person that Natazia Vauquelin might have become.

‘They’re abandoning you,’ Castilis had whispered to me, kneeling behind me, his teeth nibbling my ear and his hand between my legs, as the sandglass shackled my gaze. If I winced or showed the least sign of resistance or displeasure, he would step away instantly with all the self-restraint of a chivalrous courtier, leaving me alone with nothing but the glass and the grains of sand falling one after another.

‘One by one, they join with the others below, those little traitors,’ he would remind me before walking out of the room. ‘This is how a wise nation conquers its enemies – not by storming their ramparts, not by arrows shot across a battlefield or altering lines on a map. No, it is far more intricate, more beautiful. Slowly, citizen by citizen, law by law, thought by thought, you transform your opponent’s country into one whose inevitable destiny is to serve you.’

The Arkayans are surrounded by many times their own number in slaves. Some come from foreign lands as tribute from erstwhile allies; others are Arkayans themselves.

In Tristian sagas and history books, the word slave rarely appears unaccompanied by a second word: rebellion.

The shrugging-off of the yokes of our oppressors is woven into the very fabric of our shared identity as Tristians. Even in our hypocrisy – for any culture which condones forced prison labour is surely but a fractional adjustment of legal precedent from condoning slavery itself – we forever combine the notion of bondage with the subsequent breaking of chains.

Arkaya is different. The tiny islands of this archipelago, ruled by logicians and ontologists and geometers and every kind of philosopher imaginable, are served by tens of thousands of slaves who work the fields, fill the factories, who faithfully write down the wise words of their scholar-masters or travel to foreign lands to kill for the very nation that’s enslaved them, returning without fail to their enslavers to await their next assignment.

And slaves give birth to more slaves, raising their own children, above all other things, to find contentment in obedience.

I would kill every single Arkayan philosopher-king with my own hands.

If only there weren’t so many grains of sand still waiting to pass through the tiny glass passage into the bowl below.

If only there were not so very little left of Natazia Vauquelin.


Chapter 65

Rage and Retribution

I thought I knew rage.

It had burned inside me since the night I found my mother’s corpse dangling from wires inside the ruins of my home. Retribution was the only salve for such rage – and yet mine is nothing compared to the bursting volcano of Spada’s hate, of her sense of betrayal, of her need for retribution.

It doesn’t matter that Spada’s suffering is nothing more than the shame and fury of a little girl rejected years ago by the grandmother she worshipped, or that my own tribulations have been so much more tangible. Spada’s pain runs deeper, somehow.

Were my rage a match for hers, I would find the strength to break this chain that renders me an impotent observer to the tempest raging across the uneven floor of the grey room.

I thought I knew control.

I had worked to master myself from childhood, to prove myself superior to my rivals and better fight for my family. But mine is trivial compared to the unrelenting self-mastery of Curzia Enguero, who yields nothing to Spada’s youth or speed or strength, or to her madness.

‘Not long now,’ the old woman cackles, whipping the tip of her blade in Spada’s face. Her own body is covered in cuts and welts, the flesh peeking out through the gashes in the rough grey-brown wool of her penitent’s robe, old and wrinkled, begging for burial. There’s a sagging breast here, a bony thigh there, the loose skin of an emaciated belly. It’s ugly, embarrassing – and it means nothing to Curzia because she isn’t a woman.

She is Our Lady of Blades.

And she is about to die.

It’s irrelevant that Spada is also showing her wounds. She’s tired, gasping for breath, though she would have beaten her brothers black and blue for revealing such weakness to an opponent. For the first time in her life, Spada is afraid of another’s blade.

And she’s still about to win, because strength and speed do matter. Youth matters.

It’s a miracle the old woman has held her own this long. Spada is a whirlwind, vicious and cold, uprooting everything in her path. The old woman is a bent, frail reed being pushed to the ground, first this way, then that, yet somehow refusing to lie flat. No one calls the reed weak for submitting at last to destiny. No one cares at all, really.

Except, I care.

I am chained to the bed by my right hand. My sword hand. The price of freedom is to break the fragile bones within, to rupture the ligaments. Bones rebond, ligaments reknit – but they don’t heal, not really. They can never be as strong, as supple as they once were.

All my life I’d wanted to be the heroine of my family’s tale: to live or die by the sword. But this . . .

Without giving my treasonous heart time to reconsider, I press my thumb and little finger together, narrowing the width of my hand as much as possible. With my left hand, I hold the chain tight near the thick iron loop of the shackle to keep the angle steady. Then I scream so loudly it feels as if the grey stone of the walls and ceiling will crumble.

They don’t.

Neither does the shackle let go of my wrist.

I can’t, I think, almost blinded by the pain and the fear screeching down the broken carpal bones still holding me tight. I can’t do it!

I pull harder. If it’s even possible, the pain is worse, my shriek louder and shriller, setting my own ears ringing – and still I am bound. I have broken my hand for nothing.

It’s only in the absence of that clanging of blades, a sound suddenly sweeter to my ears than the chime of choir bells or the tinkling of wine glasses between soon-to-be-lovers, that I look up from the ruins of my hand to see the two combatants have paused, their gazes turning from one another to me. Even in this moment between life and death, their fencer spirits can’t help but gasp at what I’ve given up.

But it’s Spada’s eyes which link with mine – and what I see there changes me for ever.

She’s never respected me, and why should she, when I was always a second-best version of her: the lesser blade from a matched set of rapiers.

Now, though?

The dread in her gaze holds both sympathy and horror; perhaps she can’t help but imagine what it would mean to her to do what I’ve done. Reflected in her eyes, I finally see the one thing that makes me better than her.

I don’t smile – there’s nothing about this minuscule victory to smile about – but it is a victory, because Spada’s confoundment gives me the strength to pull the third time.

The sounds of the bones breaking in three of my fingers is glorious.

Half blinded by pain, sickened by the drugs Castilis has inflicted on my body and mind, and so full of sorrow it’s leaking out from the cuts on my wrist, along with far more blood than I would have expected, I rise from the bed and hold out my left hand for the old woman to toss me her rapier.

She doesn’t.

The old woman has always mocked me for my love of sword romances. She has warned me so many times that such infatuations lead me to believe that life unfolds in the way of heroic sagas, which – she has always assured me – it does not.

Spada looks as offended by the cackling as me, and only then does she see the pure Shan steel blade already three inches deep in her exposed left side. Her eyes travel along the length of it to its graceful swept hilt and the shaking hand of her grandmother.

‘Was it . . . was it because of the cats?’ Spada asks.

Curzia Enguero doesn’t reply at first. She’s having difficulty remaining upright because her granddaughter’s thrust had been almost as fast, and just as deadly.

As if in shock, Spada withdraws her rapier and drops it to the floor, where it clatters along the sloping surface . . . to me.

I snatch it up. There are only nine feet separating me from the duel, so I need only two strides, though they feel like wading through an ocean for leagues on end. Spada doesn’t even try to flee, but as I raise the rapier into line for a thrust that will rid the world of her for ever, I find another’s tip at my own throat.

‘No,’ says Curzia Enguero of the House of Falcons. She doesn’t even turn her eyes to her granddaughter when she says, ‘It wasn’t about cats, or cruelty, or any of the rest.’

Spada stands there, unarmed, bleeding from a wound that can’t go unattended for long. ‘Then why?’

I’ve seen a thousand smiles and sneers and smirks cross the old woman’s wrinkled lips in the seven years since she first saved my life in the House of Tears, but I’ve never seen one as strange and distant as this.

‘I’d like to say it was out of love,’ she replies, but now I know she’s speaking to me. ‘But it was probably out of necessity. Perhaps those are the same thing, sometimes.’

Those mangled sentiments shouldn’t make sense, but they do, and their message is as clear and complex as the facets of a perfectly cut romantine.

‘Go,’ I tell Spada Enguero, the woman who tried to kill me seven years ago, who violated me four nights ago, and who’d come to do worse today. ‘Go, find whatever road pleases you. Just make sure it never again crosses mine.’

A sob echoes around the odd grey room, following Spada as she flees. The old woman doesn’t spare her a glance. She can’t. Her eyes are on me and she’s holding that smile together with bits of string and whatever dregs of strength remain to her. The muscles in her jaw are trembling, just like every other part of her body.

‘It’s all right,’ I tell her, tossing Spada’s rapier to the bed before gently shifting the tip of the sword in Curzia’s hand away from my neck. ‘You can let go now.’

She blinks as if only now remembering the sword in her hand, lowers the point and lets the hilt fall as she collapses into my arms.


Chapter 66

Resistance

Three Years Earlier . . .

I did not passively accept my unmaking.

Many times, I fought back. The Arkayans relied on slaves to oversee my captivity when Castilis was away, no doubt doing equally awful things to other innocents: negotiating the destruction of my homeland or helping to plot the overthrow of some other unwary nation who’d committed the crime of having something the Arkayans might want, or of developing their own culture in such a way that the ontologists and epistemologists and logicians determined might one day, perhaps, interfere with the desires of the Arkayan philosopher-kings.

Slaves make poor fighters, even the skilled ones. When commanded to fight and kill, they might do so with consummate efficiency. Without their masters present, however, they lost the desire to punish others. Their eyes saw, yet did not discern. They heard, but did not listen. They observed my actions, but did not notice me. When spoken to, they answered, but those responses were shallow, somehow. Insubstantial. Dried out.

There was still fire in me, though.

I was Karel—

No. I was Natazia Vauquelin.

I remembered this, however infrequently, because from the first moments of my captivity, after Castilis had killed my husband . . . What had his name been again? It hardly mattered; he was dead, after all. But after the ship had been destroyed— Oh, how I missed that gigantic wooden creature of the seas, which had cut through the waves so fearlessly; the deck that swayed to and fro to the music of the crashing waters all around, so that you couldn’t simply walk across it but had almost to dance; the crow’s nest where I would climb so high—

What was I thinking about again?

Oh, yes: the list.

It was a good list, I thought. The trick with lists is that you must be ruthless in cutting away unnecessary chaff. My list was a sublime construction of efficiency, containing only the most crucial commandments:

1. You aren’t dead, you’re alive.

2. Castilis isn’t your friend, he’s your enemy.

3. You don’t love him. You do not love him.

4. You have a name. You are Natazia Vauquelin.

They never lasted long, those periods of coherence. Sometimes it was just a second or two, come and gone like a gust of wind clearing the fog, only for it to return just as quickly. Other times, clarity would stay with me for minutes, even an hour, though my spirit was too weak to act upon such epiphanies. I was a ghost, possessing the body of the girl I used to be, unable to make her move, incapable of resistance to whatever Castilis commanded. That wasn’t so bad. He wasn’t cruel. He didn’t torture me or violate me. Mostly, all he demanded was that I believe his lies.

Then I would hear the voice whisper inside me, the wise one that reminded me that in the mines we learn that survival comes not from daring or defiance, but from patience and tenacity. A proper mine girl never fights back against her overseer; she hides in the shafts until she finds the one rock sharp enough to kill him in his sleep.

And, slowly, day by day, grain by grain falling through the sandglass, I did believe Castilis Leander’s lies. Every one of them.

And still the mine girl hid from him.


Chapter 67

The Need for Names

I hold her tight, this strange old woman who refused to stop saving me, no matter how bitterly we fought or how deeply she despaired of my need for revenge. I hold her so tight that the broken bones in my right hand scream for mercy, but I have none to give, not for anyone, and especially not for myself.

‘Wh-what—?’ wheezes Curzia Enguero, the enemy of my family.

Gently, I ease her to the floor. The bone-bed might be more comfortable, but I know her too well to make that mistake: better the honesty of the cold hard ground than the lies of a soft bed.

The rags she’s worn since the day I met her fall apart, crumbling beneath my fingers like charred paper as I examine her injuries. Beneath the blood seeping from the fresh wounds lies a ghastly tapestry of older scars: a map of endless duels and brawls. Her broken, gap-toothed smile as she gazes up at me gleams brighter than any stars.

‘What i-is—?’

She can’t get the words out. Every cough brings up more blood – blood that should be spilling from my veins, not hers.

‘Your name is Curzia Enguero,’ I tell her, fighting back tears, losing utterly. ‘You are the greatest swordswoman who ever liv—’

‘Pah,’ she spits. Some hits my face; most of the blood dribbles down her chin. ‘Th-tha . . . epitaph. Not story. M-my s-sto—’

‘Seven years ago you murdered a Greatcoat,’ I say, to keep her from taxing what little life is left to her. ‘She wasn’t your first. Your family had demanded you rid them of any travelling magistrate who interfered in their affairs. Some, you killed in lawful duels in the Court of Blades. This one, though . . . You had no choice—’

She squeezes my right wrist, drawing a cry of pain from me. She never could tolerate anyone’s lies but her own.

‘You murdered her in cold blood,’ I concede, ‘without a trial or the sanction of the courts. My mother found out and challenged you to a duella honoria, in private. She . . .’ I feel the old woman’s hand begin to squeeze again. ‘Zephine Vauquelin beat you black and blue. She’d always been a skilled fencer, but even though she was young and strong and you were past your prime, you should have won.’

This time, I lock eyes with her, daring her to squeeze my broken hand, daring her to deny the truth of my words.

‘But you didn’t want to win any more, did you?’ I ask. My voice was harsh now, angry, accusatory. ‘You hated what you’d become. “Our Lady of Blades” was a lie, a pantomime for children. You mock me for my sentimental sword romances, but what greater fiction was ever concocted than the notion that the Ducal Champion of Rijou fought for justice?’ It’s me who spits at her for once. ‘And when you couldn’t stand retelling that lie, over and over, you didn’t march to the courts or the public square. You didn’t reveal to the citizens of Rijou the truth about their most beloved tradition, this myth of an honourable swordswoman they cherished above any saint. Instead, you scurried away like a rat into the sewers and buried yourself alive in Domas Lacrima, your own family’s prison mine. Was that meant to be penitence? Did you think you could find redemption there?’

My shouting voice echoes all around us. The old woman’s eyes don’t blink. I can’t hear her breathing and I begin to think she’s dead, but she always was a tricky bitch.

‘No,’ she says at last, more calmly now, more at ease, ‘not redemption. Not for me. Not until . . .’

Her smile.

How can anyone smile like that, so ugly, so full of mockery and self-hatred – so full of hope?

‘Not until a foolish sixteen-year-old girl turned up at the mines,’ I say, because no matter how conflicted my feelings, I have to finish the story. I have to give her a proper name. It’s the game we play.

‘Everyone there believed I was Natazia the mine girl, returned from a dream back to the nightmare where she belonged, but you saw through the lie.’ The fingers of my left hand go up to my face, to my jaw, my cheekbone, my nose. ‘You saw beneath the archiurgeon’s work, just as you saw beneath my own mask, and you thought, “Here is the gift fate sometimes grants the unworthy. Here is my pardon, handed down from the gods themselves. If I save this one girl, if I give her the life my family sought to take away, then just this once, I will have been worthy of the title Our Lady of Blades.”’

A feeble cough and a wheeze bring a trace of a giggle, along with more blood and spittle. ‘D-dumb bitch, am I?’

The pain in my right hand is drawing my attention again. As a girl, I’d learned anatomy, to understand how best to damage an opponent in a fight. In the mines, that education had continued. I stare at the broken bones. I’d had my knuckles broken more than once, but never as badly as this.

I wrap my left hand around my little finger, carefully, letting the agony guide me. Then I pull, ruthlessly tugging the bones back into place. I do the same with my forefinger. My thumb is sprained, not broken, so I ignore it and turn my attention to the bony protrusions on either side of my wrist. They’re harder to realign, and a damn sight more painful, but I squeeze hard and pull, even as I feel myself losing consciousness for a second. But it’s only a second, because I’m no longer some frightened child who can be overwhelmed by the world’s cruelties, and nor am I an angry girl whose rage makes her lose sight of what she must do next, no matter how difficult it might be.

For now, though, I must finish her story before I find an ending to my own. I rise to my feet and walk unsteadily to the cabinet filled with Castilis’ drugs and poisons. My own education may have paled in comparison to the one Castilis gave himself, but every daughter of Rijou studies such things. I recognise the contents of many of the jars and vials and quickly find healing draughts, salves, bandages and splinting supplies. Torturers are always well supplied; after all, who’d want their own excessive enthusiasm for their craft to inadvertently deny them further pleasure by having a victim die too soon?

Armed with the tools for my next fight, I return to the old woman.

Her expression is dubious.

‘I’ve no illusions that I can save you, you old crocodile. You’ve decided you’re going to die and no god or saint will stand in your way.’

She chuckles at this, her ribcage rising and falling in heaving breaths, paying the price for her mirth. I sit down next to her and begin working some of the salves over my fingers and wrist in preparation for splinting them.

‘No, you had your last farewell with your granddaughter, delivered to her the final lesson you had to offer. The one she couldn’t understand when she was younger. Do you think she learned anything from it?’

The old woman tries to shrug, fails. It doesn’t matter, though. I don’t need to see her shoulders rise and fall to recognise the gesture, just as I don’t need her to speak to grasp her meaning. That’s how it is between us, and has been for years now; the words were just to hide what we were truly saying to each other, to dull an edge too sharp for either of us.

‘You smell horrible,’ I tell her. ‘Must be a punctured intestine. I honestly didn’t think anything could make you reek worse than usual.’

I love you, Curzia Enguero.

Her upper lip curls disdainfully. She tries to spit at me.

I love you too, Kareline Vauquelin.

‘I suppose I shall have to deal with Castilis Leander’s mess all by myself now, what with you being too lazy to get off your bony arse. He’ll have convened his “Court of Crowns” by now. The Ascendant Houses will be ready to fall into line. He’ll overthrow the new duchess before she’s even sat the throne, and he’ll use my own sister to kill her. This entire duchy will fall at his feet, and soon after, he’ll bring slavery back to Tristia. Slavery! And it’s all your fault, you know.’

I thought the gift you gave me was keeping me alive in Domas Lacrima. I was wrong. It was how you stripped away the blindfold I wrapped so tightly around my own eyes; that’s what’s freed me at last. I will never forget that gift, and no one will ever blind me again.

‘Pah.’ She tries again to spit at me, but nothing comes out, not even more blood.

In the darkness, you need two lights to survive: one to help you see, the other, a promise further away, to give you something to strive towards, even if you’ll never reach it. You were my second light. You gave me a reason to climb out of the mine shafts and see the sky again.

I start to say something, but she grabs my left hand. The nail of her thumb scrapes against the skin of my palm.

It’s not enough, though, to light one person’s way, she’s telling me. It was never enough. It’s all I could manage, but you have to be more. You have to be better than I was. You have to be—

I shake off her hand. Her eyes widen a little, even as the last breath she’ll ever take begins to fade into the long, slow sigh that will follow her into that forever-night, that mine shaft from which none of us emerge. I lean over her to kiss her once on the forehead and then on each cheek. Then I let her see my face, my soul unmasked for the first time.

‘I am Our Lady of Blades,’ I tell her. ‘And through my next deeds, the tale of Curzia Enguero and Kareline Vauquelin will at last find a fitting end.’

I wink at her.

Just like a proper sword romance.

But she doesn’t see that last part, though her eyes are still open. I place my right hand over her eyelids, grateful for the pain of my splinted finger bones, and close them for the final time.

‘I suppose it’s just you and me now,’ I say aloud.

There’s no one there, of course, but part of me thinks she must somehow hear me. Perhaps she feels a slight shiver as I retrieve my belongings and step out of Castilis’ grey room. Maybe her hand tightens, too, when mine grips the hilt of the Midnight Falcon. Maybe she’s thinking what I’m thinking.

Come now, Sister. Let’s put an end to it once and for all.


INTERLUDE

CASTILIS LEANDER

My Dearest, Most Beloved, My Only Syldia,

You know I never do anything without a reason. Whether that reason is good or not is up to others to decide, of course. Perhaps a thousand years from now, I’ll be considered a saint: the man who saved Tristia from its endless cycle of self-inflicted wounds, sculpted it with his own two hands into what it was always meant to be and in so doing, unshackled its people from the falseness of their supposed freedom.

Freedom.

Nothing is so false as that silly word. I wonder at times if it should even exist, given it has no meaning. All things act in accordance with their nature. Do we say the tree is free because its branches grow towards the sunlight? Do we say the mouse is free because it scurries away from the cat? Rocks don’t choose to be hard any more than silk chooses to be soft. Why do we presume that human beings, who are born into soft flesh knitted to hard bones, who chase after whatever is shiny or tasty and flee from whatever frightens us, are free?

This is why I can’t blame you for betraying me. You’ve always been made to suffer by comparison to me. Though we were twins, Father always saw you as somehow inferior, defective – perhaps it was simply that you were born a girl. We both know how Father disdained as weakness all things feminine in everyone but himself. Yet we must concede, today more than ever, that we aren’t the same, are we, Syldia? From a mewling, sagging bundle of newborn flesh, you grew to be beautiful – but I became glorious. People find you charming, and you are, especially to me. But I entrance those around me, like a sun around which others desire only to revolve. Even as a girl, you were clever, but I am . . . Well, you know what I am. Everyone does – or at least, they soon will.

So how can I resent your treachery? The tree branches may grow towards the sunlight, but not towards the fire. The brighter I shone, the more you shied away from me. I see that now. Perhaps if you were more . . . But how could you be? You were limited by the flaws you were born with. That’s why you were drawn to the advocate, isn’t it? His light is so dim that he makes yours an explosion of stars by comparison. His gangling, petulant idealism is so charmless that in his presence you must feel like a king. An emperor. Me.

That’s why you allied yourself with him behind my back.

That’s why you stole my book – my most precious possession, Syldia! – and gave it to him. How could you not? It was in your nature, after all, and simple creatures can only follow their natures.

I’m different.

I’d always known I was different, but not precisely how. It was as if everyone around me were wooden pieces on a game board, moving only in predictable ways, according to a set of rules so obvious . . . Yet, they were always surprised by their own actions. They thought they were free.

It wasn’t until I met the Arkayans, and mastered both their philosophies and their methodologies for playing the game of human existence, that I understood what makes me different from everyone else.

I am free.

I’m truly free, Syldia. I walk along the squares of this game board to which the gods consigned us, and everywhere I look, I see things that look like me yet are merely sculptures of human beings whose movements are predetermined by hands belonging to greater minds. I push one a little to the left and he becomes a wealthy viscount. I push another to the right and she murders her own mother. Even as a boy, I could do this, although not to the extent I can now. But I didn’t understand what the point was: when did the game end? When I die? When I grow so bored I refuse to play any more?

Then came the Arkayans!

I should drop to my knees every morning in gratitude that Duke Jillard demanded Father exile me from Rijou seven years ago. Had I never met the Arkayans, I might never have understood that when everyone is in their proper place, when the circumstances around them align with their natures, all is in perfect harmony.

Perfection: that is the proper end of the game.

I am close now, Syldia. The Court of Chalices, those pompous lumps of worthless flesh and desire, have moments ago voted to accept my Kareline as the returned and restored head of House Vauquelin. They’ve accepted my demand to form a Court of Crowns and just as quickly rejected the claim of Valiana val Mond as being the blood daughter of Andreas Jillard, thus declaring the line of Jillard ended. Now there are only two more moves left in this first round of the game.

Even as I write this, Valiana is giving an impassioned speech about justice and the law and her oh-so sincere belief that Rijou has a greatness in its people that just awaits being unleashed. She’s wrong, of course. If you could see the expressions on the faces of the heads of the Ascendant Houses, you would chuckle as I do at the way each of Valiana’s grand clarion calls to decency serves only to enrage them further. They know their own natures, and her claims that they are free to follow some sublime path of goodness only make them feel dirtier because they know they never will.

In a moment, the Court of Crowns will put an end to her appeal and this prancing former Greatcoat will do what her nature demands and call for a duella entrona. The magistrates will hem and haw, then look to me. I will nod and they will hem and haw some more before agreeing. My fiancée will fight as my champion, of course. She’s truly a marvel, Syldia! With my training techniques, she’s become a greater duellist even than Spada. Under my tutelage, she has grown more regal and commanding than Kareline Vauquelin could ever be. With my love, she has transformed into the Swan Princess you should have been.

No one from the Great Houses will stand as Valiana’s champion, of course – no one would dare. They know that once the duella entrona is dispensed with, Valiana will be executed for treason – we can’t have commoners going around pretending to be duchesses, now, can we? – and the House of Swans will be declared by acclamation to be the new ducal bloodline. Who would want to stand in the way of that?

Well, you will.

You’re outside the courtroom already, aren’t you, Syldia? Arguing with that silly advocate you’ve told yourself you’re in love with, and whose unyielding idealism you think has infected you so you must fight for what’s right, because you’re convinced that Vicendi would if only he were of sufficient rank. Vicendi will try to convince Percévan Tiarren – did you know that’s who Bézan Grise was all along? I should have made the connection when he first appeared on the scene. Bézan Réchambeau was a legendary duellist – Our Lord of the Black Blade, they called him. Back then, Percévan was just a timid boy, but Aline Tiarren, the bastard daughter of King Paelis, had orchestrated an encounter in which Percévan believed Bézan had been hired to kill her, which forced Percévan to break free from his terror of violence to save her, whereupon he learned that Bézan Réchambeau had been doing Aline’s bidding all along.

Could Percévan beat my fiancée? Perhaps, perhaps not, though we’ll never know, because time and the death of his beloved half-sister Aline have made him cold. He won’t risk his life for a stranger like Valiana because heroism is no longer in his nature.

It’s in yours, even though neither of us saw it before. You’ve always been a good fencer, Syldia. Few people know that about you because they prefer to imagine you naked in their beds rather than garbed in ugly duelling trousers and chasing someone around a circle with a sword.

You won’t win, though. My fiancée will bat you about the circle a while and then skewer you straight through the heart. I know you think that’s precisely what makes this sacrifice so noble: you think this proves that you have free will.

You don’t.

No one is free, no one but me.

That’s why I’ve always felt so alone.

Except for you.

Even though some part of me always understood that you were, like the others, just a piece on the game board, a mechanical toy soldier moving in whatever direction circumstance had pointed it, I made myself believe you and I were the same.

You were my last tether to fate and circumstance, Syldia. When you’re dead, I’ll accept that to be free is to be alone, and it will be all right. I won’t feel that ache any more. I won’t tell myself, under the covers at night, that perhaps if someone had ever truly cared for me I wouldn’t feel this way. Perhaps if Syldia loved me, I could be happy in that stupor that people call love.

Valiana’s plea is almost at an end, so it’s time for me to stop writing. You’ll never read this letter, anyway. You’ll come storming through the courtroom doors in a moment, making your own little speech and declaring your intent to fight for Valiana, and then you’ll be dead. I said at the outset that I never do anything without a reason, so I must conclude that I’m really not writing this to you at all: it’s a missive from me to myself. A love letter.

So I’ll end this first and only love letter as follows:

Don’t weep, Castilis. None of this is your fault. When the tip of your bride-to-be’s sword pierces the heart of your only sister, simply nod stoically. This is what people need of their rulers. Tonight, you will bed your fiancée for the first time, because a duke needs heirs. Don’t feel bad if your thoughts turn to Syldia while you’re inside her. It’s in your nature.

With profound affection, admiration and understanding,

Castilis Leander

Duke of Rijou and soon to be the future and final King of Tristia


PART THE EIGHTH

THE CROWN DUEL

[image: An ornate sword separates a crown-wearing bird from a broken crown, resting on a cushion. A banner across the bottom reads: Duella Entrona.]


The law is a machine: a clock with a mechanism so fragile that every spring and wheel must be kept in perfect operation, else the hands will point in false directions and the course of time itself become perverted.

Yet in the Court of Blades, black-powdered wigs and majestic bronze thrones hide from public view the rusted gears grinding beneath the marble floors of our courtrooms, where verdicts are manipulated through haggling, deal-making, bribery and blackmail.

What duty remains to an honest advocate, then, when the machinery of law has become the enemy of justice?

P.819 of The Advocate’s Lament,

court chronicles of House Vicendi


Chapter 68

Drowning

Three Years Earlier . . .

He refused to let me lose myself.

Whenever I became convinced that I was myself – that these disturbing recollections of mine shafts and inedible food, of cowering in the dark, of being an ignorant, filthy child – were fever dreams brought on by the trauma of nearly dying at Spada’s hands some years ago, that is when Castilis would reprimand me.

‘Have you forgotten already?’ he would ask, lying next to me on my bed.

He rarely spent the night there. Mostly, it would be in the daytime, when the long-necked, white-winged birds of prey common to this little island in the Arkayan archipelago dived from the skies to snatch up smaller animals like mice or rats in their talons, lifting them up high as they snapped their spines. Castilis liked to listen to them. He said he could hear a song in their squawking, and that there was wisdom in that song.

‘I haven’t forgotten anything,’ I would sometimes bite back, because however much I loved him and our little games together, I was still Kareline Vauquelin, and I did not take belittling lightly. ‘Perhaps the idleness of this idyllic island has addled your brain.’

‘Idle idyllic islands addle the brain?’ he asked. The alliteration brought a smile to those lush, perfect lips of his, which made me smile in response.

‘When will we return home, do you think?’ I asked him.

‘Do you miss the mines?’ he asked in response.

I stiffened. I never liked this particular game. Despite its innocence, it felt . . . abusive, somehow. Were Castilis capable of cruelty, I would accuse him of being so.

‘Roll onto your stomach,’ he would tell me at times like these. He preferred I be naked whenever I lay on top of the bed, though he remained fully clothed. He would bring a wide-mouthed jar of pale grey ointment which he would massage onto my skin. I disliked the sweetness of its scent, but it made my skin tingle pleasantly. I considered resisting at first. There was something else about the ointment that I didn’t like, but I couldn’t quite recall it at the moment.

I did as I was told, resting my head on my folded arms, letting him rub the ointment onto my shoulders and back, my legs. He rarely worked his fingers into the places between, though I often wished he would.

‘Imagine . . .’ he began quietly, whimsically.

‘Imagine what, darling?’

‘Imagine that we are in one of those sword romances you’re so fond of. We’re in the bêtement, the darkest part of the tale, when all is lost for our heroine.’

‘That’s the part of the story you choose to bring up when your hand is between my legs?’ I asked tartly.

‘My hand isn’t between your legs.’

Odd. I had imagined his fingers there, wanted them to be there, but he was right. His hands were massaging the ointment into my lower back.

I gave in. ‘Fine. The bêtement. Here I am, captive of the maleficent villain, Castilis Leander, trapped in his hideous lair. What terrible offences is he committing against my person?’

‘Ah, that’s the thing, you see? Our malefactor rarely abuses the body of his victim. The mind is his quarry.’

‘So, no climactic sword fight, then?’

‘Perhaps. Later, though. For now, our heroine suffers a more subtle fate. She is a humble mine girl, you see. Years ago, she was given away to a merchant, who married her. She was just beginning to love him when he was cruelly murdered. Now she’s being held captive on a lonely island where our antagonist has slowly but surely convinced her that she isn’t a mine girl at all, but a brave and beautiful noblewoman named Kareline Vauquelin.’

‘Castilis . . .’

His thumbs press the ointment deeper into the muscles of my back. The sensation is somewhere between agonising pain and a kind of submissive pleasure. ‘She fights, our little mine girl, to remember her true name. Tell me her name, my love.’

‘Castilis, I don’t like this story.’

That’s what I tell him whenever he gets like this: I don’t like this story.

But my protestations have no effect. He keeps rubbing the ointment into my skin, harder and harder until my breath quickens, always demanding I say the name.

‘Natazia,’ I cry out as the memories flood back to me. ‘I am Tazia. I’m a mine girl from Domas Lacrima who was freed by Viscountess Zephine and raised as the duellist daughter of her house. My sister Kareline was beaten almost to death. My brother Farren was taken away. My madera was murdered. I was to be returned to the mines, but Kareline took my place because I couldn’t go back. I could never go back! I was married to the duke’s cousin, Baronet Urvadel, until you . . . until you—’

‘There now,’ Castilis would always say once I broke, ceasing his ministrations, then flicking a finger playfully against my buttock. ‘That took longer than the last time, didn’t it?’

Hatred rose like bile from my belly, burning my throat. I gasped for breath. My fingers wanted to claw the sheets, desperate for the feel of a rapier’s hilt in my hand. I couldn’t, though; my body was paralysed from the ointment. I always forgot that’s what it was meant for.

‘Why are you doing this to me?’ I would demand of my captor, my tormentor. ‘Why not simply let me forget? You want me to think I’m Kareline, and yet over and over you make me remember I’m not her.’

How many times had we played this same game? This forgetting and remembering? Why did he never tire of it?

His lips came close to my ear, tongue tracing the lobe ever so slowly before he said, ‘Because making you forget would be nothing more than bending you to my will. But steel that bends one way can be bent back to its original form and be just as sharp. I don’t want to bend you, Tazia. I’m making you brittle. That’s how you make the steel shatter.’

‘Why? Just to hurt me? What did I ever do to you to make you hate me this way?’

I would feel the bed shift under me as he rose from it. I would feel the ache of his impending absence and begin to miss his hands on my body.

‘I don’t hate you, Tazia. I love you. But I can’t give my heart to a mine girl, so I need to break you into little pieces and reforge you into something worthy of my love.’

A bitterness on my tongue brought tears to my eyes. ‘You want to turn me into Kareline.’

And then he would laugh, as if I really didn’t understand him at all.


Chapter 69

Treacherous Titles

Like all of Rijou’s courtrooms, the Court of Chalices is a grandiose affair. Considered an architectural marvel by those with too much wealth and too little taste, the twelve-sided chamber rises up to a set of galleries from which the family members and retainers of each house represented there gawk and gossip at the events unfolding below. Along each wall runs a long, narrow marble table much like the bar at a tavern. Behind each one sits the head of an Ascendant House, on either side of them, their house champion and scholar.

In the centre of the chamber, a pedestal holds the great ceremional Chalice of Rijou. The goblet in question now sits upside down so that its ornate base looks like a crown. Arranged in a semicircle around it, the magistrates occupy thrones whose bases are inset with stairs that rise up four feet before meeting their Eminences’ wise arses. Each throne is different: one is of carved grey inlaid with gleaming gold, another of ornately wrought iron and the third of polished oak. Each of the three materials no doubt represents something deeply symbolic and dignified, but I can’t be bothered to recall their meanings. A tense formality holds the audience in check. The eyes of the trio of magistrates – little more than finger-wagging schoolmarms for these proceedings – dart around the room so that all in attendance know that interruptions will not be tolerated. Beside each magistrate, where a court clerk should be, stands a scholar in hooded grey robes. Castilis’ foreign intriguers, no doubt, come to ensure the correct verdicts are delivered.

‘Well, hello there, sweetlings,’ I call out to those sitting in judgment.

It feels like it’s been weeks since I’ve employed Lady Consequence’s glib tone of voice, her crooked yet alluring smile and, above all else, her undaunted swagger as I cross the chamber. And yet it was only a few days ago that I was at the Swan Palace, enacting my grand plan to upturn the schemes of Rijou’s finest intriguers and avenge myself upon those who destroyed my family. Now I shall be lucky if I walk out of here alive.

Luck has nothing to do with it, I remind myself. Without the old woman here to scold me, I’ll have to do so myself.

‘You have no standing here, “Lady Consequence”,’ declares the magistrate seated atop the oak throne: a pencil-thin fellow with eyebrows so thick they could be put to better use dusting the chalices atop each of the twelve house tables rather than fluttering angrily at me. His words are confident, precise; no doubt he’s been waiting all day to deliver them, having been instructed to do so by Castilis himself.

The Swan Princeling – the man who will soon wear the ducal coronet of Rijou and not long after find his way to a king’s crown – sits behind the table for House Vauquelin. Next to him is his fiancée, Tazia, looking dazzling, seated at the centre on what can only be called a mildly immodest throne. Her honey-blonde hair is done up in a crown braid. A figure that was once skinny and had to be posed carefully to summon the illusion of curves has filled out marvellously. She’s still slender, like me, but her breasts have blossomed more than mine and her hips are a trifle wider. The shoulders give her away, though, no matter how cleverly she hides them beneath the padding of the lush purple gown hugging every part of her except where her muscles might show too clearly.

Seven years elevating not only her fencing skills but honing her body to perfection, while I stand here with a broken sword hand.

To others, she must appear the sublime, stately beauty expected of the scion of an Ascendant House. To me, she has become a twisted house pet: a feral cat kicked one too many times, yet whose fingers drum on the marble surface of the table with the patient, almost bored grace of a flicking tail. She knows the mice are coming and waits only for her master to chase them from their nests before she pounces.

I am one of those mice, though not the first.

Before the magistrates stands Valiana, former Greatcoat, recently discovered daughter of Andreas Jillard and now the rightful Duchess of Rijou . . . in chains. On the other side of the magisterial thrones, a reedy young fellow in the august and faintly arcane robes of a City Sage is fiddling with a set of glass vials rattling in their bronze casings. There’s a sheen of sweat on the young scholar’s face, but his expression is one of growing relief: he’s done his job, told the lies he was instructed to tell and will soon be back safe in his little office next to the Crimson Registry, counting the coins and contemplating which house in the carto nobli he should purchase.

‘We said, you have no standing here!’ bellows the heavier-set magistrate atop the iron throne. His thick moustaches look as if they had to be wrestled into submission before settling into their drooping bull-horn shape over his oddly lush lips. He’s already signalling for a squad of Court Wardens bearing leather-wrapped iron truncheons and determined expressions. ‘Will you desist? Or must we—?’

‘I have standing in this court,’ declares Syldia Leander from the entrance of the courtroom. She strides across the floor with the unwavering gait of one who knows she mustn’t slow down or she’ll risk fleeing back in the direction she came. The white duelling waistcoat over the blousy shirt and fitted leather trousers don’t quite suit her. With her silver-blonde hair tied tightly back, she looks almost boyish, like—

She looks like Castilis, I realise, more shocked than I should be. I wonder now whether all the preening and swanning she did when we were young hadn’t been the usual Rijouan feminine vanity but instead, a desperate attempt to hide how closely she resembles her brother.

She doesn’t even acknowledge Valiana before offering to throw her life away on the new duchess’ behalf. ‘House Leander stands with Valiana Jillard, lawful Duchess of Rijou.’ Unhooking the scabbarded rapier from her belt, she holds it up for all to see. ‘The Swan Blade eagerly awaits the steel of any who would claim otherwise.’

The stone magistrate, a woman whose shapely beauty presses against the grey silk of her robes, answers with less bombast than her colleagues. ‘Such a challenge must come from the head of an Ascendant House. The demotion of House Enguero over recent revelations of their failure to uphold the terms of their mining charter has elevated House Leander in their place, but it is your brother, not you, who rules the House of Swans.’

Syldia smiles, a tight pulling at the sides of her mouth that thins her lips. ‘I was born nine minutes before my brother. The records of our births are within the Crimson Registry.’ She turns to the City Sage. ‘Unless my brother has also paid you to lie about that?’

‘N-no, ma’am,’ stutters the City Sage.

The iron magistrate tugs at one side of his moustaches. ‘You have never claimed this birthright before, Lady Leander, which suggests you’d abdica—’

‘Baronetess Leander,’ she corrects him. Her smile widens even as her eyes narrow. ‘To mis-title the head of an Ascendant House in a public court is slander, even for a magistrate. You have given me grounds to challenge you, Eminence.’

A laugh, light, musical and entirely unsettling, chimes from the seat next to my sister. ‘Goodness, Syldia, how many duels do you intend to fight today?’

Her eyes don’t leave those of the magistrate, yet for a moment, it’s as if the rest of us have disappeared and only she and Castilis remain. ‘It is only the final one that should be of consequence to you, Brother.’

A silence settles over the room. Never before has anyone present witnessed a dispute between the Swan Twins. It’s as if a tremor is disturbing the very foundations of Rijou. Castilis looks as if he’s been slapped across the face harder than he could have ever experienced as a child, for even then, his parents knew to fear him. Syldia, however, has transmuted that fear into a hatred deeper than any I’ve ever seen before: a sudden fury burning as hot as Spada’s or mine, or anyone else caught in our intertwined tales of loathing and resentment.

I truly admire Syldia Leander in that moment – how could I not? However much I despise Castilis, my disdain came from the privilege of not having had to live beneath the same roof as him. Had I been born his sister, would I have resisted him? Or would I have cowered at his every word, his every touch? When Syldia’s gaze meets that of my sister – who isn’t troubled or impressed at all by this act of defiance, and who knows without a shred of doubt that she can and will kill this slip of a girl defying her lover – there isn’t so much as a flutter of her eyelids to show a wavering of her intention.

Syldia knows she has come here to die. Vicendi, hidden among the small crowd of clerks and advocates by the entrance, looks so pale he could be a ghost come to witness one last tragedy. Next to him are Percévan and his sister Twina, wearing the full colours of their house for the first time since their family was massacred at the order of Castilis’ father. Percévan looks defeated, for his claim has also been rejected by the court. Everything that Castilis put in motion over the past seven years is coming to pass. He has turned the law into a brass toy with springs and gears that clunk along precisely as he intended, clacking their way inexorably to the end he has devised for all of us.

‘I believe my name was invoked,’ I tell them all.

‘What?’ demands the bushy-browed magistrate of the oak throne.

I point to Syldia. ‘Baronetess Leander said . . .’ My finger drifts to beckon one of the court clerks who is massaging his pen hand after what was no doubt a great deal of rapid transcription prior to my arrival. ‘Go on,’ I tell him.

The clerk’s uncertainty as to whether he should be obeying my order gives way to the habit of his profession. ‘Baronetess Lean—’

‘Lady Leander,’ Castilis corrects.

The clerk’s eyes dart from his pages to me to Castilis and back again, finally returning to his scrawls. ‘Um . . . She said, in reference to the question of duels, “It is only the final one that should be of any consequence t—”’

‘There, you see?’ I ask, interrupting. ‘Consequence was called, and here I stand.’

‘Th-that’s not—’

‘You’ve done your part, dear,’ I tell him, then place a finger to my lips. ‘Best get back to setting down what’s said here. I promise, this next part is worthy of being chronicled in your little book.’

All three magistrates are trying to shout over one another, apparently fighting for the privilege of being the one to shut me down. But my smile has turned on Castilis now, and he, lover of theatrics that he is, can’t quite stop himself from taking control of the stage.

‘Go on,’ he tells me.

He doesn’t shout; his command is even quieter than usual. And so sensitive have all ears become to his voice that even the bickering magistrates instantly stop.

I walk past the three thrones to the table of House Vauquelin, where Tazia, my sister, has taken my rightful place, and next to her, the man who orchestrated the massacre of our family and the misery of an entire duchy – the man who intends to return slavery to a nation whose only saving grace is having once thrown off its yoke. A pair of crossed rapiers sits on the table in front of her: the one she took from me in the ruins of our home before handing me over to Castilis, and the one Valiana has no doubt been required to relinquish now that the magistrates have invalidated her bloodline.

Unbuckling the scabbard of the Midnight Falcon and setting it aside, I tell her, ‘I believe those are mine.’

Without missing a beat, her eyes go down to my splinted right hand. ‘Whatever would you do with two of them?’

‘Oh, I require only one,’ I say, wrapping the fingers of my left hand around the smooth grip of those magnificent purple-blue blades. Even that act is enough to draw a gasp from everyone else in the courtroom. I deliver my first attack. ‘The other is for you, Tazia.’

The curl of her upper lip is instinctual, unfeigned. Her mask is hard as iron, but brittle as glass. Castilis is smiling. I don’t wait for him to deliver whatever mockery is bubbling just behind his lips, but turn and stride back to the open space before the magistrates. The twelve-sided pleadings area isn’t quite a duelling circle, but it will serve. I pause briefly to share a glance with Syldia Leander: an apology of sorts, the recognition that, whether I am taking this death from her or merely delaying hers, nonetheless I’m stealing a piece of the dignity for which she has overcome as much torment and doubt as I ever suffered in the mines of Domas Lacrima. She, too, has spent far too much of her life imprisoned in a house of tears.

‘I am Kareline Vauquelin,’ I tell the assembled crowd, turning on my heel so that each and every one of them can see my eyes. ‘My mother was Viscountess Zephine Vauquelin, murdered by the Engueros, her death blamed on House Tiarren: but every drop of her blood do I lay not only at the feet of House Leander, who engineered my family’s massacre, but before all of you who allowed the crime to go unpunished.’

‘Have you come here seeking to challen—?’

I cut off the shapely magistrate on her stone throne before she can even begin her repudiation. ‘I hereby give up the title of Viscountess. I relinquish my right to House Vauquelin, to the Hummingbird Chalice, to all rights and privileges of my birth.’ I shoot Tazia an insolent wink. ‘Hells, I’m even happy to give up the name if she wants it so badly.’

The iron magistrate looks delighted by my testimony. ‘Well, then, you have thereby forfeited your presumed titles and thus any right to make a claim before this court.’ He gestures for the Court Wardens to take me away, but their eyes are on the purple-blue blade in my hand.

‘I have yet one title remaining to me, Eminences. One granted to me not by accident of birth or abuse of privilege, but a title earned among the flowers of the Swan Garden, in the darkness of the shafts beneath Domas Lacrima and in the pool of my mother’s blood in the ruins of my home. A title acknowledged in the Court of Blades some days ago by a magistrate who was then murdered for having accidentally done so.’

For the first time, I notice Spada Enguero, her brown and black coat buttoned up to cover the bandaged wound that must be causing her more pain than even the broken fingers of my sword hand. Our eyes meet, and something unexpected happens: Spada Enguero nods, granting me permission to say this last part.

‘A title given to me,’ I tell the magistrates, the assembled great houses, the witnesses, and the world coming apart beyond the walls of this courtroom, ‘by the only woman worthy of it.’ I raise the Indigo, one of the twin blades of this strangest, most dangerous of privileges ever conceived by idealistic fools who perhaps once hoped that sharpened steel could point the way to justice. ‘By the laws and traditions of this duchy – laws that grant me the right to intervene in any legal proceeding I choose, and which I now invoke to argue the case in steel and blood on behalf of Valiana, Duchess of Rijou – I present myself to you, to all of you, as . . . Our Lady of Blades.’

The silence that follows doesn’t last long, nor is it broken so much as cut by the light, gentle scrape of a blade identical to mine against the marble floor. Natazia comes to stand before me. There’s recognition in her gaze, but not for a sister or even for a rival. It is the recognition in the eyes of a cat when the wounded, cornered mouse has reared upon its hind legs and now awaits the predator’s teeth.


Chapter 70

Swans

Two years earlier . . .

Only once did he tell me the truth. Only once did the perfect, unbreakable mask of Castilis Leander drop long enough to reveal both the invincible genius he was making of himself and the sad, lonely boy he couldn’t seem to leave behind.

It was the night before we were due to leave the Arkayan island where I had been his willing, often delighted prisoner these past years. He hadn’t told me where we were going next, only that I should pack all my possessions – a joke, I think, since I owned nothing but whatever clothes he told me to wear and whichever sword with which he wanted me to train – and say goodbye to this part of my life.

Say goodbye to what life? I wondered, since, however confused my feelings were about my captivity, I never mistook this for a life.

After the sun had set and the candle in my room began to spit as the wick reached the pooled wax at the bottom, a perverse impulse came over me. Castilis had never made love to me, not once. Oh, he’d put his fingers between my legs, and once his tongue, and he could make me squirm and groan until the unasked-for pleasure drove me insensate, but he’d never let me touch him back. That he wanted nothing from me made me feel inadequate – not quite ugly, but somehow . . . irrelevant.

Say goodbye to this part of your life.

I snuck from my room – not much of a feat since it was never guarded any more – and down the hall to his. The door would be unlocked, I knew, because it was impossible for Castilis to be Castilis if he had to rely on locks or bars to feel safe. Tonight, I would take away a tiny fraction of that self-assurance.

I had no way of knowing if he enjoyed sex. Perhaps he’d intended all along to make tiny adjustments to my behaviours, my desires, so that on the very night when he told me to say goodbye to this part of my life, I would come to his room and beg that we make love, only for him to refuse me.

The desire felt sick, depraved. Perhaps what he truly enjoyed was not wanting me. Would he patiently listen to my pleas, my crying and whining, and finally stroke his own manhood to hardness and say, ‘Fine. Get on, if you must’?

Standing outside the door, I stopped to remove my nightdress. There was a mirror mounted onto the wall of the hallway that I didn’t remember being there before. I paused, examining my naked body in the glass, adjusting my posture, contorting myself until my buttocks were pushing out one way and my breasts the other. When this felt foolish, I tried something more demure, but that didn’t work either. Finally, it came to me: be like a swan.

Swans are beautiful, after all.

Swans are perfect.

Kareline Vauquelin was many things, but she wasn’t a swan.

I changed my pose, making myself graceful rather than salacious or bashful. The trick, I found, was to make every part of my body alluring – but only to the slightest degree: a hint, a promise. I was close, so close, but as my fingers threaded through my hair, I saw that the colour was all wrong: the blonde strands too honeyed, lacking in silvery luminescence. The waist should be a touch slimmer, the figure willowy rather than merely slender: an ethereal presence as much as a physical body. When I recognised the girl in my imagined reflection, I gasped at the sight of her. She was breathtaking. Born to perfection, utterly unlike Tazia the mine girl or even the ever-defiant Kareline. This was grace and beauty unalloyed by independence or wilfulness. More than anything in my life, I wanted to be that girl, because I knew she was what Castilis wanted. She was all he’d ever wanted.

A swan.


Chapter 71

The Perversity of Perfection

Even before our blades cross, I’m struck by the capriciousness that the future of an entire duchy and the lives of so many have come down to the simplest, most primordial and callous question of all: which one of us will be first to stick the point of our sword into the heart of the other. The rules of duelling, both traditional and those imposed under the pomp and grandeur of this so-called Court of Crowns, are like bits of lace and frippery hastily sewn onto the filthy rags of a convict. We are trapped, Tazia and I, incarcerated within the same cycle of violence that pitted the Engueros against the Vauquelins all those years ago. A machine that feeds on the pride of youth and grinds out powdered bone and blood to sow more and more hatred into Rijou’s fertile soil.

My splinted right hand is worse than useless. My body is ravaged by the narcotics Castilis fed me for three days as he assailed my mind and soul. Tazia, meanwhile, moves with a fluidity and grace she’d never displayed when we were girls. The eyes of the magistrates, the nobles, even the duchess for whom I am risking everything, are drawn to the way she flows around the duelling circle, the hem of her purple gown like a trail of water behind her. Most of them are blind to the predatory anticipation with which her eyes drift across every inch of me, noting every injury, every defect.

Today, upon the magnificent marble floor of this courtroom, my sister is going to kill me. All that is left is for me to turn my death into Castilis Leander’s defeat.

‘Do you know where our brother is?’ I ask her as I raise my rapier into a high straight line parallel with my shoulder. My body is turned to the right, presenting her with only my sword arm side. Tazia always hated the sliver posture when we were young. It presents the narrowest possible target, but denies one the use of their opposite hand for a secondary weapon or for hand parries – which is no loss in my case, given the state of my right hand.

Tazia adopts an identical guard. Consciously or not, part of her wants me to see she’s overcome the defect of her youth that made that pose uncomfortable. This is her first mistake, and my first sign that Castilis’ transformation of her psyche is incomplete. Were I faced with such a challenge from an opponent, I would instead present a garda modestus, with the sword arm almost entirely withdrawn. This both taunts the opponent and makes the estimation of distance more difficult.

But you are not me, Sister. You’re still the girl desperate to prove she’s as good as me.

‘Farren is outside the courthouse,’ I tell her, ignoring the twitching of her sword’s tip, a form of goading meant to anger an opponent, and more proof that, regardless of her poise and the steadiness of her mask, her body still instinctively remembers how we used to fight one another. ‘He’s giving a grand speech to the crowds who await the outcome of this trial. What do you supp—?’

Her point drives forward, the angle ten degrees downwards, as if going for my front leg. The instant it passes where she presumes the hilt of my rapier will be when I counter-thrust, the tip slips upwards to catch my wrist. The precision required to perform this at speed is remarkable. It’s what I would have done seven years ago, when I still cared about being the fastest and most precise fencer I could be. Today, however . . .

‘Ooh, that stings,’ I say, frowning in sympathy. A nasty scratch along Tazia’s forearm blooms with tiny drops of blood. The look of shock gives way to a moment of confusion. Her eyes dart briefly to the back of the courtroom. I needn’t follow her gaze to know she’s looking to Castilis for answers, wondering why this mine girl she’s facing, this inferior, has drawn first blood.

‘Sanguina prima,’ declares the iron magistrate in a deep, booming voice that sounds almost as if he approves of my manoeuvre. ‘Two more and the appeal shall be granted.’ I suspect this unnecessary reminder is directed at Castilis, not Tazia.

‘How did you do that?’ she demands, withdrawing a step. She briefly adopts a garda ferale: a more straight-on, hunched posture in which both the sword and free hand are able to attack. The raised eyebrows of some of the nobles in the audience cause her to shift to a more refined garda stocatta, with her shoulders back.

You’re afraid, Sister, I think, smiling at her – not one of Consequence’s smiles, though, but Kareline’s. You don’t want them thinking you look like some jumped-up mine girl, do you? You especially don’t want Castilis to think you’re failing to be the woman he made you.

‘Farren’s speech is about slavery,’ I tell her, not bothering to shift my stance as she circles me. The girl I used to be hated mirroring an opponent’s movements, even if it meant giving them a chance to flank me. ‘I caught a few lines of it before entering the courthouse. You should hear it. Really stirring stuff. He’s letting the people of Rijou know what Castilis has planned for them.’ I twist my lips into more of a wry grin. ‘Apparently, the years haven’t shaken our brother’s tendency towards grandiose metaphors.’

Anger comes to Tazia’s face, but it disappears just as quickly. The Kareline I once was, the one Castilis has made her into, never allowed emotion to break her mask – no doubt that’s why it shocks her when she sees the anger bloom on my own face.

‘He’s going to turn this city, this duchy, the entire world into a House of Tears, Sister.’

‘Liar,’ she says. It’s the first time she’s spoken since the duel began. ‘Castilis wants to free us.’

I’m disappointed. I’d hoped to goad her into an attack, but she’s wary now. She wants me to betray something of myself before she devises the appropriate counter.

How very Kareline of you, I think.

When I was younger, I believed that sentiment dulled a fencer’s edge. Control was everything: a mind freed from the shackles of the heart, directing the body with precision and clarity. Then I watched the old woman fight with every part of her mind, body, heart and soul, each aspect another weapon with which to unbalance her enemy. No part of her was flawed, not even a limp or ache, not even fear. She used all of it, and that’s how she was able to defeat Spada.

‘Would you like to know how I’m going to beat you, Sister?’ I ask.

Now it’s her turn to smile. ‘You’re trying to provoke me into an early attack. But I have all the time in the world, “Sister”, whereas you’ – her point wriggles in the air, motioning to my broken hand – ‘how long before the pain slows you down?’

‘The pain?’ I ask. ‘I’m sorry, did you say “the pain”?’

Her eyes narrow. That’s a remnant of Tazia; Kareline had learned never to squint during a fight.

Now, I think to myself. Let them see who you are. Let her see that you’re not Kareline any more, that what she’s become is nothing but a poor pantomime of a girl who died seven years ago.

I step closer and slam my right hand against my chest – against my heart.

The pain is blinding. The audience gasps. Even the magistrates wince.

‘You think this is pain?’

I do it again, edging closer. The edge of a finger bone is beginning to push through the skin. The agony brings tears to my eyes. I don’t try to blink them away. They’re part of me, which means they’re merely another weapon. This one stabs at Tazia’s heart. Whoever she might believe herself to be, she can’t help but imagine the pain I’m feeling, which means now it’s slowing her down.

‘You want to see the pain I can endure?’ I ask, snarling, showing my teeth.

I step forward and pull my right arm back, muscles tensing. This will be the biggest blow yet, and everyone watching is convinced they’re going to see pieces of shattered finger bones clatter to the floor.

‘Sanguina secundi,’ I say instead.

At first, no one understands, not even Tazia. The cut is so shallow, so miniscule, that the flush in her cheeks from watching me hurt myself numbed her from feeling it. A single drop of blood begins to trace a line beneath her left eye.

Everyone is leaning forward in their seats, trying to better see and therefore divine what just took place. No doubt the cleverer ones have worked out that I was using my apparent ire, and very real pain from slamming my broken hand against my heart, to obscure my bridging of the distance between Tazia and me. That, combined with my withdrawn arm position, enabled me to lash out with a cut that everyone assumed was too far out of range to hit. In truth, I could have taken her eye if I’d wanted.

I wait until Tazia reaches this inevitable conclusion and her gaze meets mine.

‘If you were me,’ I tell her, not bothering to hide my anger and disgust, ‘then you wouldn’t be exactly like me.’

‘You . . . I’m no—’

‘He made you into a doll shaped like the girl I was when I was sixteen fucking years old because that’s the Kareline he knew. He painted a portrait over your skin of an entitled, arrogant bitch who’d never known true suffering or loss.’ I raise the tip of my rapier again: a promise that the sanguina terza will not be long in coming. ‘You let yourself be moulded like clay into the Kareline whose mother hadn’t been murdered!’

This last comes out as a scream. I’ve revealed more than I intended, but maybe that’s for the best. I am sick and tired of lies – even my own.

‘Did you think I would have stayed the same person, Castilis? Are you so incapable of empathy that you presumed Kareline Vauquelin wouldn’t have changed after her mother was massacred and her brother and sister taken away from her?’

Something’s happening to Tazia. Her lower lip is trembling, her sword hand shaking. I watch the point drop. I could kill her now if I wanted. Even if this were a feint, I have the advantage of position because I’ve kept my weight on my back foot, ready to lunge, whereas her weight is evenly distributed in case she needs to retreat.

‘I . . .’ She swallows. It’s like watching someone swallow a mouthful of broken glass. ‘Kareline, I . . . he . . .’ The tears are falling now, so fast I wonder whether a person can drown beneath so much misery. ‘I’m not Kareline,’ she says, then repeats it twice more. ‘I’m not. I’m not Kareline. I’m . . . I’m . . .’

‘It’s all right,’ Castilis says to her soothingly. He’s left the marble table of House Vauquelin and now walks towards her slowly, the way one does a frightened pet.

No, not a pet, I think, and now something has begun to slither in my guts, writhing past my hope that I’ve broken through to my sister, whispering to me that Castilis is now, as he has always been and always will be, one step ahead of me.

‘In fairness,’ he says, daring to step inside the duelling circle to place a hand on Tazia’s shoulder, ‘I was never trying to replace you, Kareline.’

His gaze flits, just for a second, towards the trio of magistrates. That’s all his grey-robed scholars need as a signal. Three slender hands reach behind the backs of the three thrones where three daggers, one of iron, another of gold and a third of oak, await the fulfilment of their purpose. Three narrow arms come back around the front of the thrones and draw their respective blades across the throats of the magistrates. Blood spews from the opened arteries, spilling down the fronts of their coats and down the stairs of their thrones to the floor below.

Screams erupt from the crowd, but not from the twelve tables in front of the twelve walls making up the courtroom. Some of the heads of those houses simply sit there, nodding grim approval at the unfolding of Castilis’ plans. Others give the same red smile as the magistrates, their throats opened by their own sons or daughters or whoever Castilis made the deal with to give them power in exchange for eternal servitude.

I watch, unable to look away as Castilis undoes Tazia’s elaborate crown braid. There’s some sort of powder on his hands, and at first I fear he’s about to poison her for having failed him. But everything about him, his jaw, the idle, half-lidded eyes, suggests a man at peace with himself and the world. As he works his fingers through Tazia’s hair, the strands turn from honey-blonde to an almost silvery colour that matches his own. He kisses the nape of her neck and her posture changes. She doesn’t flinch, as I would, or arch her back as a lover might. Instead, the alterations are subtle: a loosening of the shoulders, somehow, a lengthening of the neck. She relaxes into a guard that is at once poised and serene even as the tip of her rapier rises in a promise that the next blood shed will not be hers. The smile that comes so effortlessly to her lips sends a shiver down my spine. I turn, looking across the courtroom to the woman standing next to Vicendi. The horror and despair in Syldia Leander’s expression as she realises what her brother has done make my own pale by comparison.

At long last, the final revelation of Castilis Leander’s great trick becomes so obvious that I can almost imagine I was there when it happened.


Chapter 72

Filial Relations

Two years earlier . . .

‘My father says that incest is despicable,’ Castilis said to me as we lay naked and entwined in each other’s arms. ‘When I was a boy – long before I had any conception of sexual pastimes – he dragged me from the garden where Syldia and I were practising our dancing lessons. I thought he was angry that I was still somewhat clumsy in my tarangos baci. My tutor often said my rhythm was that of a prancing bear rather than a graceful spider.’ He paused then, gazing up at the ceiling. ‘I wonder if his wife ever noticed the birthmark on the skin of the drum I later sent as a gift to their children.’ He patted my bottom. ‘Regardless, on that day in the garden, my father yanked me by the wrist until we reached the gate, which he closed behind us before spinning me around to see through the bars. “Get a good look,” he said, bidding me to observe Syldia moving with effortless sensuality through the poses of the tarangos. Then my father reached down and grabbed my groin. “If you ever allow this to harden at the sight of her, I will cut it off, Castilis. Do you understand? I will not allow my daughter to be defiled by you.”’

I listened attentively, because I sensed this story was important to him, but I didn’t understand it at all. Even as he described the scene, I began to recall the two of us practising our tarangos, and then Father taking him away and leaving me to finish the lesson alone, but Castilis made it sound as if he were talking about someone else rather than me.

‘I’m so sorry, Brother,’ I said, stroking a finger from the top of his knee and up along his inner thigh. ‘That was a terrible thing for Father to do, especially since his injunction failed to produce the desired inhibition.’

‘Shh . . .’ Castilis said, frowning at me. ‘You must pretend to be Kareline, remember? Even to yourself. No one must know who you really are.’

This made sense, of course. Only the prudish cruelty of Rijou’s nobility could have kept us from giving ourselves to one another. Soon, we would be returning home, and only in secrecy could we continue our sensual explorations of one another. But I had never been as sure of myself as Castilis. I needed reassurance.

‘One time,’ I whispered to him.

‘Don’t be silly.’

I began kissing his neck, then moved down his chest to his nipples. ‘Just this once. Call me by my true name.’ My kisses continued down his stomach and lower still until I felt the tickle of short curls against my chin. ‘I want to hear how it sounds when I do this . . .’

And as I engulfed him with my mouth, my tongue working with an eagerness that some small, strangled part of my soul couldn’t understand, I felt Castilis become my slave for the first, last and only time.

‘Syldia,’ he groaned.

Syldia.

Syldia.

Syldia.

There was no word to describe how wonderful it felt to hear him say my name, to murmur it with a yearning that bordered on my own for him. I almost expected to climax before Castilis, even though he wasn’t touching me at all. That pleasure was so intense that I found myself releasing him, looking up and waiting until he caught my eye. We were both at the edge of that perfect bliss that would envelop us for ever, and yet the small, strangled part of my soul needed something more before it could stop struggling and vanish into the abyss for all time. I needed a word to explain this fire about to burn away all that separated Castilis and me, leaving behind not two separate beings, but a kind of permanent, unbreakable union.

‘And what am I to you?’ I asked.

His fingers curled in the strands of my hair, never pushing, but instead pleading. ‘My sister,’ he said, and I heard a sob in the cracking of his voice. ‘You are my beloved sister.’

I froze, but only for a moment.

That word.

No, not just a word – a . . . a name for this thing that refused to take the final step over into oblivion and leave behind the flawless creation I was becoming. A bond Castilis had never – could never – comprehend, and so failed to see her hiding in the shadows of the mine shafts, sharpening her rock. I could see her so clearly, it was as if she were standing at the foot of the bed. She shook her head, the filthy, greasy wisps of her hair whipping the pallid skin of her emaciated features. Then the mine girl brought one finger up to her lips and smiled.

Not yet.

With a girlish laugh, I gave myself to Castilis completely. There was no need to resist any more. Natazia Vauquelin, duellist daughter of the House of Hummingbirds had fought fiercely, admirably, even. But in this contest of wills, torn apart by isolation and narcotics and tricks of the mind, her defiance had been doomed from the start. The key to my release had never been in something so banal as a name or so lofty as a title, but in one simple word I’d never understood until that moment and Castilis never would: a word that meant different things to different people, but to two particular girls had a significance that no one – especially not Castilis Leander – could take away.

Because when you are the daughters of Zephine Vauquelin, whose murder you vowed in blood and steel to avenge, when your brother is a dreamer whom you both swore to protect and who alone envisions a world where such vows need never be taken, then you know that the word ‘sister’ is a synonym for . . .

Unbreakable.


Chapter 73

Reckonings and Retributions

I can’t beat her.

I know this even before she inflicts the first wound against me: a stab that pierces my already broken right hand, even though I had presented my left side to her. Striking such a target, all the way past my defences and the rest of my body, was her way of showing me and all those witnessing my impending defeat that she could far more easily have stabbed me through the heart or lungs.

Castilis, darting up the stairs behind the iron throne of the first dead magistrate, leans over his still-bleeding corpse to declare, ‘Sanguina prima!’

He’s enjoying himself. I can hardly blame him.

I’ve wagered everything: my life, Farren’s, Vicendi’s and even that of the new duchess, all on the premise that Castilis’ grand plan had been to sculpt Tazia into a perfect copy of the girl I’d once been rather than the woman I’ve become. My strategy had been sound, inspired – something not even my mother or the old woman would have conceived. Those first few moments of the duel had been magnificent – liberating, even. Fighting my younger self, stripping her arrogant, preening fencing style layer by layer, felt like expunging past sins. Two touches. Two wounds. One more, and I would have won. Not even the murder of the three magistrates would have assured Castilis his victory; the sanctity of the duel is ingrained too deeply in the hearts of the noble bloodlines. The loss would have been seen as weakness: evidence that the Swan Princeling isn’t the infallible intriguer they all fear.

Except . . . he is who we all feared.

Castilis is flawless.

‘I had Tazia for six years,’ he’d gleefully informed me when I was his captive inside the grey room beneath the Swan Palace. It hadn’t occurred to me at the time that this hadn’t been braggadocio. The great Castilis Leander needing six years to break the mind of an insignificant mine girl? No, that would be no boast on his part. But he’d spoken with such pride, such glee.

I had Tazia for six years was only the beginning of the sentence that Castilis had been taunting me to finish for myself: . . . aren’t you curious what I did with all that time?

Only when he’d kissed the back of Tazia’s neck and whispered in her ear had the transformation been revealed. The girl harrying me across the duelling circle now, evading every thrust and entrapment, waltzing around me as if this were all a languid dance to her is neither Natazia Vauquelin nor Kareline nor even Syldia Leander. She’s a . . . a chimera. The placid smile I glimpse on Castilis’ face as I stumble backwards, desperate to regain my tempo, always half a heartbeat too slow, conveys more than just arrogance. He is at peace for the first time in his life, and his serenity is the most unholy sight I have ever witnessed. Castilis Leander has done what no man before him ever could: he’s broken down Tazia’s mind and body, turned the fragments into clay and from them sculpted his own conception of the perfect woman.

She drops low, swinging her back leg behind her and balancing herself against the floor with her free hand as the indigo-bladed rapier sweeps for my ankle. It’s the sort of flashy gambit meant to set an audience to applauding during a stage play. No real duellist would ever attempt a manoeuvre that takes so long to execute and is so easy to see coming. All the opponent needs to do is raise their front foot to evade the slash and then thrust into the attacker’s exposed and vulnerable back.

In theory, at any rate.

I howl in pain and frustration as blood sprays from the cut on my ankle. Castilis leaps from the dais of the iron magistrate to the oak throne and the slender judge who, despite his throat having been slashed almost a full minute ago, is still gurgling in his death throes.

‘I believe he said, “sanguina secundi”,’ Castilis informs the crowd.

A few of his most ardent supporters laugh. They’re trying to hide their discomfort at this glimpse into a madness as undeniable as Castilis’ genius. No one looks as horrified as Syldia.

Even when we were teenagers, there had been rumours of an incestuous infatuation between the Swan Twins. I’d spread the gossip around our school as much as anyone in retaliation for the cruel betrayals Castilis and Syldia had inflicted first on Farren and later on Tazia when she dared protect him. I had never believed those rumours, however. There’s an unwitting kinship shared by girls becoming aware of their bodies as objects of others’ desires, and some part of me must have sensed that Syldia feared her brother almost as much as the rest of us. The sister whose adoration he craved yet who failed to appreciate how badly she failed in her duty to worship him.

Tazia, though . . . Tazia had endured a childhood in the mines of Domas Lacrima, only to be thrust into the equally dangerous world of Rijouan society. She was resilient, patient and tenacious, but she thirsted for love, desperately desired to be desired. No one understood better than Castilis Leander how to nurture desire, then to twist it into the shape he required.

And me?

Girlish infatuations had never interested me, and yet Castilis had painted me over Tazia’s mind like a veneer. Had it been only for the convenience of using her to take over House Vauquelin? Was I nothing more than a joke with which to amuse himself along his path to declaring himself duke and, no doubt soon after, king or even emperor?

Something in my expression must betray my thoughts, for Tazia suddenly stops herding me around the duelling circle. She stands there, unmoving, and for an instant, some foolish part of me wonders if Castilis has overplayed his hand. Could Tazia be coming out of the stupor inside which he’s kept her bound and shackled all these—

No.

A flicker of her eyes towards the oak throne directs my own gaze to Castilis. Our eyes meet, his violet, mine reddened by tears and futile rage. Yet there’s an acknowledgement of sorts in the way he’s looking at me, an attempt at . . . Does he consider me as some sort of equal?

Impossible.

But something unexpected lurks behind that tiny crack in his mask. Something he wants me to see. I’m not merely the means for him to entertain himself as he destroys House Vauquelin and Rijou and soon all of Tristia. Castilis Leander . . . admires me. Reflected in his gaze I behold a version of myself I’d never witnessed in any mirror. The woman Castilis sees is daring, not merely arrogant. She’s dauntless, not simply determined. Mischief isn’t merely a smile or a wink with her, it’s the metal from which she reforged herself in the pits of a mine.

His gaze peels back the false mask I’ve been wearing since the day I stepped out of the ruins of Domas Lacrima. I’m not Kareline Vauquelin any more – I haven’t been for a long time. The heir to House Vauquelin died seven years ago. Like Tazia, I left this city broken. Unlike her, I was given the chance to remake myself.

Castilis is winking at me, because this is the moment for which he’s been waiting all along. Kareline Vauquelin is dead. Whatever she once was exists only inside the chimera he’s made of Tazia. After she’s killed me, she’ll do the same to Syldia, but not before Castilis has stripped his sister of that last piece of herself that she’d refused to give him.

‘Oh, you silly boy,’ I tell him as I loosen my grip on the hilt of my rapier and prepare one last time to face the apparently unbeatable opponent he thinks he’s created. The smile that comes to my lips is no ploy this time, no mask. In taking away the last shards of Kareline, he thinks he’s left behind an impressive but ultimately inconsequential duellist. A cheaply constructed heroine from a sword romance – audacious, fearless and enchanting, but once the last page is turned, forgotten. He would be right, too, were I merely the sum of my parts, were human beings nothing more than minds and bodies which belong to themselves alone.

I turn my smile loose on Tazia, who stares back in confusion. The muscles of her face twitch this way and that, seeking an expression that will somehow armour her against the feelings arising inside her that she can’t explain. Castilis twisted her mind, weakening her will until he could drive her to her knees with nothing more than a disapproving look, or send her spirit soaring merely with a kind word. It never occurred to him that doing so would make her vulnerable to another’s influence, because in all the world there is no one who can so easily compel others as he can. But there are other impulses that bind us to one another, tethering our fates, yet never shackling our souls.

He broke every part of Natazia Vauquelin he could find, I tell her silently, even as her stance lowers a fraction and her sword arm raises in preparation for what would surely be a devastating whirlwind of attacks so skilful and devious that they would end with her blade buried deep in my heart. But the best part of you, like the best part of me, never belonged to either of us, did it?

She begins circling me again, a musician performing a song composed by someone else, but between the perfect notes of the melody, something lingers in the silences. Something dissonant. Something wonderful.

I hear swords being drawn from sheaths. Castilis has signalled the wardens and his supporters among the crowd to surround us, even though he doesn’t yet understand why this meticulous, flawless scheme of his is about to come crashing down all around him. Tazia’s eyes narrow. At first she can’t understand why the man she adores, the maestro who composed every thought in her head, is losing faith in his own creation.

And then realisation awakens in her. She isn’t even aware of it at first – that’s how deeply she’s buried the secret underneath the rubble of the girl she once was. My brave, patient, tenacious sister did the one thing I never could: allowed herself to be locked inside a prison from which she could never escape so that her jailer wouldn’t realise the key to her cell had been forged long before he’d begun erecting its walls.

‘He knows every weakness in the human heart,’ I say, turning my back on her and preparing to cross swords with the first of many who will fall to my blade before I get to the Swan Princeling once and for all. ‘He knows our frailties, our fears, our desires. But not even Castilis Leander could ever understand what it means to be a—’

The last word comes out in a scream so loud I would shake the foundations of this corrupt city if I could, because this is the only word that matters to me now. And that word is—


Chapter 74

The Last Word

Twelve seconds earlier . . .

She disappeared.

Natazia Vauquelin, that ill-bred, insipid little mine girl, had been standing there in the duelling circle, still insisting she was me—

No, not me. Kareline Vauquelin.

I’d grown so used to wearing the mask of the Hummingbird Heir that it was easy to forget that I was and always would be Syldia Leander. Syldia, who was beautiful and graceful and pensive and witty, and above all, beloved of Castilis. I was his treasure, his lover, his sis—

The first syllable sounded dissonant, even in my thoughts. I glanced briefly at a cut on my forearm, searching for any warning signs that the wound might be deeper than expected. But no, the narrow trail of blood was nothing to concern me. The scratch to my cheek was even more insignificant. I shouldn’t have questioned Castilis when he’d commanded me to give my opponent the first two sanguinas. I’d argued that mine girls were savage, and if I opened myself up to her attack, she might well pounce on me like a feral alley cat. But he’d been right, as always.

‘The same delusion that makes her believe that she’s really Kareline Vauquelin will bind her to Kareline’s false sense of familial connection to you.’

‘But we’re not related!’ I’d insisted.

Then he’d reminded me that Natazia thought that I was actually her pretending to be Kareline, with whom Natazia had always been so obsessed that it had been easy for the half-witted mine girl to befuddle herself into thinking she was Kareline – a girl who’d died six years ago on some foreign island somewhere.

It was all very confusing, though Castilis had a way of simplifying everything.

‘Do you love me, Syldia?’

‘More than anyone. More than anything.’

‘Why?’

I’d kissed him playfully on the cheek. ‘Because, you clod, I’m your sis—’

The memory makes my head ache and I blink my eyes several times to make sense of this strange woman standing before me in the duelling circle. She has a stab wound on her broken right hand and blood is dripping from the slash to her ankle, each in the exact location where I’d struck Natazia.

It can’t be coincidence.

Could someone else be playing a game against Castilis? A duellist who, admittedly, looked a little like Kareline Vauquelin and was dressed identically, had been ordered to hide among the audience and inflict matching wounds on herself both times I’d struck Natazia, then to swap places with her and—

It’s preposterous – the stuff of those tiresome sword romances that Castilis and I would sometimes catch Kareline reading at school during our classes.

No, there must be another explanation.

I suppose it doesn’t matter now. However much training Natazia has acquired these past seven years, she’s no match for me, not with a stabbed broken hand and a wounded ankle slowing her down. I raise my rapier, preparing the final strike with which Castilis instructed me to end the duel.

‘The tiero jetté?’ I’d asked, shocked.

‘Does the prospect of killing her this way trouble you?’ he’d asked in return, his eyes, violet like mine, probing in that way that made me feel so ashamed of having hurt his feelings.

‘No, you don’t understand. It’s just that I adore the tiero jetté above all other fencing finalés. I was . . . surprised you thought of the perfect choice when it hadn’t even occurred to me.’

His smile had filled me with excitement and happiness. ‘Because I know everything about you, Silly. You’re my sis—’

Even before that confounding word could fill my head with fog, the woman before me – someone was shouting ‘Lady Consequence’ at her, which suited the ridiculous arrogance of her smirk – opened her mouth and said something.

‘He knows every weakness in the human heart. He knows our frailties, our fears, our desires. But not even Castilis Leander could ever understand what it means to be—’

Then she turned her back and I took two quick steps, leaped up high into the air, aimed the tip of my rapier downwards and felt as if I were flying, waiting only for the world to bring me back down as I drove my blade into the back of her neck. In that brief instant between life and death, I heard that strange, inexplicable word tearing itself from my throat.

The one that means unbreakable.


Chapter 75

Impeccable Introductions

Vicendi is shouting my name. I can hear him above the confused cries among the crowd, over the heavy steps of the Court Wardens advancing on me from all sides, clearly jockeying to gain favour with the new monarch of Rijou by being the first to slide his blade between my ribs. I hear Vicendi’s outrage, his terror, his affection, even above the drumming thud-thud-thud of my heart.

For all the unlucky twists Fate has dealt me, I think as the tip of my rapier darts like a hummingbird’s beak to stab the eye of one warden, only to then thrust deeper into the throat of the second, Fortune has also favoured me with friends far beyond my worth.

The old woman, who kept me alive during what I’d believed to be the darkest hours of my existence.

Vicendi, who stripped the armour of my indifference from me and in so doing, saved me from becoming a killer almost as foul as my worst enemies.

Bézan Grise, who embodied the very person I’d striven to become, and in so doing, showed me why that path was doomed to fail.

Best of all—

Ah, it’s too late.

Duels are won and lost betwixt the ticks of a clock. Tempo divides measure, reach subtracts from distance. These are the tools I’ve mastered: a lifetime, however brief, sacrificed in service to becoming the greatest duellist alive. A spirit devoted to being, at long last, worthy of a title I’d never known I wanted.

Our Lady of Blades.

In the fraction of a second I have left to me, I count six enemies attacking at once: three short swords, two leather-handled iron truncheons and a stiletto which, judging by the slick, oily gleam on the blade, has been dipped in poison. Take away any three of these opponents – Hells, any two! – and I could survive the next three breaths. But fate has ever been unkind to me at times like these.

Admittedly, I sometimes underestimate just how unkind.

Over the roars of my attackers, the screams of the two men I’ve already killed, over the anguish that in this last moment I am utterly alone, I hear a word that screeches in my ears like an unoiled sword being drawn from a rusted scabbard.

‘Sister!’

The blade kisses the back of my neck just as the poisoned stiletto darts between the two short swords to pierce my throat from the front. I wonder who will win the priceless reward of Castilis Leander’s gratitude.

The steel of the rapier cools the side of my neck – and the indigo blade must have been turned at the last instant, because I don’t feel the sting of its edge parting flesh. Instead, the tip flies past, crossing over the stiletto and embedding itself in the grinning open mouth of the broad-shouldered nobleman – Bandio Faujoix, my would-be Swan Revel swain – who’d been about to kill me.

I hear the soft landing of leather soles behind me before silence envelops the courtroom. This strange interlude of peace purchased by sudden, inexorable violence won’t last long, but it allows me a moment to complete my eulogy.

Best of all, the soror I never wanted who became the sister I always needed.

I feel her hand on my back, steadying me, and the warmth of her breath against my ear as she says in a voice that is neither hers nor mine but . . . ours, ‘He’s ruined everything he ever touched, destroyed everyone who’s ever crossed his path. Castilis has never met anyone he couldn’t vanquish. Don’t you think it’s time he was properly introduced to the Vauquelin sisters?’


Chapter 76

Sisters

There is a crack then, a great fissure that cleaves the bars of a prison cell inside which we and everyone like us live our entire lives, however unconscious we are of the bars. The people we try so desperately to make of ourselves aren’t mere masks or costumes to disguise the fragile spirits underneath; they are cages we build around ourselves.

As the brief pause between one act of brutality and the next comes to an end, the two of us hear each other inhaling deeply: our first breaths of genuine freedom.

No doubt there are many keys to unlock the doors of our self-imposed solitude, but none could gleam so brightly as the one our mother and our brother forged when they forced two girls who had nothing in common and despised each other from the beginning to call one another by the exact same name.

‘Sister!’ one of us shouts, dropping low to drive a rapier’s tip into the thigh of one of our attackers. A second thug, this one a big lass wearing a warden’s surcoat, tries to take advantage of the apparent distraction to smash in one of our skulls.

Silly girl. You think what goes unnoticed by one sister is missed by the other? It takes only a feint to the knee followed by a thrust to the weapon hand for the warden to go down. A pair of gentlemen in rose-coloured silk coats who look to be father and son practically leap over the body to get to us, apparently still convinced that Castilis Leander’s victory is inevitable and that there are fortunes to be made and the lands of less loyal worshippers to be won. The tip of one indigo rapier whips at the younger’s eyes to delay him even as the blade of its mate engages the elder. He proves to be a fine swordsman, but he keeps smirking as we exchange thrusts and parries at blinding speed. No doubt he expects his son to execute some clever fencing manoeuvre the two have practised many times to give them the advantage. Perhaps he and his son will simultaneously step back and change positions, or the father will toss a burning powder into the eyes of the son’s opponent, knowing the lad will close his own eyes at the precise right moment before delivering a devastating lunge.

Fools.

They’re all fools, all sixteen of these venal idiots taking the place of the six who’ve already fallen: wardens, private soldiers hidden among the crowd, nobles seeking more privilege – even a few commoners.

We aren’t entirely alone, of course. An advocate in court blacks has picked up a warden’s mace and is fighting with outrageous courage and fury to make up for his obvious lack of training. A devil-eyed soldier is cutting through more of Castilis’ supporters who are trying to push into the courtroom. Syldia, too – Syldia-fucking-Leander – is trying to save us. Even so, our enemies are growing ever more determined to overwhelm us, for what they are seeing appears to them as nothing more than two women armed only with indigo-bladed rapiers.

Those poor bastards. Do they really think they can beat us?

‘Invite your friends!’ one of us shouts. Neither can tell who said it first; we’re laughing too hard as our blades paint smiles across the throats of the smirking elder nobleman and his snarling son.

We move like water flowing around and between every slash and thrust, blazing across the courtroom, unpredictable as a wildfire to our opponents precisely because we instinctively know exactly what the other will do next. Neither of us can say where one begins and the other ends in this wild dance of blades: one of us will prompt the next step, only to then follow the other’s lead. We breathe in tandem, and when one of us goes high, the other strikes low. When we call out a move, it is only to add music to our dance, and to sing that word that the two of us will keep singing until either we both triumph or we both die. In either case, it will be together.

Side by side, back to back, we are one body, one mind, one heart. While one thrusts, the other parries. When one needs greater balance to allow for extending the reach of a blade, we lean a hand on the shoulder of the other. When one needs a moment’s respite, the other fights twice as hard. This is our war song, our funeral song. This is the last trumpet blast before the end comes, and let no god nor saint cover their ears, because even though we know that no matter how this ends, a reckoning awaits each of us, it’s past time the world learned the sheer fucking calamity unleashed when you try to pit two sisters against one another.

Born to despise each other, shattered by sorrow and hardship until neither of us could separate the shards that remained of our spirits, we have forged ourselves into something new, something no one – especially not two reckless girls whose only bond was the love of their brother – could ever have expected.

We are the daughters of Zephine Vauquelin. We are the Hummingbird Blade.

And.

We.

Are.

Unbreakable.


Chapter 77

Valour’s Verdict

When the end comes, I realise only a handful of minutes have passed since the fight began. I’m breathing so hard that I can’t find my balance any more. The only thing holding me up is the dying body of the last man pierced by my sword. There’s blood everywhere, and although I can’t hear anything over the drumbeat of my heart, I know the courtroom is filled with the screams of those wounded and those trying to flee.

I hear him, though.

‘Stop,’ says Castilis Leander.

Even amid the blood and chaos flooding across the courtroom, his voice is like a finger stopping the clock’s hands from moving. No one drops their weapons, but neither do they raise them, waiting instead for his next command and whatever further misery will be loosed upon us all.

Two words this time, these so unexpected and inconceivable that people are cupping their hands to their ears as if convinced they misheard him.

‘I surrender,’ he declares, and drops to his knees.

No one dares move, not even me, not even my sister, who has more cause than anyone to want to use this moment to finally put an end to the monster, the plague, the curse that is Castilis Leander.

Well, there is one person with a greater claim to his corpse.

Syldia Leander walks slowly, tentative as an anxious bride being led down the aisle to utter vows she’s already forgotten. Her hands tremble, and I doubt she knows whether it’s fear or rage commanding her limbs. Someone slips a knife into her hand – perhaps one of her brother’s enemies, or an erstwhile supporter seeking redemption. The rest step aside, as if there is something ceremonial about witnessing her impending vengeance. Something ritualistic. Sacred, even. No one, not even our idealistic new duchess, intervenes.

‘Syldia, don’t!’ calls out the courtroom’s sole voice of clemency.

It’s only now that I begin to comprehend the depth of his heresy, his endless demands that the people of Rijou behave contrary to what we’ve always believed was our nature. His is a devotion to the principles of human dignity that defies the very laws of physics. But there is more to his plea than a blind desire for mercy, and it’s all I can do to keep from bowing my head in awe. Love, even doomed love, is a wonder to behold when it blooms in such infertile soil.

Apparently, not everyone shares my admiration for lovestruck advocates. Someone has decided to bar Vicendi’s path, intending to object to his motion for leniency with the aid of an iron truncheon, at least until I lay my blade across this would-be prosecutor’s shoulder. I am pleased to see my unspoken counter-argument proves sufficient to convince him that we must all bend the knee when true love gives its testimony.

‘There are a hundred reasons for you to kill him,’ Vicendi tells the trembling beauty who has suffered a thousand thousand punishments for the crime of being born of the same womb and nine minutes earlier than Castilis Leander. ‘There are only two reasons to let him live.’

The brilliance of Amnus Vicendi’s rhetorical instincts is that he chooses to say ‘two’ when anyone else would have said ‘one’. After all, the ‘one’ we can all assume is that if she kills Castilis, all his schemes, all the secrets he’s kept about the hidden threats waiting to engulf Tristia, will die with him.

Syldia must likewise recognise the ingenuity in the framing of Vicendi’s plea, because the briefest twitch of a smile comes to her lips before the sorrow in her eyes wipes it away once more. That she loves him more than she realised is revealed when she asks, ‘What is the second reason?’

Among the dozens – well, admittedly, the hundreds – of sword romances I’ve read during my entirely unromantic life, those final chapters have explored every possible permutation of the answer Vicendi is about to give. Some were witty, some poetic. More than a few were sensually arousing, and one or two so heartbreakingly perfect I found myself turning straight back to the first page to begin reading again, desperate to once more experience that perfect ending. None of those amorous entreaties, however, could contain the intricate subtleties, multitude of meanings and the simple sincerity offered to Syldia Leander by the perpetually rumpled advocate Amnus Vicendi when he answers, ‘I love you.’

I love you.

It’s a strange sentence to unleash such a flurry of activity. Even before the knife has fallen from Syldia’s hand and she’s turned – not to kiss Vicendi, because, well, she’s still Syldia Leander – but to bury her face in his shoulder, even as Castilis stares uncomprehending at them both, as if unsure he’s awake or alive at all, her Grace, Valiana, Duchess of Rijou, begins her reign at last.

‘I will hear your oaths,’ she says, without rancour, though in a way that makes it plain what will happen to any of the nobles present who decline her kind invitation.

The rush to be among the first to kneel before the new duchess is so panicked and febrile that several members of the Ascendant Houses are seen shoving aside the corpses of their own relatives to get close to her. Court clerks who happily stood aside while the three magistrates were first being counselled and then killed by the trio of foreign scholars have now banded together like some newly formed military order to launch themselves upon the scholars and shackle their hands behind their backs. Other court officials stream into the chamber, bringing with them reams of parchment, quills and inks of varying official colours. There will be, they rightly predict, a great many decrees issued today. Also a great many arrest warrants.

Percévan Tiarren – although I can’t stop thinking of him as Bézan Grise – catches my eye as he stands at the open doors. Slipping back into what I’m certain is his preferred persona, he shoots me a salacious wink and offers the laziest of salutes before more courteously leading his sister Twina from the courtroom. I get the sense that the Tiarren siblings aren’t quite done tormenting the noble houses of Rijou.

Watch that one, your Grace, I think, catching Valiana’s eye. And if he ever offers to herald you, have him bound and gagged because otherwise, before you know it, he’ll have you crowned Empress.

You’d expect a crown to be hard to find in the middle of an insurrection designed to destroy a country. Conveniently, however, Castilis had provided himself with a newly crafted one so his supporters could put him on the throne as soon as the duella entrona was concluded in his favour. In a sign that either the gods have a sense of humour or the skulls of idealists and madmen share the same proportions, the crown fits Valiana’s head perfectly. The romantines set among the diamonds and rubies bring out the colour of her eyes to majestic effect. The question of a throne is easily solved, since there are three recently vacated by the dead magistrates whose corpses are currently being dragged unceremoniously from the courtroom. Valiana chooses the iron throne rather than the more lustrous gold one or the more comfortable oak.

There’s a message in there, somewhere.

Her pet Dashini assassin offers me a friendly sneer that suggests everything transpired exactly as she’d predicted. I’ve not met any other Dashini, but I presume I’ll dislike them no less than I loathe Darriana. Valiana gestures, no doubt to summon me to the dais and foist a commission upon me that I’ve no intention of accepting.

‘What, too good to accept my old job?’ I imagine Curzia Enguero saying. The thought of her makes my heart ache and my spirit soar all at the same time.

‘Seems to me, I performed its duties rather well,’ I tell her.

I can feel her shrug coming to my own shoulders. ‘Adequate. Barely adequate.’

‘Well, you’ll have to content yourself with that, you old crocodile. Rijou may need Our Lady of Blades, but I’m retiring from the role.’

I notice a strange ache in my side. At first I think it’s one of the many wounds I’ve taken during the fighting that were politely leaving me alone for a few minutes before demanding my attention once again. It’s only when I turn to see how my sister is faring that I discover she’s already gone.

‘Why are you smiling?’ the old woman asks. ‘Your sister’s run off, no doubt to the ruins of your family home to weep and whine and despair over how broken she is inside, unsure of who she really is or what to do next.’

‘An entirely accurate and impartial assessment of the situation,’ I compliment her— well, me, obviously. Still, she can’t help but try to get under my skin.

‘Then why are you grinning like an idiot at the thought of the manifold miseries her recovery will entail? I thought you loved her?’

I button up the long leather coat that once belonged to a travelling magistrate killed by Curzia Enguero, the final duty she had performed for her vile family. The coat is mostly in tatters now, though it protected me from the worst of the cuts and slashes I took during the fight. I wonder if there’s someone out there who knows how to repair these things properly?

My vision’s a bit hazy. Some of it’s the pain, some of it’s the exhaustion. I suppose the tears can’t be helping.

‘I’m smiling,’ I tell the old woman, ‘because I’m leaving this place at last, and because I know that Valiana will make a reasonably good duchess, Farren will make a fine head of House Vauquelin, and as for Tazia . . .’

I let the thought hang there as I shoot Darriana an elaborate and rather foul gesture that makes her snort with laughter and leaves Valiana utterly baffled before I limp my way to the courtroom doors.

‘What about Tazia?’ I imagine the old woman asking.

I don’t answer.


Chapter 78

Tenacity

It’s easier than I would’ve expected to sneak into the ruins of House Vauquelin. I suppose whatever guards Castilis put here have fled now that their employer’s true allegiances have become known. It’s so hard to find good help these days.

I glide through the shadows that unfold like carpets along the hallways of this decrepit husk. I hadn’t noticed the smell of mould in the corners during my last visit. Rain falling through the gaps in the ceiling patters against the floor. The walls are so worn down they make Vicendi’s deconsecrated monks’ tower look like a palace. Still, there’s a certain inescapable charm to a building now held together more with memories than mortar. I can’t help but feel a little jealous as I silently make my way up the stairs to the second floor and then to the chambers belonging to the new mistress of the house.

‘Have you come to kill me?’ she asks.

She’s sitting on the end of the rotted mattress atop the remains of her bed. The magnificent purple gown she wore in the Court of Crowns lies discarded on the floor, torn to shreds. Instead, she’s wearing a threadbare pale nightdress that’s more holes than fabric. Her hair, so flawless only hours ago, tumbles down in drenched curls below her shoulders. Beside her sits an indigo-bladed rapier already drawn from its scabbard.

‘Planning to put up a fight?’ I ask.

She shakes her head, tears flying off her cheeks as though her skin, like the walls of this sad old place, suffers from cracks that can no longer hold back the bleakness of the weather. She picks up the rapier and tosses it away. One of my two beloved indigos goes clattering along the floor. ‘It was just habit. I never could sleep without a blade, not since you and I were girls.’

I’m not sure what to do with her misery. ‘How did your erstwhile fiancé take to that?’

‘Castilis never cared about such things. He was never afraid of me because he knew I could never harm him. In many ways, he understood me better than anyone.’ Even through the sorrow darkening her features, a faint smile flickers briefly into existence. ‘He just never understood us.’

‘Well, we can hardly blame him for that,’ I say with all the perverse glibness I can muster in the face of her misery and shame. ‘Maybe if Syldia had fenced with him when they were kids . . . Nothing brings siblings closer together than the need to get past one another’s guards so you can beat the shit out of each other properly.’

Suddenly, she launches herself from the bed, but her legs carry her only a few steps before she collapses at my feet. Her arms wrap around my waist, so tight I wonder if perhaps she really means for us to wrestle. ‘I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry.’ She squeezes me even harder. ‘Please, just let me see Farren one last time before you . . . before you do what you came to do. I won’t fight back. Just let me speak to him once, I beg you.’

‘Saint Zhagev-who-sings-for-tears,’ I murmur. ‘You’re serious, aren’t you?’

All these years, trapped in the cage Castilis Leander made of her own mind, her spirit ground into powder and then moulded like clay by a mad artist for his own desires. I would have slit my own throat the moment I realised I’d never be able to kill him. But she didn’t. She sacrificed her soul in the fragile, fading hope that doing so might keep our brother alive.

Prying her hands away, I kneel so that we are face to face. ‘You think I came here to execute you? Really? Forgive me for putting this insensitively, but are you out of your fucking mind, Sister?’ I don’t give her a chance to answer, calling out instead to the pair waiting outside, ‘You can come in now.’ How she failed to hear them coming up the stairs is beyond me.

Two figures step inside the room. The first is tall and lean with a soldier’s posture and a duellist’s grace – when he isn’t slouching and leering at you like a buffoon. He says nothing, though I see in Tazia’s eyes that she knows he’s not quite forgiven her for the false testimony she gave to save my life seven years ago. When the second enters, his footsteps uneven, his breathing ragged from climbing the stairs, my sister’s eyes shut tightly. ‘Don’t,’ she whispers to me. ‘Don’t let him see me like this, not after what I . . .’ The words trail off, lost in the gentle yet unforgiving pitter-patter of raindrops through the gaps in the roof that, like her heart, can’t simply be patched over with plaster and good intentions.

I hear Farren approaching, but I hold up a hand to warn him to wait. With her eyes still closed, Tazia starts to laugh maniacally to herself, but even madness can’t offer her an escape for long – Castilis saw to that. Almost as soon as the giggling begins, it ends in more tears. I pity her, as I pity the broken girl who wept and moaned herself to sleep each night in her cell in Domas Lacrima as an old woman held her in her arms. My sister, though, was alone—

No, I realise now, so much worse than alone.

Resting my forehead against hers, I whisper, ‘Two daughters of House Vauquelin had their futures stolen from them on the same night. One married a duke’s cousin, a kind and decent man, by all accounts. The other consigned herself to a Hell so foul its very name means the House of Tears. Who would’ve thought I’d wound up with the better part of the bargain?’

‘But you survived,’ she says between sobs. ‘You remained yourself. You didn’t let yourself be turned into—’

I smack my forehead against hers, hard, like we used to do when we fought. ‘You’re wrong about me, just like we both were seven years ago. Kareline Vauquelin couldn’t survive Domas Lacrima – I buried her down a mine shaft. The difference is that I had someone with me who refused to remake me in her own image, but instead taught me that neither our names nor our pasts are what define us.’

‘What are we, then?’

I don’t know the answer. Wise words and soothing sentiments were never my strong suit. Fortunately, I don’t need them, because Farren was always the heart that beat between us, and he’s done waiting.

‘You are my sisters,’ he says, rushing to us, barely keeping his feet under him. As one, we rise to catch him, and in his laughing smile, we both see that was his intention all along. ‘My heroes,’ he says, and with that magic that belongs to him alone in this foul city, he makes those words ring true.

Tazia’s not ready to hear them, though.

‘Heroes?’ she repeats, her voice as ragged as if that word were made of shards of broken glass digging into her throat. ‘We failed you, Farren. I failed you. I was supposed to be the duellist daughter of House Vauquelin. I swore never again to let anyone in this city harm you, but for seven years you were—’

‘For seven years, I lived with a sword hanging over my head,’ he says, cutting her off. It’s only now I notice how different he is when he speaks. The sincerity is still there, the idealism and optimism, but there’s something stronger underneath: a kind of steel he has learned to fence with as masterfully as Tazia or I do with our blades. ‘The ducal wardship turned out to be little more than a few coins each week, an apartment in the compasione, and the threat of Duke Jillard’s wrath if he could prove who was to blame for my death. At any moment, the Engueros might have killed me and taken the risk by blaming my death on someone else. The Leanders could’ve done so more skilfully, of course, or any of half a dozen other noble houses could have tried their hand at removing me. I lived in jeopardy every single day since our mother died, Tazia.’ He goes quiet for a moment, waiting until she looks up at him before shining down a smile that is the sun bursting through the clouds on a cold day, banishing not only the chill, but the winter itself. ‘I lived in jeopardy, but I never lived in fear.’

His utter certainty serves only to enrage Tazia. ‘Why not?’ she demands, the quaver in her voice warning that she’s on the verge of hysteria. ‘Why have you never been capable of feeling terrified like a normal boy? Why must you always act as if somehow the gods will swoop in to save you?’

‘I never counted on the gods to save me,’ he replies, the commanding smile suddenly giving way to a lopsided grin I haven’t seen in seven years. I had no idea how deeply one could miss such things. ‘For when the Sisters Vauquelin draw their blades, even the gods step aside for fear of crossing them.’

Tazia’s fragile armour can’t withstand the onslaught of his faith in her. She tries to push him away, but he resists, and she can’t bring herself to use her strength against him. ‘You were a mad child when I met you, climbing down an oubliette to slice our hands open as if smearing our palms with each other’s blood made us kin. And the intervening years have just made you madder!’

‘No,’ I say without hesitation. There are times to allow grief its sway, but others when the deeper truths must be spoken aloud. With my free hand, I take hers, palms pressed together, thumbs wrapped around each other’s forefingers in the way of soldiers before and after a battle. ‘This is what Farren’s always understood about us, even when we were too stupid to realise it ourselves.’ I lock eyes with her, daring her to deny me. ‘This was how we found our true selves when we were girls, when we hated each other, when we discovered that neither of us could protect him alone.’ I squeeze tighter. ‘Everything else, they took from us, but this . . . This is . . .’

No matter how hard I struggle to find the word, it eludes me. But then, I don’t need to find it by myself.

‘Unbreakable,’ she says.

Now I’m the one blubbering like an infant. ‘Saint Forza-who-strikes-a-blow, I’m going to need to toughen up if I’m to become a proper Greatcoat.’

For once, I manage to surprise my little brother. ‘A Greatcoat?’ he asks – demands, really. ‘Kareline, you were the one who mocked Mother for supporting them at court! You called them grubby troublemakers in smelly coats!’

I sniff at my own coat. ‘Well, the last part was true.’

He still refuses to believe me, gesticulating to the ruins all around us. ‘House Vauquelin is sure to be restored to the Ascendant Twelve now that Duchess Valiana has taken the throne. Kareline, you were born to—’

I shake my head. ‘I never wanted to be the scion of a great house. You knew that before you’d left the cradle. You’ll have to give up rabble-rousing from apple crates outside courthouses, but you’ll make a far better Viscount Vauquelin than I would a Viscountess.’ I turn to Tazia. ‘Unless you want the job?’

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ she says. She’s more settled now, irritated at all this frivolity rather than genuinely panicked. Her hands are loose at her sides, her gaze drifting occasionally to Percévan Tiarren in case he decides to pursue his vengeance against her after all.

‘But you can’t leave Rijou,’ Farren insists. ‘As Ducal Champion, you’ll be able to choose which appeals to fight in the Court of Blades. Kareline, you could restore the rule of law in Rijou, bring integrity back to the judicial system!’

‘Tempting,’ I admit, ‘but my part in that tale has been told. On the other hand,’ I make a show of sudden epiphany, ‘I suppose someone ought to take up the mantle of Our Lady of Blades.’

It takes a moment for Tazia to catch my pointed stare. She shakes her head so hard you’d think she means to make it go flying off her shoulders. ‘I could never— gods of War and Death, I’m the last person Duchess Valiana would choose to—’

‘As it happens, I’ve already spoken to our new duchess,’ Percévan interrupts. ‘In what I feel sure is a sign of her sound judgement, she has agreed to grant you the title on a probationary basis. Try not to threaten to assassinate her too often; she’s very particular about that.’

He is so Bézan Grise . . .

‘But why?’ Tazia asks. ‘You hate me. I betrayed your family, caused the downfall of House Tiarren—’

Percévan waves away her protestations, leaning against the doorframe with a rogue’s smirk on his lips. ‘Don’t give yourself all the credit. Shiballe Leander was determined to ruin us. Even without you, he would have found a way soon enough. Besides, you and I share something in common.’

‘What?’

The humour in his expression vanishes so quickly it’s as if it had been nothing more than a paper mask, as easily torn away as put on again when it next suits him. ‘We know how little words like “justice” matter when the ones who control the courts pervert it for their own profit. You were born in a prison mine. My family was ruined, stripped of their hereditary privileges, then massacred during the Blood Week three years ago. And not one single law was broken in the process.’

Tazia turns to me, a plea in her eyes. ‘Kareline, talk sense to these lunatic men! You know how little education I received before I came here – I don’t know the first thing about the law or how it should be—’

‘Well, as to that,’ I tell her, ‘there’s a chap named Vicendi who’ll be only too happy to instruct you on the vagaries of the judicial process. He’ll drive you to distraction with all his fretting and flipping through his little notebooks as he dreams up ways for you to risk your life to rescue every farmhand and craftsperson who’s ever got on the wrong side of the nobility. Be wary, though, because when he looks at you in that peculiar way of his, like . . . like this lost puppy surrounded by vultures who’s somehow convinced that you’re going to . . .’

Oh, Vicendi. However am I to travel this world without your compass to guide me?

‘Going to what?’ she asks.

‘Nothing. Try not to fall in love with him, that’s all. The new Baronetess Leander might take offence.’ I hug her one last time, whispering, ‘Oh, and keep an eye on Lord Tiarren over there. However stern he may appear, there is rather more Bézan Grise to him than even he realises. Take my advice and marry him on the spot. It’ll save you the trouble of being courted by him.’

She squeezes me tight, unwilling to let go. ‘Is there any part of what you’re saying that’s supposed to make sense?’

Farren wraps his arms around us both, his breath warm as the promise of spring. ‘Kareline always makes sense,’ he says, with unyielding self-confidence. ‘She just forgets to say the sensible part out loud, that’s all. What she meant to say was that the three of us are a family again, as we have been since the day you first came to House Vauquelin. And no matter what roles the three of us choose next, no matter how far we travel from one another, we will always find each other again.’

I hear Percévan – though really, this time it’s definitely Bézan – groan behind us. ‘Enthralling as it is to watch all this hugging and weeping and morose apologies followed by endless protestations of eternal love, the future Viscount Vauquelin and I have an urgent meeting with the – admittedly hastily formed – Ducal Council. There’s unrest in the streets – thanks in no small part to the aforementioned Viscount’s riling up of the people. They’re demanding answers from their new duchess, and reforms of the courts. They’re demanding rather a lot of things, as it happens, and I for one would like to give them at least a few of those things before they decide to hang us all and start afresh.’

With a reluctance that borders on gnawing off one’s own limb, I manage to let go of Farren, and he – with a look on his face that conveys his annoying certainty that the three of us will soon be reunited – releases Tazia. ‘You’ll finish what you came to do?’ he asks me. The smug little brat.

‘I won’t leave until it’s done,’ I promise him, resisting the urge to ruffle that unruly mop of hair of his. ‘Go. Save the world, little brother. Otherwise, your older and wiser sisters are going to give you the spanking our mother ought have given you years ago.’

He smiles, though he doesn’t hide the sadness there. Unlike the rest of us, Farren’s never been much for masks. I suppose when you’re born with a heart as open as his, you don’t need one. Percévan blows me a kiss goodbye. I offer him an elaborate and rather crude gesture the old woman once taught me. I’m pleased by the horrified look on his face.

After they’re gone, Tazia turns me towards her. ‘What did he mean, finish what you came to do?’

I flash her my most mischievous smile. ‘Just getting you into trouble, Sister, like always.’

Without warning, her hand grabs my jaw, the tips of her thumb and forefinger pressing the corners of my mouth. ‘That’s her, isn’t? That’s Lady Consequence?’

‘I suppose so,’ I admit after she lets me go. ‘She was only meant to be a momentary contrivance when I first entered the Court of Blades. I hadn’t even planned on giving her a name; it was Magistrate Calvino who did that. Now, though, I don’t seem to be able to shake her.’

‘Why not?’

We never talked much about masks when we were girls. That was always something our tutors and our mother concerned themselves about more than us. Part of me hesitates to do so now. ‘I thought . . . I thought Consequence was a disguise I could wear once and then discard. But she gave me the freedom to let go of the lies I told myself, and inscribe the person I needed to become onto her, like . . . like a mask that reveals your true face.’ I snort, wondering what the old woman would make of all this sentimental claptrap. ‘Sorry, too many duels, druggings and deaths of late. I’m not making any sense, it’s just that— Tazia, what’s wrong?’

She’s standing before me, eyes glazed. She’s bitten her lower lip so hard that she’s broken the skin and blood is welling. When I reach out for her, she pulls away. ‘I don’t know who I am,’ she says.

This time, I take her by the shoulders. ‘Yes, you do. You’re our sister. You’re—’

‘Who?’ she asks, so vehemently it’s almost violent. ‘Natazia? The girl born in a prison mine and taken to live in a big house? Would you like me to tell you that’s who I am? It’s true, after all. I can prove it, see?’ Her fist comes up to slam into her own chest, like I did in the courtroom, as if she wants to beat the truth into herself. ‘This is the body of Natazia Vauquelin.’ She starts jabbing her temple with her forefinger, so hard I’m afraid the nail will break the skin. ‘Only, in here, I’m Kareline. I’m you!’

‘I told you, I don’t care about—’

‘I’m not done!’ She’s screaming now, lost in torments that almost broke me after three days, and yet she endured for six years. I’m glad for both their sakes that Farren’s not here to witness what comes next. Her hand trembles as it drifts to the place between her legs. ‘Down here, I’m Syldia Leander: the Syldia he had to punish because she couldn’t love him the way he wanted her to. Do you understand now? Castilis tore me apart and put me back together again from the shards of three different women!’

There is no court in this world, no trial, no verdict, that could ever make up for the damage you’ve done to my sister, Castilis. Pray I never find one.

Gently, I take her hand, lifting it up to her chest before placing it against her heart. ‘And who are you in here?’

‘No one,’ she says flatly, the frantic mania fading. What’s left behind is almost worse. ‘I don’t know when that part of me died. Maybe it was the night Galdrien was killed, or when I married a man I couldn’t love, or loved a man whose every word, every kiss was a torture I’d never imagined possible, yet whose touch I came to crave every second of every day.’ She slides her hand out from under mine, then presses my palm to her heart. ‘Did you know, your heart keeps beating no matter how hard you try to make it stop? You can stop yourself from breathing, but your heart doesn’t give a damn about what you want.’

‘Maybe it just needs a name.’

‘What name?’

The smile that comes to my face isn’t Consequence’s, but a crooked, nasty, conspiratorial grin that once belonged to someone else, but now, I suppose, belongs to me. One more gift you gave me, you old crocodile. ‘There was a game I used to play with a particularly foul-mouthed hag back in the mines. She’d make me invent names for her – ludicrous, absolutely preposterous names. She was a prisoner, you see, and even when the walls fell, a prisoner she remained. But each time I conjured up a new name for her, the bars of her cell would disappear, and she would be free.’

For the first time, a fragile hopefulness flushes my sister’s cheeks and her words tremble as she asks, ‘Do you . . . do you have a name for me?’

I know nothing of the healing arts. My talents, my training and my proclivities go in the opposite direction. There isn’t a shred of doubt in my mind that any proper physician, priest or philosopher would rake me over the coals for what I’m about to do, insisting that no name of my devising could stitch together this broken spirit before me. But however learned all those physicians, those priests and philosophers, they have no idea what we’d endured or what, in the end, saved us. They don’t know what it means to be sisters.

Holding mine close, I whisper, ‘As a matter of fact, there’s this thing we learn in the mines. Very fashionable as a name. Temperance, I believe it’s called.’

‘Tenacity,’ she corrects me almost mechanically. ‘In the mines, we learn . . .’

The smile comes to her eyes first, then to her lips. She frees herself from my embrace and I chase her to one of the old dressing rooms. Everything in the armoires is ruined, of course, but there are a few bronze-banded clothing chests which haven’t entirely rotted away, although most of what’s inside has decomposed or been eaten away by bugs. The only garment still capable of holding its shape is an old gown of our mother’s. The azure fabric is stained from the damp over the years, yet the steelsilk is still mostly whole. The slit up the left thigh is a trifle risqué, but Zephine Vauquelin eschewed any garment she couldn’t fence in. With a pair of somewhat mouldy knee-high, flat-soled boots and one of the two indigos belted at her side, the girl standing in the mirror next to me looks rather like a pirate heroine who’s stepped straight out of a sword romance.

Of course I’m too busy admiring my greatcoat in the cracked, full-length mirror to pay attention to my sister’s transformation. For ours, you see, was never the story of Kareline and Natazia Vauquelin, who lost their mother, their freedom and, for a time, their souls. Even before we learned that names aren’t meant to be chains shackling us to the past but magic words with which we inscribe our futures, ours was always the tale of Lady Consequence and Lady Tenacity.

And that tale, friend, is only just beginning.


EPILOGUE

Our Lady of Blades

It’s just before dawn as I sit atop the magistrate’s throne of Rijou’s Court of Blades. It’s bloody uncomfortable. No wonder those who sit in judgement over others always look so sour.

To occupy this seat without a magistrate’s title is a crime worthy of imprisonment, but then, I suppose, so is breaking into a courthouse. Before she left the city an hour ago, my sister taught me the trick to picking the locks – one of many skills she learned in Domas Lacrima that no one ever taught me. After a couple of false starts, getting in wasn’t especially difficult, as these things go. Something I’ll have to bring up with her Grace; can’t have assassins and sneak thieves thinking this palace of justice is a great place to hide out.

The trial bell is here, but no gavel. However, when I strike the bell with the hilt of my indigo-bladed rapier, it chimes loudly throughout the courtroom. I’m not sure why, but I rather enjoy the sound.

Death’s clock strikes six. Soon the court clerks and guards and the huge number of various functionaries apparently necessary for the impartial administration of justice will file in here. I should go. I’ve not slept a wink and I need to be back here by eight for a trial. There are no duels scheduled for today, but I checked the register and I’m quite certain there will be shenanigans planned by the plaintiff’s advocate and the magistrate. The new Duchess of Rijou may feel the need to intervene, and when she does, she’ll require her Ducal Champion to act on her behalf. Not, perhaps, the one she’d hoped for, but then, if she intends to rule as corrupt a duchy as this one, she should probably get used to disappointment.

I’m hesitating, listening to the ticking of the clock.

Six-o-one.

I sigh and push myself up with my hands until my feet are beneath me, perched on the seat of the magistrate’s throne. I leap into the air, somersaulting as I do, and land on my feet in the centre of the duelling circle. My knees protest this little piece of acrobatic theatrics. Still, if you can’t have fun in a duelling court, then really, you’ve no business being there.

I make my way to the twin statues of Death and War, but I find myself stopping, as if I feel their gaze weighing on me, holding me down – reminding me that, for all my pretensions, I’m still just a mine girl who doesn’t belong here.

‘What are you two staring at?’ I ask them. ‘You’ve had your time in Rijou, but in this courtroom, it is Our Lady of Blades who gives the final verdict.’

I can’t be sure, but it seems to me that Death looks dubious at my pronouncement. I climb up the statue, finding handholds in the folds of his stony cloak. With one hand I hang off his clock, while using the other to turn the long hand back ten minutes.

‘Let that be a reminder,’ I say, as I let myself drop back down to the floor and exit the courtroom. ‘You work for me now.’
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The Guild of Weaponsmiths

To fence with a finely made blade is both a privilege and vital to one’s survival in the duelling circle. Rijou’s enigmatic Guild of Weaponsmiths produces some of the most magnificent swords on the continent, each one a work of art. The secrets of their craft are closely held, but perhaps that’s for the best; sometimes the mystery is integral to the magic.

Speaking of injustices, it’s criminal that novels don’t come with credits at the end the way movies, television shows and even video games do. Until the industry corrects this, I’ll continue to do my best to make sure the outstanding professionals who help create books like the one in your hands get their due upon the page:

Gaby Puleston-Vaudrey – Assistant Editor

Tania Wilde – Managing Editor

Sharona Selby – Proofreader

Carrie Hutchison – Senior Audio Editor

The Carmelite Studios team – Audio Production

Kristin Atherton – Narrator

Miblart – Original Cover Design

Tash Webber – Print and Audio Editions Cover Design

Jessica Leigh Clark-Bojin – Interior Art

Court Heralds

There’s a rich tradition of heralding in Rijou’s courts. Orators and minstrels often lend their talents both to whipping up excitement for their duellist clients, while offering the most compelling opening argument for their side of the case. While some mistake this as mere pageantry or spectacle meant to entertain the audience, both defence advocates and prosecutors know all too well the persuasive power that heralds bring to the Court of Blades.

My eternal gratitude to the outstanding publicists, sales experts and marketing wizards who bravely venture out into the most crowded of marketplaces and herald my books to the world.

Mickey Mickelson, Head of Creative Edge Publicity, isn’t so much my personal publicist as the guy who’ll regularly go to the mat for me to get me reviews, interviews and book tours. He once even drove me through the wilds of Alberta and Saskatchewan so I wouldn’t get lost on my way to author events.

Aimee Ravichandran, Head of Abundantly Social, has been instrumental in getting me to stop being a guy who just complains about social media and instead tries to contribute something positive to all those readers kind enough to follow me on various platforms.

Ella Patel, Head of Fiction Publicity at Quercus, in addition to getting me into festivals and events that would probably otherwise shun me, once walked across London with me to various bookstores so I could sign stock and leave little hidden gifts here and there. I look forward to our next tour of London bookshops, Ella!

Alex Haywood and the marketing team at Quercus are always kind about listening to my sometimes bizarre marketing ideas for books and hardly ever roll their eyes at me.

Megan Schaffer, Sales Director at Quercus, along with Kyla Dean, Sinead White, Jess Dryburgh and Natasha Weninger-Kong, somehow persuades bookstores everywhere to carry my books. I suspect blackmail is involved, but I’m not asking too many questions.

Morgan Amer, Sales, Marketing & PR Director at Mobius, along with the delightful Senior Publicist, Amanda Harkness (who, after the inimitable Jo Fletcher, might be one of the people I’ve worked with longest in my publishing career), Associate Marketing Manager Laura Beard and Sales Wizard Imogen Bird are forever at work keeping my books alive and on the shelves in North America.

Barrister Duellists

It’s a tricky business, putting your blade to work defending the virtuous in a place as corrupt as Rijou. There’s far more money in seeing the innocent sentenced to indenture than in setting them free. Thankfully, a few hardy souls risk life and limb entering the duelling circle on behalf of those who entrust their futures to such outstanding fencers.

On a recent book tour, I was reminded of just how vital those who champion books are, not only to authors, but to reading itself. With so many forms of entertainment available twenty-four-seven, devoting hours of concentration and imagination to a novel can feel like a risky investment. My gratitude, as always, to the booksellers, podcasters, reviewers, book bloggers, BookTubers, BookTokers and, of course, those eternal champions of reading, librarians, for your wondrously kind advocacy of my books over the years. I hope you enjoy this one!

As always, I’m delighted to hear from readers and anyone else who wants to get in touch through my website at www.decastell.com/contact. I endeavour to always reply (eventually) to each letter I receive.

Sebastien de Castell

September, 2025

Vancouver, Canada
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Dear Reader,

We’d love your attention for one more page to tell you about the crisis in children’s reading, and what we can all do.

Studies have shown that reading for fun is the single biggest predictor of a child’s future life chances – more than family circumstance, parents’ educational background or income. It improves academic results, mental health, wealth, communication skills, ambition and happiness.1

The number of children reading for fun is in rapid decline. Young people have a lot of competition for their time. In 2024, 1 in 10 children and young people in the UK aged 5 to 18 did not own a single book at home.2

Hachette works extensively with schools, libraries and literacy charities, but here are some ways we can all raise more readers:

• Reading to children for just 10 minutes a day makes a difference

• Don’t give up if children aren’t regular readers – there will be books for them!

• Visit bookshops and libraries to get recommendations

• Encourage them to listen to audiobooks

• Support school libraries

• Give books as gifts

There’s a lot more information about how to encourage children to read on our website: www.RaisingReaders.co.uk

Thank you for reading.

[image: Hachette UK logo]

1 OECD, ‘21st-Century Readers: Developing Literacy Skills in a Digital World’, 2021, https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/21st-century-readers_a83d84cb-en.html

2 National Literacy Trust, ‘Book Ownership in 2024’, November 2024, https://literacytrust.org.uk/research-services/research-reports/book-ownership-in-2024
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Ready for your next read?

Join BookDrop and get the best e-book offers, available for a limited time only, on authors you’ll love direct to your inbox. Discover new favourites and great hand-picked offers across a host of genres, tailored to you by our team of expert publishers.

Whatever you’re in the mood for, we’ve got you covered.

Join today at bookdropdeals.com

Or follow us on social:

[image: X logo] @BookDropDeals

[image: Facebook logo] /BookDropDeals
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